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Pre Submission Data Quality 

Checks  
  

From experience we have found that carrying out a few basic checks on data can 

save many hours looking at spurious matches caused by poor quality data. These 

checks can best be made using specialist software, such as IDEA or ACL as there is 

no limit as to how many records the data contains.  

 

However, many of the checks can be carried out using Excel but only if the number 

of records does not exceed the size of the worksheet available (1,048,576 Excel 

2007 onwards, 65,536 pre 2007).  
  

This document shows examples of these checks using IDEA and Excel.  

 
Please note that whilst the screen shots in this guidance are from older 

versions of IDEA/Excel, all the functionality demonstrated is available on the 

more recent 'ribbon' menu versions of these applications. 

  

Summary of checks  

1. Sort/Index each field and check first and last entries   

a. Numeric fields (reasonableness)  

b. Character fields (validity)  

c. Date fields (consistent with specification)  

d. Blank fields, is that to be expected (completeness)   

2. Control totals for monetary fields (reasonableness)  

3. Analyse the main reference number, such as employee number, to establish 

whether there are any duplicate records (excessive)  

  

Having carried out these checks the data may need to be re-extracted, where the 

data is shown to have fundamental flaws, or manipulated, where field formats or 

records can be adjusted to meet the specification.  

  

Whether the data is re-extracted or manipulated we suggest that the pre-submission 

checks need to be carried out again to ensure that the previous issues have been 

rectified.  

 

Using IDEA  

  

1. Create a copy of the data to be submitted to ensure that you always have the 

original intact.  

  

2. Set up client and import data file. 

  

3. If there is no header row with field names then create one from the data 

specification using ‘Field Manipulation’.   



Page 3 of 9 
 

  

4. In addition, if the monetary or date fields have imported as character fields 

ensure that they are converted to virtual numeric and date fields.   

 

  
5. Carry out the following checks: 

 

Sorting   

a. Sort the first column by double clicking on the column heading.  

 
b. Inspect the lowest Creditor Reference (11308 in this case) and establish if 

it is reasonable.  

  

c. Secondly sort descending using same method as a. and establish if the 

last entry is reasonable.  

  

d. If there are any blanks in the column these will be shown at the top when 

sorting ascending in a.  

  

e. Repeat the methodology in b, c and d for at least the other critical fields - 

‘Suppliers Invoice Number’, ‘Internal Invoice Number’, ‘Invoice Date’, 

‘Payment Date’, ‘Total Invoice Amount’ and ‘VAT Amount’.  

  

f. For date fields the earliest and latest dates should be reasonable and 

comply with the data specification where appropriate. 

  

g. For amount fields the smallest (including negatives) and largest amounts 

should be as expected.  

  

    

  

  
  



Page 4 of 9 
 

 

Control Totals  

  

a. Select the Control Total option on the Properties tab.   

 
  

b. Select each relevant field to obtain control totals.  

 
  

c. Note the control total of the selected field in the Properties tab.  

  

      
  

Duplicate records  

  

a. From the Analysis menu select Duplicate Key/Detection option.   
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b. In the Duplicate Key Detection box select the ‘Key’ button and select the 

appropriate field to check (in this case the Creditor Reference).  

 
  

c. If no records are returned (as below) it means that there are no records 

with duplicate references.  

  

      
  

 

6. Where there are either unusual or unexpected entries at the extremities, 

there are blank entries, the control totals are unreasonable or there are 

duplicate references, consider whether there is enough of an issue to merit 

further investigation as to why the data has these features.  

  

a. If you are satisfied that the data is as expected and reflects the data 

specification then submit the original untouched data file.  

  

b. If the issues appear to be fundamental or extreme enough to doubt 

the validity or completeness of the data, you need to consider 

extracting the data again. If this is the case then you need to share 

these issues with the person responsible for the production of the data 

as they could have been caused by the extraction process.  

  

Back to top  
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Using Excel  

  

1. It has to be assumed that the data does not have more records than the 
maximum shown by the Excel worksheet.  

2. Create a copy of the data to be submitted to ensure that you always have the 
original intact.  

3. If there is no header row (a) insert a row at the top of the worksheet and (b) 
complete cells in the first row with the field names as per specification (see 
example below).  

        

     
  

4. Highlight all the data in the table – we suggest you place the cursor on the 

first data cell (A2) and then press shift-ctrl-end simultaneously.  

  

      
  

5. Carry out the following checks:  

  



Page 7 of 9 
 

Sorting  

  

a. Select Sort from the Data dropdown menu.  

  

       
  

b. In the ‘Sort by’ dropdown box select the first field to be checked (in this 

case ‘Suppliers invoice number) and select ‘OK’.   

  

  
  

c. Establish that the first entries are reasonable and as expected.  

  

d. Repeat step a. and for the same field select the same field but changing 

the sort to ‘Ascending’. This will enable you to establish whether the data 

at the other end of this field’s range is reasonable. This check should also 

show whether there are any blank entries.  

      

e. Repeat the methodology in a, b, c and d for at least the other critical fields 

in this dataset – for example, in a Creditors History file we suggest 
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‘Suppliers Invoice Number’, ‘Internal Invoice Number’, ‘Invoice Date’, 

‘Payment Date’, ‘Total Invoice Amount’ and ‘VAT Amount’.  

  

Control Totals  

  

a. Select the cell below any monetary column and activate the 

summarisation function. 

 
  

b. This will summarise all the entries in that column, which you can then 

check for reasonableness.  

          

Duplicate records  

a. In Excel this is not an easy feature to look for without using fairly 

advanced techniques. However, it can be quite effective to sort the 

reference number column and then visually inspect that column as you 

scroll down page by page.  

  

6. Where there are either unusual or unexpected entries at the extremities, or 

there are blank entries, consider whether they are reasonable or if there is 

enough of an issue to merit further investigation as to why the data has these 

features.  

  

a. If you are satisfied that the data is as expected and reflects the data 

specification then submit the original untouched data file.  

  

b. However, if there are what appears to be a few rogue records or 

entries then you may find it easier to either delete or refine these 

records or entries manually. The revised file can then be submitted 

after carrying out the same checks again.  

  

c. If the issues appear to be fundamental or extreme enough to doubt 

the validity or completeness of the data, you need to consider 

extracting the data again. If this is the case then you need to share 

these issues with the person responsible for the production of the data 

as they could have been caused by the extraction process.  

  

Back to top  
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NFI Team Contact Details  

General support  

 

For queries related to the data submission, data matches, investigations, 

outcome recording or any general NFI query.  

  

Email: nfiqueries@cabinetoffice.gov.uk  

  

Technical queries (NFI Helpdesk)  

For queries related to issues specifically with the NFI web application including 

access issues or user accounts.  

  

Tel: 0845 345 8019  

  

Email: helpdesk@nfi.gov.uk   

  

 


