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Lack of evidence for social policy making in Canada 
 
The Canadian social sector has recognised the need for evidence-based social policy and 
programming. However, as the Mowat Centre report Better Outcomes for Public Services 
makes clear, the quality of evidence available to the sector varies, and contains gaps and 
inconsistencies. For example, a Canadian led international review examining the quality of 
evidence used in over 4,000 evaluations of early childhood intervention programs found that 
only 169 attempted to determine causality by using a control or comparison group. This 
problem is even more apparent when compared to areas such as healthcare with its strong 
culture of rigorous testing and evaluation. 
 
To solve this problem, the sector needs to develop the necessary information and evidence 
systems to get a clearer picture of effective social programs and their impact on social 
outcomes. An innovative practice that contributes to the development of these systems is the 
unlocking of administrative data.  
 
While there are a variety of names given to the practice of secondary use of administrative 
data, the idea remains the same. In each case, relevant government administrative data is 
made accessible to social sector organizations delivering programs in those areas. Although 
these databases do contain private information, they are made available in ways that ensure 
confidentiality. Accessing this data in a controlled manner enables these organizations to 
better understand how their own services are being used, most importantly, the impact of 
their programs. 
 
Unfortunately, despite growing international success, for the most part the social sector 
cannot yet access administrative data in Canada. This problem is all the more striking given 
Canadian researchers affiliated to universities have been able to access administrative data 
for a number of years in order to answer specific research questions about social outcomes. 
Moreover, unlocking administrative data is key to enabling social finance and 
pay-for-success funding models, such as social impact bonds. 
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Background 

What is administrative data? 

Administrative data is information collected, used, and stored, primarily for administrative 
(i.e., operational) uses, rather than research purposes. However, this data contains 
information that can help academic and non-academic researchers evaluate policies and 
programs, for instance, by comparing outcomes for service users versus non-service users. 
For the purposes of this brief, we are referring principally to information managed by the 
government. 

Current access to administrative data 

Academic researchers in Canada have been able to access administrative data for a number 
of years, by way of the confidential individual-level data from population and household 
surveys administered by Statistics Canada. This is possible through Research Data Centres 
that have been created to provide researchers with access, in a secure university setting, to 
individual-level data. By accessing this level of data, researchers are able to link datasets in 
order to answer more specific research questions about social outcomes, such as 
socio-economic factors (i.e. employment, income levels, poverty, housing) or health care. 
 
There are existing partnerships, both within Canada, and internationally, which enable the 
social sector to access administrative data: 
 

● In the UK, New Philanthropy Capital (NPC) helped support the development of a 
successful Justice Data Lab. Data on reoffending rates was shared by the Ministry of 
Justice and was used to compare the effectiveness of programs delivered by 
organizations working with ex-offenders. By matching their service users with a wider 
randomised population, nonprofit organisations were able to evaluate if their program 
was impactful in lowering the recidivism rate of their service users relative to a 
comparison group of offenders whose information they otherwise would not have had 
access to.  

● In the province of Alberta, Policywise for Children & Families, a nonprofit 
organisation, has partnered with various ministries at the provincial level to create the 
Child and Youth Data Laboratory (CYDL) in order to link and analyse administrative 
data from Government ministries, to provide evidence for policy and program 
development. The ultimate goal of CYDL is to improve the outcomes of children and 
family in Alberta through better research and evidence.  

  
Both of these projects were possible because of strong partnerships between the social 
sector and government, and both had wide-ranging benefits for the stakeholders involved. 
However, in Canada, these initiatives have been limited, and have been restricted to a 
province as well as one issue. Nonetheless, these cases provide clear models for the social 
sector to secure increased access to administrative data.  
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http://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/rdc/index
http://www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/rdc/index
http://www.thinknpc.org/
http://www.thinknpc.org/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/justice-data-lab
https://policywise.com/
https://policywise.com/
https://policywise.com/initiatives/child-and-youth-data-laboratory/
https://policywise.com/initiatives/child-and-youth-data-laboratory/
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The benefits of unlocking administrative data 
 
NPC has articulated the benefits that various stakeholders receive from such administrative 
data initiatives: 
 

1. Nonprofit organizations get clear feedback about the effectiveness of their 
interventions. 

2. Researchers are able to access a larger body of evidence, allowing for 
meta-analyses and a better understanding of what programs are working. 

3. Service users benefit from improved and effective interventions. 
4. Government is able to empower organizations of all sizes and skill-levels and 

increase learning throughout the nonprofit sector. 
 

Catalyzing relationship between administrative data and outcomes-based 
funding 
 
The increasing interest in and use of Social Impact bonds (SIBs) and focus on 
pay-for-success funding could catalyze the use of administrative data for performance 
management. The concrete benefits of using administrative data and the opportunity that 
SIBs present is explained below:  
 

Outcome measurement is less costly and thus more feasible at scale when it is 
based on existing data (e.g. unemployment insurance earnings records, health 
care system use, correctional systems outcomes), rather than requiring new data 
to be collected. Use of administrative data also produces more representative 
samples than surveys with varying response rates and is not subject to distortions 
from self-reporting. However, legal and technical barriers have, so far, limited the 
use of data in this way.  The hope is that SIBs will bring different agencies and 
evaluation experts together to address these barriers and bring down the cost of 
outcome measurement.  Intermediaries and investors will also want to have 
ongoing access to data in order to monitor program performance along the way. 
[emphasis added] 
 
Social Impact Bonds: Overview and Considerations  
The Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) - March 2014 Elizabeth 
Lower-Basch 

Policy Options 
 
To date, the social sector in Canada has not established systems to obtain the same degree 
of access to individual-level administrative data as academic researchers. Increased access 
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http://www.clasp.org/resources-and-publications/publication-1/CLASP-Social-Impact-Bonds-SIBs-March-2014.pdf
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would give the sector an important new tool to more effectively evaluate, refine, and 
advocate for improved social policy and programs.  
 
In order for increased access to administrative data for the social sector to become a 
widespread practice in Canada: 
 

1) stakeholders need to better understand the benefits and opportunities of accessing 
this data.  

2) different stakeholders need to be identified and convened in order to define the roles 
and align their goals.  

 
Lessons can be learned from abroad and at home about how to do this. Also, geographical 
and institutional contexts determine what data is available, who are the potential 
partners, and what is the capacity of the sector to use these new evaluation tools.  
 
However, at this point, the following questions need to be answered in order to develop a 
plan and precise policy recommendations to increase the social sector’s access to 
administrative data: 
 
What data is available? 

● What administrative data do governments have? 
● What are the possibilities for linking data from different levels of government? 
● What is the legal and regulatory framework in which this would operate?  
● What challenges do privacy policies present and are there examples of how to 

overcome these challenges? 
  
Who are the relevant stakeholders? 

● Who has the incentives and resources to fund this? 
● Are academics or external researchers a necessary component of the solution? What 

are their interests and capacities in participating? 
  
What is the capacity of the sector to use these new evaluation tools 

● According to anecdotal evidence from NPC, the desire of the social sector to work 
with administrative data is low. To what extent is this also an issue in Canada? How 
can this challenged best addressed? 

● How can we ensure that the social sector has the capacity to work with administrative 
data? 

● What are the necessary educational materials that would need to accompany any 
increased access to administrative data? Eg. Documentation, webinars, hands-on 
training, informational campaigns. 

Policy Recommendation 
 
Powered By Data recommends that a research and feasibility study be conducted in order to 
create an actionable plan for nonprofits to be able to fully benefit from increased access to 
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administrative data. This plan should identify the opportunities and resources available, as 
well as the potential challenges and accommodations that will need to be met. The steps 
necessary to develop a plan would include: 
 

·       Researching best practices internationally and domestically regarding the social 
sector’s access to administrative data. 

·       Identifying and convening key stakeholders from different levels of government, 
academia, and the social sector to better understand their needs, capacities, and their 
constraints.  

·       Delivering an actionable plan with specific recommendations to move this 
innovation towards a system-level adoption. 

About Powered by Data 
Powered by Data works with nonprofits, funders and governments to help them better use, 
share and learn from data. The way that our society handles information is changing rapidly, 
and Powered by Data believes the social sector needs to be part of that change. That’s why 
Powered by Data works with key stakeholders, particularly in philanthropy and government, to 
open up data and increase the sector's capacity to use information effectively. 

Powered by Data’s approach combines consulting, technical collaboration, research and 
advocacy, to focus on systemic and policy solutions that benefit the sector as a whole, rather 
than specific technologies or applications. Powered by Data is committed to finding a solution 
that will ensure that data will be a time-saving, effortless and valuable part of the work that 
nonprofits do every day.  

Powered by Data is well equipped to lead this scoping exercise that will consider the 
complexities of the Canadian context from the perspective of multiple stakeholders. Powered 
by Data is already working with numerous nonprofit, governmental, and academic, partners in 
the administrative data arena, both across Canada and internationally. In addition, access to 
administrative data for the social sector will be a major theme of innovation at the first 
Transform the Sector Conference in February 2017, in which Powered by Data is the 
organizing partner.  

Powered by Data was started by a company called Ajah, as a way to apply their expertise to 
social problems. It is now a project on Tides Canada’s shared platform, which supports 
on-the-ground efforts to create uncommon solutions for the common good. Powered by Data is 
located in Canada but works with partners worldwide, and we have been recognized as one of 
the top 10 innovations in global philanthropy. 
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http://transform.thesector.ca/
http://transform.thesector.ca/
http://tidescanada.org/approach/shared-platform/
http://tidescanada.org/approach/shared-platform/
http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/10-innovations/
http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/10-innovations/
http://www.thinknpc.org/publications/10-innovations/

