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Delivering The 2001 UK Census results :
Innovation in dissemination

Chris Denham
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The effort and cost of taking a Census is only worthwhile when results meet needs and are delivered
effectively.  This simple but fundamental point is a cornerstone of UK census policy, with a
continuing emphasis on responsiveness to users, and a particular commitment in the 2001 Census
to an innovatory approach throughout its cycle.

The most radical change will be unrestricted access to results.  The standard area statistics in
electronic form will be available free in effect to end users to meet the needs of modernised
government and joint working.  A user will be able to take whatever is needed from an integrated
set of statistics, geography and metadata.  There will also be radical changes in the form of
statistical output and the way it is produced, whilst building on the strengths of the Census to
provide information at local neighbourhood level, aided by the creation of a highly flexible
geographical framework for statistical, not operational, purposes.

These new policies are in place, and users in the UK are becoming aware of the significant change
in approach.  This paper summarises how the strategy developed and outlines the project which
will provide better access, but it also discusses the issues and opportunities which must be
addressed before the Census results are delivered in 2002-03.

Developing an output strategy

Censuses in the UK

1. There are three organisations responsible for taking censuses within the UK – the Office for
National Statistics (ONS) in England and Wales, the General Register Office for Scotland
(GROS), and the Northern Ireland Statistical and Research Agency (NISRA) – and, whilst
the 2001 Census operation is co-ordinated between the parts of the UK, there are some
significant differences within the country, particularly after the devolution of administrative
functions in 1999.  This is reflected in the fact that the output strategy for the 2001 Census
applies across the UK, but more detailed aspects of output may differ between the parts of
the UK where appropriate to meet varying requirements, and statements in this paper relate
to England and Wales and may not always apply throughout the UK.

The basis of the strategy

2. The emphasis on responsiveness to users is an established feature of UK Censuses, with
extensive consultation prior to each Census from 1971 onwards, and feedback afterwards,
but the decision to have an agreed and well publicised output strategy was an innovation for
the 2001 Census.  The strategy was published in August 1998 after a consultative period of
around a year.  It was based on the premise that, as the strategic direction set for the 2001
Census as a whole involved major innovations in data collection and processing, repeating
the form of output from the 1991 Census was not an option.  Initial assumptions were set
out, but the need to keep ahead of changes in user requirements and technology was
emphasised, and key areas for continuing consultation were highlighted.
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Assumptions

3. The key assumptions were, first, that users need

• comprehensive standard output comparable between areas, covering all Census
topics and area levels

• flexibility in the data and production services to meet ad hoc requirements

• output delivered on time to a pre-announced timetable and which is fit for purpose

• the removal of bureaucratic barriers to use

• value for money, in particular charges that do not constrain use.

and, second, that the census organisations should provide output which

• is drawn from a database as free as possible from bias and which is based on 100
percent counts throughout

• has an integral framework of geography

• is produced with a speedy and efficient ‘count engine’ which also provides a user
friendly service for customised output

• is delivered as accessible, intuitive and up-to-date products

• is supported by complete, co-ordinated and accessible metadata

• uses definitions and classifications which are harmonised as far as possible with non-
census sources

• minimises the risk of disclosure of information about identifiable individuals.

In essence, the assumption is that census users are seeking better information about
communities and neighbourhoods, and that the census organisations should deliver better
quality output.

The strategy

4. The output strategy has three elements : first, to build on the recognised strengths of the
census

• by producing pre-planned, standard output to convey the full range of Census results
to the most local levels

second, to make major improvements on previous censuses

• by co-ordinating the substantial amount of metadata generated by a census into a
much more timely and usable form

• by providing speedy and cost-effective services for the production of customised
output

• by delivering output through technology current at the time of release rather than at
the time of planning two or three years previously
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third, to introduce innovation

• by the concurrent release of tranches of results for the whole country, from national
to the most local level, following the estimation of ‘one number’ populations, rather
than the previous county by county batch production and release when national
results came last

• by having products which are tested and accepted in advance of final production runs
– crucial to the success of concurrent release

• by developing an output geography for statistical (not operational) purposes

• by serving the devolved administrations in the UK whilst increasing consistency
across the UK.

Emphasis is on dynamism in the strategy and on understanding the customer.

The customer response

5. A critical assessment of the strategy was a major round of consultation in spring 1999.  This
involved all sections of the census user community and a ‘roadshow’ at venues throughout
the UK.  The consultative process is iterative and is continuing, but the feedback from the
roadshow confirmed the initial assumptions and supported the strategy.  It also provided
positive input to the development of standard area statistics, output geography, and systems
for customised output.

6. However, the most important message from customers was that the modernising of
government means joint working between organisations, particularly to combat social
exclusion.  Whilst the Census remained the single most important source of information on
neighbourhoods and communities at ward level and below, the value of the investment in
the 2001 Census would only be realised in the barriers to joint working were removed and
the Census results became much more accessible.

The Census Access project

7. A challenge in making the bulk of Census results more accessible is that the legislation
governing the Census requires improvement to be customer funded, and such cost is
perceived as a barrier.  Whilst reports to Parliament are core funded, they have not contained
the local neighbourhood statistics which are supplied on a marginal additional cost recovery
basis (sections 2.3 and 4 of the Census Act 1920) in a relatively ‘raw’ form with constraints
to protect cost recovery.  Fortunately, however, the need to find resources to boost customer
funded output coincided with the opportunity to bid for support from the Government’s
Invest to Save Budget (ISB) for England.  This is new money available for projects which
bring together partners with modernising government objectives.

8. ONS developed proposals for a project – known as ‘Census Access’ – which combines a
new policy approach to dissemination with new technology and would provide

• unrestricted access by end users to the standard area statistics

• support for the services to provide customised output

• savings to customers through reduced charges and through the avoidance of
duplicated effort in developing services to access Census data.
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The potential benefits of the project were recognised throughout the public sector and ONS
was partnered in the bid by key players representing all public sector customers – DETR
(central government), DH (the health service), the Local Government Association, and the
ESRC (higher education and research).  The bid sought some £2.1 million over a three year
(2000 – 03) period, to which a further 25 percent (£0.7 million) would be added by the
partners under the ISB rules - a sum which covered part of the cost of area statistics which
the partners would be meeting in any event.  The bid was successful, and the award of the
full funding was announced in February 2000, with the arrangement that the project would
also cover Wales and with implementation starting just six weeks later.

9. The award of the ISB funding effectively confirmed the new policy approach.  The main
tasks for the project are to research, prototype, demonstrate and implement user friendly
services to deliver output by

• simplifying cost recovery arrangements, with purchase through a limited number of
partners

• removing barriers to joint working, dissemination and publication for public sector
and other agreed purposes, with an inclusive definition of the ‘public sector’

• offering an integrated dataset (statistics, geography, metadata, software) to supply
whatever is needed

• providing a choice of delivery methods (including the Internet) with training and
facilities for all levels of expertise, particularly to serve the less pro-active user

• sharing best practice approaches, avoiding duplicated effort by users.

The services will be pump primed by ISB ‘top slice’ contributions to meet part of the costs
of customer funded output.

10. In all, the partners will get better output and better value for money than from the 1991
Census.  Every end user in the public sector, including schools, community groups and
individual members of the public, will have access, if they wish, to the entire standard
output of the Census, or to a single fact, for use for public sector or personal purposes.  The
private sector at the least will benefit from the better output and services established by the
project, but ONS is actively exploring how the full benefits might be brought to end users in
the private sector, for example, by organisations forming a consortium to act as an additional
partner.

Issues and opportunities

11. Among the issues raised by the new approach are

- extending the project to Scotland and Northern Ireland; otherwise there may be
inequalities for users between the parts of the UK, and administrative complications
for users of output on a GB/UK basis

- finding a mechanism to extend the full benefits to end users in the private sector
whilst fostering value added services to complement those provided by the Census
organisations.

But these potential difficulties are outweighed by the opportunity to realise the value of the
Census, and by the further possibility of developing the Census Access services to deliver
other neighbourhood statistics on a regular basis from 2002 – 03 onwards.
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Innovation in statistical products and output geography

It is only possible in this short paper to touch on the many changes being made in the statistical
products and framework of output geography, but there are significant issues and opportunities.

Statistical products

12. The approach for 2001 is characterised by the phrase “breaking the moulds” which
represents a move away from the deliberate retrenchment of the 1991 Census, which aimed
to build on the success of the 1981 Census, although successful and uniquely valuable
products such as the standard local area statistics, origin/destination (commuting and
migration) statistics, and samples of anonymised records (microdata) will be retained and
improved.  Among the innovations are

• the concurrent release of tranches of standard area statistics for the whole country,
from national to the most local level, with the introduction of comparability
indicators and inclusion of statistics on out migrants and workplace populations

• the reduction of the bulky ‘County Report’ volumes into a very few succinct printed
reports, for example with key statistics for every local authority in the country but
with electronic supplements containing detailed tables with viewing, visualising and
manipulating software – a crucial aspect of concurrent release

• the introduction of multi-source National Statistics topic ‘theme’ reports in which
‘harmonised’ accounts would be provided on subjects such as the labour market
which are measured through a variety of sources.

• the use of the SuperCROSS fast tabulation package (for which procurement was
recently completed by ONS) which will offer

- a ‘count engine’ with increased speed and reduced costs

- hands on specification of ad hoc output by customers using agreed pre-
defined classifications

• output which is all based on estimated ‘one number Census’ populations of usual
residents only, and which is subject to disclosure control through pre-tabular
modification of the output database (processes which will be invisible in the output).

The output geography framework

13. The Census, with its need to plan collection areas to cover every household in the country
and to give every record a geographical code for processing, is a major driver for “putting
the Geography in Statistics”.  The 2001 Census in fact falls into a window of opportunity for
the application of maturing GIS methodologies to meet user expectations of products for
GIS applications.  Among the innovations are

• the availability of postcode based Output Areas as small ‘building bricks’ throughout
the UK, replacing Enumeration Districts (areas for collection)

- postcode polygons are automatically zoned into Output Areas on statistical
criteria (a world first)

- precise Census ‘denominators’ will be available for postcoded ‘events’
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• digital boundaries and look-up tables integrated with statistics for GIS applications

- the geographical base will be freely available for use under Census Access
terms

• the output database for England and Wales will contain 1 metre co-ordinate
references

- providing the basis for output for any old, new or ad hoc geography.

Innovatory output : issues and opportunities

14. The planned changes bring three significant challenges which remain to be resolved

• the output production timetable is very compressed in comparison with previous
censuses – time consuming activity like preparing large numbers of printed reports
has been abandoned, but there will be a difficult task of setting priorities for the use
of the limited resources available

• there is an evident tension between requirements for detail in small area output and
the commitment which cannot be compromised to minimise the risk of inadvertent
disclosure of information about identifiable individuals, and the right balance
between the usefulness of the output and the risk of disclosure has to be found

• the technical possibility of being able to produce flexible output heightens the issue
of disclosure risks where geographies overlap and two sets of output produce
marginally different populations and/or where there are marginally different counts
for a population in two or more tables, and effective methods of reducing the risks
have to be developed and proven.

Whilst among the opportunities are

• visualisation to enliven and simplify the presentation of statistics and to provide
insights into social and economic patterns

• the potential for analyses of Census data to be freer of pre-conditions imposed by
rigid statistical classifications and/or standard geographical boundaries

• the availability of a ready-made geographical framework for use with other data, if
steps are taken to up-date the framework as administrative/electoral and postcode
geographies change.
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Working in Partnership

15. In conclusion, the ambitions and innovatory strategy for the dissemination of the 2001
Census results will only be achieved by the Census organisations working in partnerships.
These include alignment with the broader dissemination policies of National Statistics, due
to be announced in early June.  They also include working closely with the complementary
programmes of Census related research funded by ESRC/JISC in the academic community,
and with value added suppliers so that they continue to extend dissemination with services
and products which are beyond the remits of the Census organisations.  Finally, the Census
Access project has brought about a new relationship with users as partners, which may
embrace all end users.

Chris Denham June 2000
Head of Census Output and Geography
Office for National Statistics © Crown copyright
Segensworth Road
Titchfield
Fareham tel : 01329 813720
Hants
PO15 5RR chris.denham@ons.gov.uk

Further information

Readers are encouraged to contact the author with queries and comments, and to disseminate the
information in the paper.

More detail/information is available in

- The 2001 Census Output Strategy – a four page discussion paper re-issued for the
1999 output consultation

- the Census Access project – Census Advisory Group paper AG(00)08

- the ongoing series of discussion papers and draft proposals covering output in
general, and standard area statistics and origin/destination statistics in detail

which may be obtained by contacting the author or ONS Census Customer Services (01329
813800) or in most cases by visiting the Census pages on the ONS website www.statistics.gov.uk
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