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Foreword
By the chairman of the Statistics Commission

The Census underpins the allocation of billions of pounds in funding for public services and

is the foundation of many economic and social statistics. These in turn influence policy

across government and investment decisions in the commercial sector. And despite the

growth in new databases in recent years, the Census still offers a source of consistent

small-area data that is better than any other. It gives us both a unique insight into the

society in which we live and a social benchmark that will be of relevance for many decades

to come. The Census is thus of fundamental importance to policy, good government, the

economy and democracy. In a very practical sense, we are all counting on success in 2011.

A national census is however a huge task. The following comments are contained in advice

issued by the United Nations: “The traditional census is among the most complex and

massive peacetime exercises a nation undertakes. It requires mapping the entire country;

mobilizing and training an army of enumerators; conducting a massive public campaign;

canvassing all households; collecting individual information; compiling vast amounts of

completed questionnaires; analyzing and disseminating the data. ...In addition, successfully

conducting a census becomes a matter of national pride for many countries.”

The cost of the 2011 Census seems likely to be of the order of £500 million. That will make

it the most expensive statistical project ever undertaken in this country. The cost per head

is in line with some countries known for their good statistical systems, such as Australia

and Canada, but lower than in the United States. Whilst it is reassuring to know that costs

are in line with international norms, the arguments for finding a cheaper and more flexible

alternative get ever stronger as the total cost rises. We conclude in this report that an early

start should be made to ensure that the 2011 Census will be the last of its kind.

Consideration should also be given to collecting some of the census data through a

continuous survey as is now done in the United States.

That a 2011 Census is needed seems to be widely accepted both inside and outside

government and this is also the view of the Statistics Commission. In part, the case for

spending so much money on a single statistical project turns on the fact that no other

source of population information will be good enough by 2011 to replace the count that is

the central product of the Census. But also, the 2011 Census will be the standard against

which new ways of estimating the population in the future will be judged. In that sense, the

next Census should be seen as laying the ground for new approaches to measuring the

population and their characteristics. 
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More generally, our conclusions and recommendations point to the 2011 Census being a

major focus for the work of the new Statistics Board, established under the Statistics and

Registration Service Act 2007, over the next four to five years. The Census alone will

consume something like 40 per cent of the Statistics Board’s budget for the first five years

of its existence. In particular, we hope the Board will manage both to build consensus

about how success should be judged and ensure resources are best deployed to achieve

that success.

The recommendations in this report are those of the Statistics Commission. I would

however like to acknowledge the contribution of officials in the Office for National Statistics

and the census offices in Scotland and Northern Ireland, and the invaluable support of the

consultants and panel of experts who advised us at different stages.

Chairman, Statistics Commission

November 2007
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Section 1: Introduction and
Recommendations
Introduction

1. In February 2007, the Statistics Commission published an interim report Preparing for

the 2011 Census. That report drew attention to some of the risks and challenges that

the Office for National Statistics (ONS), and the other census offices in Scotland and

Northern Ireland, will face in seeking to deliver a 2011 Census that is widely seen to

have been a success. This final report develops the arguments and recommendations

further and sets them in the context of the new governance structure for official

statistics established under the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007. It also

argues for a different approach to counting the population after 2011 – but one which

is best initiated now.

2. Censuses in the UK, as elsewhere, are by their nature problematic and vulnerable to

disruption. The last Census was beset by budgetary pressures, public protests,

problems with enumeration in hard-to-count areas, poor quality address lists and

other technical difficulties. In Scotland there were Parliamentary changes to questions

on ethnic group after agreement of the corresponding questions for England and

Wales and, throughout the UK, foot and mouth disease constrained enumeration in

rural areas. Jointly and separately, these difficulties threatened to throw plans off

course and, in some respects, did lead to less reliable results than government and

other users required. 

3. As part of the initial review prior to our interim report, we commissioned a review from

Demographic Decisions Ltd on the public consultations undertaken by the census

offices, in the period up to 2007, in preparation for 2011 (Annex 1), and we held a

meeting of twenty experts from academia, the private sector, local and central

government. The group agreed that the 2011 Census is likely to be the most

challenging one for many decades: contributory reasons are the high rate of

population mobility and migration, the levels of illegal residency, changing household

structures, increase in the number of second homes, growing reluctance to complete

official questionnaires, and the growth of inaccessible homes (for example due to

security gates) in already hard-to-count areas. A report on the seminar is at Annex 2.

4. The benefits of the Census can be difficult to gauge fully. Ultimately the data produced

from the Census adds value where it provides a sound evidence base for action.

In Annex 3 we review the uses made of census data in managing public services.

3
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5. The interim report highlighted some aspects of the preparations for 2011 on which

more could be done by government to assure success. In this report we have refined

our interim conclusions though not changed them substantially. We have however

taken account of reaction to the interim report, including observations in a letter from

the Financial Secretary to the Treasury (Annex 4). The House of Commons Treasury

Committee took evidence1 on the topic shortly after publication of our interim report

and we have considered carefully the points made in discussion at that time. 

6. A timeline identifying key events leading up to 2011 is presented in Section 3.

Notable points are:

• The planning period is long – over seven years before Census day.

• Many decisions have to be taken quite early.

• As for the 2001 Census, initial outputs are scheduled to be published

18 months after Census day.

• Taking a census is, in varying degrees, the responsibility of all four UK

administrations but the position is different in each. 

Recommendations

7. The conclusions in our interim report were addressed variously to government,

Parliament, and the census offices. In this report we have recast them to focus in the

main on the UK-wide scrutiny role of the new Statistics Board. Census funding

represents around 40 per cent of the Board’s budget between 2007-08 and 2011-12,

and might therefore be expected to be a major item on the Statistics Board’s agenda

throughout that period.

8. Bearing in mind the points made above and the further evidence of the research that

is presented in this report, we make the following recommendations:

Recommendation 1: The Statistics Board should engage all interested parties, including

Parliament and the devolved administrations, in building a consensus on how success

will be judged for the 2011 Census and publicising the outcome. The success criteria

must be meaningful and tractable for those planning the Census. Meeting the needs of

all users equally is not a realistic goal. We make some suggestions later in this section.
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Recommendation 2: The delivery of robust population estimates, nationally and for local

areas, should be seen as the single most important criterion against which the Census

should be judged. However, in practice, the robustness of census population estimates

cannot be measured directly; and commentators will be heavily influenced by whether

the census estimates are consistent with expectations prior to the Census. It is therefore

important that those expectations are well-informed and for this it will be necessary to

have robust measures of population movements – that is both international and internal

migration – ahead of 2011. Unless we know about patterns of migration in the years

before the Census, there is a real risk that the Census will not be seen to have been a

success even if it does deliver good estimates. 

With these points in mind, the Statistics Board will need to work with government

departments to ensure sufficient priority is given to improving migration estimates over

the next few years. However, time is already short for any substantive improvements to

these estimates ahead of the Census results. It may therefore be necessary to accept

that there is already a problem facing the credibility of census estimates in some

geographical areas. The best way to handle this may be to pinpoint those areas in which

the Census results are likely to prove controversial and consider, with the local

stakeholders and interest groups, what further steps might be taken locally.

Recommendation 3: Without a good quality national address register, all the Census

risks are amplified. The development of such a register in England and Wales must

remain a priority but it now seems unlikely that there will be significant progress ahead of

2011. The Census test carried out in 2007 will, when the results are published in autumn

2007, provide some objective evidence on the adequacy of the two existing sources –

the Address Point product from Ordnance Survey and the National Land and Property

Gazetteer managed by the Local Government Information House on behalf of local

government. Attempts to reconcile these sources in recent years have not been

successful – for reasons associated with intellectual property rights rather than technical

challenges. We thus remain concerned that the work of Census enumeration will be

hampered, though perhaps less so than it was in 2001 since there have been

improvements in address lists since then. In the absence of a comprehensive solution

that will serve the needs of Census enumeration, our recommendation is simply that the

Statistics Board should give high priority to this issue, assess the scale of the problem in

the light of the latest evidence, and mitigate the weaknesses in existing sources as best

it can.

5
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Recommendation 4: The Statistics Board should actively seek to promote

understanding of the risks facing the 2011 Census; and do so across all levels of

government and public administration in the UK. It should identify and emphasise the

scope for many organisations inside and outside government to help contain those risks.

This is no small task. As this report illustrates, the risks come in many forms, from the

practical to the political, and from the predictable to the uncertain. One high risk is that

some special interest groups will use criticism of the Census as a vehicle to gain publicity

for their own causes. Those groups – which may include lobbies, political parties or

media voices – need to be identified and engaged, in the period from now up to the

event, in constructive discussion about the worth of the Census. The Statistics Board will

need to discuss with Ministers and political parties the best way to do this. The dialogue

must be well under way by the time of the White Paper stage in autumn 2008, not

simply in the final months before the Census.

Recommendation 5: Census offices have already carried out consultation but should

continue to engage with users to better understand their evolving requirements for

census data. There is an added benefit in keeping this dialogue alive. Users and other

external stakeholders – rather than government officials – are the best people to deliver

positive messages about the value of the Census to the news media and the public and

to allay unfounded fears about the intentions behind the Census, or the use that will be

made of the personal information collected.

Recommendation 6: The Statistics Board will have to ensure that within the broad

sweep of work of the statistical services across the UK, the Census is given sufficient

priority, the risks are effectively managed, and the pace of development is not faster than

the census offices can handle – recognising that a census cannot be postponed. Other

priorities may have to be put back to make this a reality.
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Previous Statistics Commission recommendations

9. The current review follows earlier research by the Statistics Commission on census-

related matters and the current recommendations draw in part on the earlier reports.

Our 2004 report Census and population estimates2 made a number of

recommendations including:

a) Government departments, local authorities and other public bodies should

commit to work closely together in the planning and the execution of the 2011

round of censuses.

b) Targeted studies or surveys should be pursued in selected areas ahead of 2011

with a view to improving population estimates for the most problematic areas.

c) Improvement of the quality of migration data should be addressed urgently by

the Home Office and the Office for National Statistics together.

d) The creation of a robust and continuously updated national address register

should be a priority for government.

e) Government departments should assess more systematically and publish their

own requirements in relation to the Census.

10. These recommendations pointed to ways to reduce particular risks ahead of 2011.

Whilst there has undoubtedly been some progress on specific points, the issues are

Recommendation 7: At the same time, the Board should find capacity to look beyond

2011 and begin to lay the ground now for new approaches to measuring the population

and its characteristics. 2011 should be recognised as the last Census of the current

kind, partly to make the best use of administrative systems already existing in

government, partly because of the increasing difficulty in employing traditional

enumeration methods, and not least because of the costs involved. We fully recognise

that there are difficulties in establishing a reliable population register and that public

opinion may be cautious about accepting that registers will only be used for public

benefit. Nonetheless, such registers have replaced censuses elsewhere and the

development of computerised administrative records in the UK has already moved on

rapidly in recent years and looks as if it will continue to do so. We think that high-level

discussion about what will replace, or at least supplement, the Census in the future

should be taken forward in parallel to work relating to 2011. Leaving this issue until after

the 2011 Census is completed could require another Census in 2021 at a cost well in

excess of the £500 million bill for 2011. The US approach (see Section 2) of adopting a

continuous survey to partly replace the Census also deserves serious consideration.
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mostly still relevant and are reflected in our current recommendations. Looking at

each issue in turn:

a) Where public bodies have committed to work together to make the 2011

Census a success, the commitment has mostly been informal and unspecific.

We would have liked to have seen greater recognition that the Census, as a

project, needs the active support of all central government departments, all the

devolved administrations, all local authorities and many other bodies in the

public sector. We suspect that many public bodies continue to see themselves

purely as customers for the Census, not as sharing in the responsibility for its

success.

b) Targeted studies have been pursued in some areas but more with a view to

identifying future and generalisable improvements rather than to revise the

population estimates in the most problematic areas. The need to make best

use of limited resources was the primary reason for this but it means that there

are still outstanding and unresolved problems with population estimates in

some of the hard-to-count areas.

c) The scope to improve the quality of estimates of international and internal

migration was reviewed by an ONS-led inter-departmental task force which

reported in December 2006. However, we believe it may now be unrealistic to

expect substantive progress ahead of 2011. 

d) Various initiatives to produce a single and definitive address register for England

and Wales have so far failed. The absence of a reliable list of addresses poses

real problems for the 2011 Census.

e) There is little evidence available to us that government departments have

thoroughly researched their own data requirements although we understand

that ONS is engaging them on this topic. 

Having noted that these recommendations are still, in large part, outstanding, we must also

recognise that it was never going to be easy to make a lot of progress with them. In the

case of an address register for example, ministers did make a substantial attempt to

resolve the current problems3 but legal and other practical considerations eventually

resulted in an admission of defeat.4 The history of these issues has informed the

recommendations in the current report.
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What is success?

11. It will be important to establish wide consensus about how the success of the 2011

Census will be judged. We do not think such consensus was ever adequately

reached for 2001, leaving uncertainty and division about whether to regard the final

product as good enough. We see this as something that could now be settled ahead

of 2011 and which would help all those involved to focus on agreed goals. At our

expert seminar (Annex 2) views on what would constitute success were varied, but all

participants agreed on the importance of reaching a consensus.

12. We made this point in our interim report. The Government’s response5 was positive,

and we understand that the Census White Paper, scheduled for autumn 2008, will

include proposals on how the success of the Census should be judged. In that

context, ONS will be having discussions with a wide range of stakeholders. We have

also recommended elsewhere that government needs to improve statistical planning

across Whitehall departments and the devolved administrations.6 Agreeing success

criteria for the Census may prove a useful test of the planning arrangements. 

13. In proposing a consensus approach, we recognise that the success, or otherwise, of

a census will always be partly a matter of perspective. Some local authorities

regarded the 2001 Census as having failed because local Census results were at

odds with their own estimates. Other bodies have other priorities and seeking to

please everyone is not realistic. However, it may be possible to agree some criteria on

the following lines:

I. Robust population estimates – Census population estimates are widely

accepted as robust enough for specified purposes.

II. All Census questions are ‘effective’ – no major failure relating to an individual

Census question (that is to say, all questions are well understood and there is a

good response to each).

III. No harmful political campaigns – political or media campaigns against the

Census are not serious enough to have any substantive impact on the

estimates or on public perceptions of the value of the Census.

IV. Plans cope with external events – terrorism alerts, public health emergencies

and floods are examples of unpredictable events which could disrupt the

Census and undermine the credibility of the results. The ability of the Census

processes to recover in the event of such an occurrence is an important

consideration.
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V. Consistency with other data – Census results must be sufficiently consistent

with population estimates made before the Census to avoid loss of confidence.

This applies in particular to local area population estimates. 

VI. The Census results are produced in a timely and easily useable form – the

2001 Census results were released over a period between 2002 and 2006.

Some users may demand the 2011 results earlier than for 2001 but most will

understand that a balance must be struck. The ‘one-number’ methodology,

used in 2001, which required all the results to be fully reconciled and does not

allow subsequent revision, has advantages for users but takes longer than the

previous approach of issuing early results and then amending them where

necessary. The latter approach was criticised in 1991, the last time it was used.

Research suggests that ease of use of the statistics, good documentation on

what they mean, availability in a detailed disaggregated form, and comparability

at a high level across the UK are also important for many users. 

VII. No grounds for audit criticism – all the planned work is carried out within

budget, on time and is compliant with all relevant guidance on financial

propriety. 

14. A census which satisfied the criteria above would be one that produced timely and

reliable estimates across the whole range of questions asked, met all relevant

standards of propriety, avoided major disruption or reputation damage and did not

surprise the experts. We would suggest that a more refined set of indicators on these

lines should be agreed to give both government and the census offices a clearer

target. 

15. Recommendation 1 above follows directly from these considerations.
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Section 2: Identifying and managing
the risks

16. This section identifies various types of risk to the Census. In relation to each we look

at the approach being taken to containing and managing those risks and consider

whether more might reasonably be done. First though, we address some broader

aspects of risk and look at the well-established control mechanisms that apply to any

major public sector project.

Understanding risk in relation to the Census

17. Risk is unavoidable and avoidance is not the goal. The goal must rather be to take

appropriate risks where there is real benefit to be obtained but to manage and

minimise the risk of negative consequences. Innovation in terms of census methods

is essential but brings new risks. Those risks must be weighed up carefully and

minimised by thorough testing of the new processes. As the Census has developed

over the years, new questions and processes have been introduced, for example

using new technologies, contracting out elements of the work, and moving towards

online completion. Risk-aversion in relation to technological change may simply create

different risks, for example if old established methods of enumeration prove no longer

adequate in a changing environment.

18. Problems affecting one census may impact the next one, or not become evident until

the next one. Some problems of under-enumeration in 1991 only transpired when the

2001 Census was taken. This then affected mid-year population estimates from

1991-2000, with knock-on consequences for the planning and quality assurance of

the 2001 Census. Similarly, the low number of successful prosecutions of people for

failing to complete Census forms in 2001 may impact on willingness to complete

forms in 2011. In some respects therefore, censuses should not be seen as wholly

separate from one another despite the ten year interval.

19. Many problems that affected the 2001 Census will already have been mitigated for

2011 but horizon-scanning for new ones is essential. In the wake of the Welsh

identity issue in 2001, the Treasury Sub Committee made recommendations to

“ensure the most accurate picture possible is obtained of both how the Census is

likely to be received and perceived”.7 The Statistics Commission agrees that it is

essential to look closely at the ‘environment’ and the likely reception of Census

arrangements in 2011. Some indication of possible problems will have been given by

the Census tests in 2006 and 2007 but we do not yet have details.
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International perspective

20. The types of risks discussed in this report are not unique to the UK but the approach

being followed varies in other countries. Plans for the United States Census in 2010

involve more use of postal and telephone completion and use of handheld

computers. But of greater consequence, the US has already, ahead of 2010, moved

away from use of a long census form to a short form decennial census coupled with

a very large, and compulsory, continuous survey (The American Community Survey)

collecting the kind of socio-economic and demographic data that would previously

only have been available from the Census itself. This is a crucial change. The US

Census Bureau will spend some $11.5 billion over the ten year census cycle but a

substantial part of that total will be spent on the ACS rather than on census

enumeration. This substantially reduces the risks associated with the Census itself as

well as giving regular and relatively up-to-date, and potentially better quality, statistical

data for each of the over 3000 US counties. The US approach can be characterised

as using the Census Bureau budget over the ten year cycle more efficiently and with

lower risk rather than seeking a dramatic cost reduction. As well as looking at the

scope for savings associated with more use of population register data, the UK

government should also consider emulating this shift from a decennial ‘big bang’ to

gathering similar information on a continuous basis.

21. Introducing new approaches carries risks in every country: the Netherlands carried

out a ‘virtual census’ in 2001 using the central population register combined with

survey data.8 The benefits included the large cost saving and avoiding problems of

non-response. The disadvantages were that the information available was more

limited and related only to samples. In France, a new ‘rolling census’ has been

adopted.9 This involves a risk to data quality and relevance. In 2006, New Zealand,

Australia and South Africa introduced some online completion10 – but again this

approach carried a new set of risks. In Canada, political objections impacted on

willingness to complete the census forms in 2006.11 There is no perfect solution; a

degree of innovation and experimentation is widely regarded as a normal part of the

census process. 
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A taxonomy of risk

22. The Treasury’s definition of risk is “uncertainty of outcome, whether positive

opportunity or negative threat, of actions and events. It is the combinations of likelihood

and impact, including perceived importance”.12 Our own use of the word in relation to the

Census is simpler. We mean risk that the Census might not be seen to have been a

success by the standards we have suggested in Section 1. That interpretation leads us to

group risks under the following headings, discussed in more detail in subsequent sections

of the report:

Political – censuses everywhere attract political or lobbying campaigns, including

newspaper campaigns, which are not directly to do with the aims of the Census but

which can reduce public willingness to co-operate. It may be a campaign about

national identity in parts of the UK, about identity cards, privacy, or about council

taxes. Such campaigns are hard to anticipate but it may be possible to reduce their

impact by careful and long-running advance publicity and contact with key groups. 

Planning/Contractual – the risk that some aspect of the census operation might be

inadequately designed, leading to problems in implementation – for example, the

terms under which a contractor is engaged might make it too costly to accommodate

needed changes. Though this is a large category of risk, it is also perhaps the best

understood and most tractable.

Operational – the risk that processes or procedures might fail to work adequately

despite being well-designed, eg due to human error or oversight – for example an

individual might fail to check progress at a critical time, missing an emerging problem

and thus failing to trigger corrective action.

Contextual – under this heading, even if the Census itself was faultless, a problem

with other statistics (or inconsistency between the results from the different census

offices) might undermine confidence in the Census results. An example would be

where the annual population estimates for an area had been overestimated before the

Census (as happened in some areas before 2001) and then, when the Census results

emerged, it was the Census itself that was called in to question. Such risks are a

threat to the perceived value of the Census and thus to willingness to use census

information in decision-making.

External – events unconnected with the Census, such as a major health emergency

or natural disaster, might affect capacity to carry out the fieldwork or processing. The

foot and mouth outbreak was one such example which occurred in the course of

fieldwork in 2001.
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Responsibility for mitigating risks

23. The United Nations Statistical Commission states that carrying out a census “should

be seen as a national task involving all stakeholders”. Furthermore, it “must be

designed in partnership with all political actors so as to obtain their involvement in the

census process”.13

24. At our seminar discussion (Annex 2), ownership of risks was generally perceived to

rest with census offices but it was acknowledged that those offices must work in

partnership with other organisations, including local authorities, central government

departments, with international colleagues, and with specialist users via the

consultations. 

25. We concluded in our interim report that many organisations both inside and outside

government had a role in helping to mitigate risk. It is not however evident to us that

the government has translated this into a practical strategy. For the most part,

published material on strategies to mitigate the risks do not seem to involve external

organisations. 

Existing controls

26. Whilst we have real concerns about viewing risk as a matter largely or exclusively for

the census offices, there are a number of administrative controls on the operation of

the Census that play a part in mitigating some risks. We identify below some of those

controls:

• Statistical standards – censuses carried out in the European Union follow

European guidelines. For 2011, there may be specific European regulations

setting down some common requirements for the next round of censuses. The

UK Census must also comply with the National Statistics Code of Practice14

which includes principles for consultation and the protection of confidentiality. 

• Financial and regulatory controls – these include government procurement

guidance for large-scale public projects and risk management guidelines.

• Statutory requirements15 – the Census is taken in Britain under the Census

Act 1920 and in Northern Ireland under the Census Act 1969. Secondary

legislation, in the form of a Census Order, prescribes the date, areas,

enumeration base and question items; and Census Regulations prescribe

detailed arrangements such as geography, appointments and duties of field

staff, delivery and collection of forms, and security procedures (for England

and Wales). 

14

13 Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, Revision 2, United Nations Expert
Group on the 2010 World Programme on Population and Housing Censuses, United Nations Statistical
Commission, 38th session, Feb-Mar 2007  http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc07/BG-Census.pdf 

14 Proposals for a Code of Practice for Official Statistics, Statistics Commission, 2 October 2007
http://www.statscom.org.uk/uploads/files/reports/Report%2035%20Proposals%20for%20a%20Code%20of%
20Practice.pdf 

15 See Section 9 for further details about statutory requirements.



There will be separate secondary legislation in Scotland and for Northern Ireland. The

National Assembly for Wales is being consulted about the (England and Wales)

Census Order, and a Transfer of Functions Order has given the Welsh Assembly the

power to make secondary legislation for the Census Regulations for 2011. The draft

Census Order is expected to be laid before the respective legislatures around

November 2009; the Regulations around March 2010. 

In addition, the Census is required to comply with other legislation such as the Police

and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (for evidence collected as part of the prosecution

process for non-completion of a Census questionnaire), the Race Relations

(Amendment) Act 2000, the Disability Discrimination Act 2005, the Data Protection

Act 1998 and the Human Rights Act 1998. 

• Audit, scrutiny and evaluation – the National Audit Office (NAO) and other

authorities audit, scrutinise or evaluate census processes. Their

recommendations are expected to be taken on board either immediately or in

planning the next Census. 

• Risk management processes used by census offices – ONS and the census

offices in Scotland and Northern Ireland each have specific governance

arrangements and a Risk Management Strategy in place for the 2011 Census.

ONS published a list of risks in relation to the 2011 Census design in 2004 but

a full risk register for the Census project is not publicly available. We understand

this is because it addresses risks relating to commercial contracts. ONS is

using the Prince2 project management method – itself designed to ensure risks

are well managed. Details about the ONS risk management process are

outlined in its Annual Report. All risks are logged on a register and corporate

risks are discussed at ONS Board meetings. Delivery of the Census is included

on its corporate risk register.16 The General Register Office for Scotland has

made its Census risk register available to us. This includes an assessment of

risk likelihood and impact, level of monitoring, business areas affected, planned

action, progress and the date of next review. 

The census offices also use consultation with stakeholders as a tool for managing

certain risks – seeking to ensure that the outputs will meet requirements and be fit for

purpose, within the constraints of resources and timescales. 

15
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27. We would argue that all four UK administrations need to follow the advice of the

United Nations Statistical Commission (paragraph 23 above) and see the Census as a

national task involving all stakeholders. This is as important in the management of risk

as it is in determining the content of the Census. Public bodies should not be allowed

to treat the Census simply as someone else’s task. There is role for all of them in

containing risk and delivering a successful census. As an example of the need to

share responsibility, the introduction of the community charge (‘poll tax’) in 1991 led

to public suspicion of the Census and problems with enumeration. Government

cannot be expected to stop for a census but it must consider in a joined up way

what it can do to create a positive climate and avoid ill-timed initiatives. 

28. There will likely be some resistance to the view that all parts of a government have a

role to play. In the United States, the Census Bureau prompted an angry reaction with

its suggestion that immigration agents should suspend enforcement raids during the

2010 Census so that they could better count illegal immigrants.17 This story illustrates

the point that government cannot just assume that the census offices will be able to

manage regardless of what other parts of the administration are doing in the run-up

to the Census.

16

17 No Immigration Raids in 2010 Census?, ABCmoney, 16 Aug 2007
http://www.abcmoney.co.uk/news/162007119884.htm 



Section 3: Timetable for the Census

29. In this section we present a timeline identifying the key events leading up to 2011

including planning, consultation and partnerships, contracting, recruitment, funding

and legislation. The planning period is long, even longer than for 2001 as many

actions have been initiated earlier. The legislative timetable is fixed and has to be

taken into account in planning all other preparations. As for the 2001 Census, initial

outputs are scheduled to be published 18 months after Census day.

30. Taking a census is, in varying degrees, the responsibility of all four UK administrations

but the position is different in each. The preparations are not necessarily synchronised

and some differences are shown in the table. For example, consultation began at

different times and the Census test in Scotland occurred one year before the tests in

England and Wales or Northern Ireland. 

31. This timeline also facilitates a time-dependent view of risks. For example, as at 2007,

the risks to the contractual processes are of more immediate concern than those

posed by foot and mouth disease, but the balance may well change as the Census

approaches. Some other risks are relatively constant throughout the planning period.

32. There are a number of new approaches designed for the 2011 Census and these

present new risks and require rigorous testing. Preparations for these are indicated in

the timeline. 
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Table 1. Timetable for the planning and delivery of the Census 

(Note – the information has been compiled from a range of sources and may not be fully

up-to-date, particularly where decisions or actions have been put back.)

2002

Review of the need for a Census 2006 in England and Wales

2003

ONS Census strategic development review on alternatives to a census published

2004

Proposed design for Census 2011 and strategic aims and key research in England and

Wales published

Scotland consultation begins 

2005

UK harmonisation agreed

Scotland consultation and proposals for 2006 test questions

ONS begins consultation

Official Journal of the European Union (OJEU) notice of services and systems contract to

be procured by the three census offices.

2006

April: Census test 2006 in Scotland

Contract for recruitment, pay and training of field staff to be awarded by May 2006

Recruitment of team leaders and address checkers; address checking begins

Contract for suppliers of systems and services scheduled to be awarded by September

Quality assurance strategy agreed by the UK census offices

England and Wales Census test questionnaire (2007) published 31 October 2006 

Transfer of functions order for Wales 
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Table 1. Timetable for the planning and delivery of the Census (cont.)

2007

UK statistical disclosure control policy agreed

Enumerator recruitment starts (January)

Internet questionnaire agreed (February) 

Decision on Census funding

2006 (Scotland) test evaluation reported (April)

13 May 2007: Census test (England & Wales)

2008

2007 test evaluation reported (Spring)

Draft White Paper to respective Ministers for comment

Postal question test (February)

Field staff recruitment for rehearsal starts (August)

Rehearsal and final 2011 questionnaire finalised (Summer)

Ministers’ approval of White Papers (Autumn)

White Paper proposals (Wales) debated by Welsh national assembly (by end year)

2009

UK agreement of statistical disclosure control methods begins (April)

Spring: Census rehearsal – England and Wales, Scotland

Draft Census Order laid before respective parliaments (November)
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Table 1. Timetable for the planning and delivery of the Census (cont.)

Sources of timetable information: Office for National Statistics, General Register Office for

Scotland and Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency publications.

2010

Draft Census Order approved by Parliament (January)

Census Order made in Council (February)

Regulations made by respective Ministers (March)

England Regulations and Welsh Regulations come into force (May)

Census field staff recruitment starts (August)

Printing of forms (September onwards)

Address check (September-October)

2011

Recruitment of enumerators (January-March)

Spring: Census Day

2012

First results reported (Autumn)

2013

Main outputs completed

2014

General Report (Spring)

2013 – 2015 Further results produced
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Section 4: The Political Risks

33. Censuses everywhere have the potential to attract political or lobbying campaigns

which can reduce public willingness to co-operate with enumeration. Such

campaigns may be about national identity in parts of the UK, about identity cards,

privacy, council taxes – or treat the Census simply as a convenient hook on which to

hang any other cause or concern. These campaigns can be hard to anticipate but it

may be possible to reduce their impact on enumeration by careful advance publicity

and early engagement with key groups. 

34. In 2001, a campaign to discredit the religion question encouraged people to state

they belonged to the ‘Jedi’ religion. This was a trivial example which nonetheless

affected the results. More substantively, the Census became the target of

campaigners who wanted ‘Welsh’ recognised as an option under the ethnic group

question and encouraged people to destroy Census forms when this was not

included. This campaign was prompted by a late decision in the Scottish Parliament

to change the corresponding question on the form in Scotland, illustrating how one

political initiative can spark another and whilst the first may not damage enumeration,

a consequent one might. In another example, the Royal National Institute of Blind

People (RNIB) targeted the Census in their campaign to change the Disability

Discrimination Act.

35. With the growth in internet use and the growing potential for public campaigns to

gather momentum quickly, this is an area of risk that the Statistics Commission is

particularly concerned about. Media comment on ‘the surveillance society’, identity

cards and fears about threats to confidentiality associated with electronic data

handling in the public services (for example the computerisation of NHS records)

suggests there is already some degree of public concern about the protection of

personal privacy. Privacy campaigners may latch on to the Census simply because it

asks a lot of questions of individuals. 

36. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• The Census White Papers that will be published in October 2008 will formalise

the policy position and be subject to parliamentary scrutiny. 

• Each office will produce a communication strategy.

• Early contact has been made with legislatures in each of the four countries.

• Census offices are carrying out consultation with stakeholders – both special

interest groups and census users.
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• Census offices are paying attention to risks relating to migration, disabilities,

race issues, sexuality, identity cards, privacy and data sharing.

• ONS is preparing to implement the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007.

Statistics Commission view

37. There is no simple method of preventing campaigns against the Census but there

are pre-emptive steps that might be considered by government and Parliament.

One characteristic common to most anti-census campaigns is denial of the

importance of the Census to the interests of ordinary people. On past experience,

government statisticians, on their own, are unlikely to be able to get that message

through to political bodies and the general public. It is a message that needs to be

carefully enunciated and strongly and frequently communicated. The first step is

likely to be for government to refine, adopt and publicise a clear statement of why

the Census matters to the man or woman in the street. 

38. The Statistics Commission would like to see all four administrations publicly

recognise the value of the Census early on in the planning process and use their

authority to build wide acceptance that the Census must not be treated as a

political football or be seen as an opportunity to flex devolved powers. The

elaborate Parliamentary approval processes required ahead of 2011 present an

opportunity for proper political debate at an appropriate stage – which may help

maintain cross-party support and the opportunity to convey positive messages

about the Census.

39. 2011 will be the first Census where all the devolved administrations have been in a

position to engage actively in the planning and preparation stage. Any changes in

administration or ministers inevitably increase the risk of a late change of policy towards

the Census. Cross-party support needs to be sought actively to reduce this risk.

40. Our recommendations include (recommendation 4 in Section 1) that the Statistics

Board should actively seek to promote understanding of the challenges and risks

facing the 2011 Census; and do so across all levels of government and public

administration in the UK.  It should identify and emphasise the scope for many

organisations inside and outside government to help contain those risks.  The

Statistics Board will need to discuss with Ministers and political parties the best way

to do this.
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Section 5: The Planning and
Contractural Risks

41. The planning and contractual risks are considered in this section under these sub-

headings:

• Planning

• Funding

• Contracts

• Partnership arrangements

• Consultation

• Communication

• Concepts of population

• Post-out, post-back and online completion

• Security of information

• Quality assurance

• Harmonisation between census offices

Planning

42. To start with a historical perspective, the planning of the 2001 Census was criticised

for starting too late18 and there were some planning slip-ups (for example an

amendment to the Census Act failed to be included in the legislative programme for

1999/2000 and had to be introduced as a private members’ bill instead). In response,

planning for the 2011 Census began earlier. The composite timeline in Section 3 lists

the key milestones in preparations for 2011. 

43. One overarching risk is that the planning system for 2011 – rather than any specific

plan – might prove inadequate. In the context of the 2001 Census, the National Audit

Office criticised the strategies for managing non-compliance in the information

systems to manage field staff and the approach to forecasting the patterns of returns

from each area.19 Also, there is some evidence that not all the lessons from the
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Census rehearsal in 1999 were taken on board for 2001, and that there were

difficulties because aspects of the fieldwork management strategy did not allow for

local flexibility and responsibility.20

44. In relation to 2011, the online completion option will not be tested until the Census

rehearsal in 2009; if the results of this rehearsal indicate the need for large-scale

changes, there is a risk that there may not be sufficient time for further rigorous

testing. Such contingencies need to be fully accommodated in the planning system.

45. In planning for 2011, census offices will also need to make allowance for a range of

societal changes, such as:

• Possibly heightened awareness of cultural and religious identities which may

affect the success of questions on ethnicity and religion.

• Stronger national and regional identities which may affect compliance generally

as well as willingness to complete questions about language and identity.

• Changing household structures which may affect how households need to be

counted.

• The increase in migration, particularly short-term migration, which will affect

how the population is best counted, will increase language-related problems in

enumeration and will certainly complicate the enumeration process overall.

• Growing public concerns about surveillance and identity theft; and mistrust of

government in general. Any of these things may impede enumeration.

46. Another risk is that planning for Census 2011 will not take sufficient account of the

need to lay the ground for future census activity. As censuses grow in cost, as

enumeration becomes more difficult and as administrative data sources become

more widely used, there is wide agreement that the means of counting population will

in future need to change. The 2011 Census results will be the benchmark against

which new ways of estimating the population in the future will be judged. In that

sense, this Census has to lay the ground for new approaches to measuring the

population and their characteristics. It needs to be designed with that in mind. In

practice this means starting to plan now, at the highest levels in government, for the

greater exploitation of administrative databases in future.

47. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address these planning risks:

• Census offices began planning for Census 2011 earlier than for 2001.
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• ONS published an information paper on strategic aims (June 2004). 

• ONS has undertaken a cost-benefit analysis of options for the Census design.

• ONS has revised its governance structure following a review of Census

organisational management by Ernst and Young.

• ONS has identified management capacity as risk on its corporate risk register.

• Census offices have budgeted for sufficient staff to be recruited.

• There is a more formal role for the Welsh Assembly in planning Census 2011.

• Census offices are carrying out wider consultation than for 2011.

• ONS plans to produce a strategy for dealing with wilful non-response. 

• Census offices have consulted on topics for possible inclusion.

• Census offices are redeveloping questions and testing new questions.

• ONS carried out a review of alternative enumeration methods for 2011.

Statistics Commission view

48. The Statistics Board will need to review whether there is sufficient robustness and

flexibility in the planning system to deal with the kind of unforeseen occurrences and

complications discussed in paragraphs 43-45 above. In practice, this may mean

having some slack in the timetables and ensuring that the management structure

and budget are not so stretched that they cannot respond to the unexpected.

49. The Board will also need to find capacity to look beyond 2011 and begin to lay the

ground now for new approaches to measuring the population and its

characteristics. 2011 should be recognised as the last Census of the current kind,

partly to make the best use of administrative systems already existing in

government, partly because of the increasing difficulty in employing traditional

enumeration methods, and not least because of the costs involved. We fully

recognise that there are difficulties in establishing a reliable population register and

that public opinion may be cautious about accepting that registers will only be used

for public benefit. Nonetheless, such registers have replaced censuses elsewhere

and the development of computerised administrative records in the UK has already

moved on rapidly in recent years and looks as if it will continue to do so. We think

that high-level discussion about what will replace, or at least supplement, the

Census in the future should be taken forward in parallel to work relating to 2011.

Leaving this issue until after the 2011 Census is completed could require another

Census in 2021 at a cost well in excess of the £500 million bill for 2011. The US

approach (see Section 2) of adopting a continuous survey to partly replace the

Census also deserves serious consideraton.
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Funding 

50. Perhaps the most fundamental planning requirement is provision of sufficient funding,

at an early enough stage, to allow all other planning processes to proceed smoothly.

ONS noted in its General Report on the 2001 Census that recruitment of

enumerators was “hindered by rates of pay that were widely regarded as being too

low”. Initial decisions on funding in relation to such matters need to be taken several

years in advance of the Census and well before full information on costs is

established. 

51. For 2001, the Census Access Project – which ensured that all standard outputs were

free to users – was funded by a government scheme called the Invest to Save

Budget. The principle of disseminating free outputs was confirmed by the Treasury in

2006.21 Though welcome, this creates a risk for 2011, in that the equivalent costs will

need to have been included in the total budget since the Invest to Save Budget is no

longer available. 

52. We have been informed that the census offices have taken the following step to

address these risks:

• The Treasury has allocated £1.2 billion to the Statistics Board for the five year

period 2008 to 2013; this includes funding for all aspects of the Census. We do

not have a breakdown of spending plans.

Contracts

54. Transferring risks by contracting out large elements of the work carries risk in itself.

There is of course past experience from previous censuses to build on; though the

long interval between them means that much of the specific expertise is lost or

outdated by the next time. Outsourcing is essential where the census offices do not

Statistics Commission view

53. Whilst we have welcomed the announcement of a five-year funding settlement for

the Statistics Board of £1.2 billion, we have concluded that no judgement on the

adequacy of that settlement, for Census or other statistical work, can be made from

the information that is now publicly available. The Statistics Commission has asked

the National Statistician (letter of 23 April 2007) for indicative budgets for ONS major

programmes of work, covering both the recent past and the forward years, so that

interested parties can form a view on the pressures ONS is facing and the possible

implications for Census risks. In October 2007 a breakdown of ONS costs for major

programmes of work was published, but did not show Census costs as a separate

item.
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maintain sufficient in-house capacity – and this is likely to apply in many areas from

system design to public relations. ONS stresses the importance of transferring risk to

other parties through commercial contracts but there will also be quite substantial

risks associated with the specification and management of such contracts. 

55. The National Audit Office made recommendations in 2002 to improve the contracting

process in the future. For example, that ONS should ensure that key assumptions

underpinning contract terms and service performance are rigorously assessed, and

also improve the service level agreement with the Post Office for the posting out and

back of forms. 

56. In selecting a contractor there may also be a risk related to the contractor’s public

image or reputation. For example, the Green Party advocated boycotting the Census

test 2007 as a way of protesting about the business interests of one of the Census

contractors.22

57. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• ONS has set up a dedicated procurement team.

• Payroll services are being procured earlier than for 2011 to ensure the system is

fully tested, including at the rehearsal stage.

• ONS will negotiate a new service level agreement with the Post Office to include

central post-back (rather than to regional offices as in 2001).

• As recommended by the National Audit Office, all key census services and

supporting systems will be fully tested at the rehearsal stage. 

Partnership arrangements

59. Census offices are entering into partnerships with local authorities and various

national organisations. This will help ensure effective enumeration and acceptance of

the outputs. Local authority partnerships cover: address register development;

assistance in targeting delivery methods; developing community liaison contacts;

Statistics Commission view

58. We understand that ONS is procuring most contracts on a UK-wide basis and we

welcome the establishment of a dedicated procurement team which should help to

make the specification and details of the contracting more efficient, and compliant

with relevant legislation and guidelines. 
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recruitment and logistics; and local publicity. ONS lists the benefits of these

partnership arrangements as access to local knowledge, resources, procedures and

structures, and increased local authority support for the reliability of resulting outputs.

It lists the risks as including: variable quality enumeration, inconsistencies in practices,

a conflict of interests, and a public perception of a risk to confidentiality of, for

example, the address data exchanged between local authorities and the census

office.23

60. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• Census offices are engaging with local authorities and ONS has agreed an

Action Plan 2005-2011.

• The census offices have encouraged local authorities to appoint formal census

liaison managers to work as agents on their behalf.

• ONS has set up a local authorities steering group, has tested local authorities’

engagement in 2007 and will engage with local authority chief executives. 

• ONS plans to publish a Stakeholder Management and Communications

Strategy in autumn 2007.

Consultation

62. The Cabinet Office points out that one of the difficulties with consultation on big

issues that are broken down into “bite-sized chunks” for consultation purposes is that

it “can obscure the totality of the costs, benefits and impacts associated with a

Statistics Commission view

61. We welcome the efforts made by ONS to engage local authorities in Census

planning, though we are aware that some local authorities are dissatisfied with the

interaction. The effectiveness of the partnership arrangements will be tested during

the 2007 test and 2009 rehearsal. We reiterate the relevant recommendation in our

2003 report that government departments, local authorities and other public bodies

should commit to work closely together in the planning and the execution of the

2011 Census. Partnership with local authorities will enable the census offices to

obtain the best understanding of the characteristics of local areas, and decide

where best to target census resources; and it may prove essential to the future

exploitation of locally held administrative records for statistical purposes. 
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particular proposal. Also, it might be thought that this approach suits the Government

department’s resources rather than the users’ needs.”24

63. The main consultations on the content of the 2011 Census questionnaires have

already taken place – some five years before the Census. There is clearly some risk

that the findings of the consultation may become outdated by the time Census results

are published in 2013, which could lead to a reduction in the value of the Census. In

addition, there are large numbers of smaller scale users whose needs are important in

aggregate but difficult to pin down many years before the Census. 

64. We commissioned Demographic Decisions Ltd to undertake a review of the

consultation being undertaken by the census offices in preparation for 2011 

(Annex 1). The review suggests that:

• The consultations have been relatively successful in capturing the opinions of

specialist users, particularly in public sector organisations, but have had less

success in attracting the views of local authority chief executives, business

users or the media.

• The nature of consultations differs between the census offices; a topic-based

approach designed to understand the uses of census information was adopted

in England and Wales and Northern Ireland. In Scotland, three formal waves of

consultation were carried out, each covering a wide range of aspects. The

review concluded that the Scottish approach probably helped users to have a

better sense of involvement and commitment. In addition, the substantially

smaller scale of the operations in Scotland and Northern Ireland has resulted in

their census offices having better-developed networks and informal contacts

than does ONS. However census offices share the results of their consultations

with one another so there is some mutual support.

• Some respondents to the review believed that the consultations so far could

have been better targeted and more effective; for example, the roadshow

events and meetings were thought to have worked better than the templates

for detailed written responses. 

65. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• Census offices are carrying out wider consultation than for 2001.

• Geography experts are being involved earlier, plus a consultation on geography.

(In 2001 there were problems finding suitable staff to develop systems.)

• ONS has been consulting and involving the Welsh Assembly Government.

29

Statistics Commission Report No. 36 Counting on Success. The 2011 Census – Managing the Risks

24 Effective Consultation, Cabinet Office, June 2007
http://bre.berr.gov.uk/regulation/documents/consultation/pdf/effectiveconsultation.pdf 



Communication

68. Communicating the purpose and value of the Census is of fundamental importance

to the project. There is a role for many stakeholders in contributing to, and

disseminating, appropriately positive messages about the value of the Census. This

can also be a key tool in addressing some of the risks outlined in this report. 

69. Communication is also vital to explain the nature of the statistical products that will be

available and to encourage their use – only through that use will the full value of the

Census be realised as a public good. We have set out in Annex 3 some examples of

how the Census is used in the public sector. Further examples are given in our report

The Use Made of Official Statistics.25

70. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• Census offices produced fact sheets for the Census tests in 2006 and 2007 to

communicate the value of the Census.

• Census offices’ publicity strategies are being planned and will be stepped up as

Census day approaches.

• ONS plans to use local authorities to communicate with local residents.

• In Scotland, there is a project with schools to publicise and engage young

people in the Census.

Statistics Commission view

66. We expressed concern in our interim report about whether the consultation

procedures had succeeded in capturing the needs of a sufficiently wide range of

users and uses. In response, the government stated that “ONS is keen to engage

with all users – including small scale users, although this is not always easy”. We

do not doubt that but think that more may need to be done. Our recommendation

in relation to building consensus on success criteria (see Section 1) may be one

way to stimulate user engagement.

67. Census offices have already carried out consultation but should continue to engage

with users to better understand their evolving requirements for census data. To

close consultation seven years before census results appear would be unwise.
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• Census offices are undertaking and using research into the reasons for non-

compliance with government surveys.

Concepts of population

74. There is still some work to be done on agreeing which concepts of population to

measure. The definition of ‘usual residence’ in 2001 was problematic. In our seminar

(Annex 2), participants discussed the range of population concepts that would ideally

need to be measured and commented that there was an ongoing need for debate

about which definitions of population to focus on. 

75. In 2003, ONS published a study, A Demographic Statistics Service for the 21st

Century26 to inform planning for 2011. This identified 15 different concepts of

Statistics Commission view

71. In our interim report we expressed doubts about the adequacy of the steps

currently being taken by the census offices to publicise the value of the 2011

Census both to public bodies and the wider public. We observed some negative

media comment prompted by the Census test that might have been avoided by

more effective early ‘marketing’. The government’s response focussed mainly on

publicity to the general public which they said would take place a few months

before Census day. They also recognised that support from key stakeholders

should be built up beforehand and highlighted that engagement of local authorities

had begun and was being trialled in the 2007 Census test.

72. We are still of the view that government may need to do more now, and

throughout the period up to 2011 to make the purpose of the Census clear to the

media and other opinion formers. The purpose of the Census is partly confirmatory

(confirming information that may already be available) and partly exploratory (finding

out new things of national interest) and both roles are valid and important. The

best way to ensure positive attitudes to the Census in 2011 is to start early. We

have noted that a number of effective communication strategies were employed for

2001, including collaboration with the Sun newspaper. The engagement of

schools, as in Scotland, and the broader education sector may also be an

important route to better understanding.

73. Users and other external stakeholders – rather than government officials – are the

best people to deliver positive messages about the value of the Census to the news

media and the public and to allay unfounded fears about the intentions behind the

Census, or the use that will be made of the personal information collected.
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population to meet a variety of uses. These are listed below. The options in terms of

which population concepts to focus on are complex and need to take account of

changing household patterns and changing user requirements. Increasing the number

of questions on the Census form to allow more flexibility on population measures

necessarily reduces space for other questions. 

76. For 2011, ONS is planning on a population base of ‘usual residents plus visitors on

Census night’ and this was trialled as part of the 2007 test. 

77. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• In 2003, ONS published a study called A Demographic Statistics Service for the

21st Century.

• Census offices trialled more specific definitions of which people to include in the

Census in the Census test questionnaires.

• Consultations with users have included consultation on the population base.

Statistics Commission view

78. We note that there is still some work to be done on agreeing which specific

concepts of population it would be best to measure. The Statistics Board will want

to consider the outcome of that research as this is an issue with the potential for

controversy and public criticism. 
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Fifteen population concepts

1. Usual residence 8. Week-day population
(the model used in 2001) 9. Week-end population

2. Household population 10. Temporarily resident population 

3. Institutional population 11. Working population

4. Out of term population 12. ‘Average’ population

5. Seasonal populations 13. UK residents living abroad

6. De facto population 14. Non-UK residents living in the UK 

7. Legal population 15. Bespoke service populations



Post-out, post-back and online completion

79. 2001 saw the first use of ‘post-back’ in a UK Census. This reduces the costs of

enumeration substantially. In 2011, it is planned to use ‘post-out’ in England and

Wales and to offer the option of online completion.

80. This new approach presents two risks. There are limited opportunities to test the

processes fully, or to recover if something goes wrong; and it relies upon there being

a good address list to use for the post-out. These risks are amplified by difficulties in

producing accurate forecasts of the volume of returned forms (the subject of criticism

by the National Audit Office in relation to 2001), and also by the trend towards

reduced compliance with official surveys and the low rate of prosecutions for non-

compliance in the past.

81. In Scotland, in the light of the results of the 2006 test, it has been decided that the

forms for most areas will be delivered by enumerators. However, even tests and

rehearsals cannot identify all the potential problems associated with an exercise on

the scale of a full census. International experience can sometimes provide helpful

background but in the case of online completion, international experience is mixed.

Furthermore, it was not included in the 2007 tests. 

82. For 2001, address lists were effectively ‘frozen’ three years before Census day to

allow for planning of enumeration districts. In the event, some one million addresses

are believed to have been missing from the lists. This is a key area for close scrutiny

in relation to 2011 as the Commission pointed out in 2003. In 2006, ONS carried out

an address checking exercise of 100,000 households and identified an extra 9,000.

These tended to be where houses had been converted into flats but were not listed

as separate dwellings. However, owing to the short timescale of the project there

were many more addresses identified later. In addition, addresses in the Welsh

language presented technical difficulties which will need to be overcome. Despite on-

going discussions over several years, there are still issues about ownership of

address databases to be resolved before development work can be done by the

Royal Mail and local authorities.27

83. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• Census offices will use multiple enumeration approaches including hand delivery

of forms (in Scotland), sending forms out by post, and online completion.

• In Scotland, the majority of forms will be delivered by hand.

• Additional forms will be issues by call centre staff in England and Wales, and by

field staff in Scotland.
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• A unique identifier will be linked with each address before post-out and printed

on the form to allow earlier tracking and a more robust tracking system.

• ONS will use new technology in the field to improve tracking.

• ONS is working with Ordnance Survey and Local Authority address providers

and carried out a review of addresses in autumn 2006 which provided an

estimate of the amount of work to do achieve a good quality address list.

• GROS is examining the scope for using the new Definitive National Address

system in Scotland to improve the Census address list.

• Census offices are analysing the impact of post-back on response rates to

individual questions.

• ONS carried out a quality review of coverage assessment methodology.

• In England and Wales, follow-up teams will be targeted on poor response

areas.

• The census offices are examining the scope to use other national sources to

measure under-enumeration.

• The 2006 Census test in Scotland (West Dunbartonshire) considered

approaches to overcoming the difficulties in enumerating young men. 

Statistics Commission view

84. The use of ‘post-back’ raises a new risk, identified by ONS and others, that the

reduction in contact between enumerators and households may reduce response

rate. Results from the test in Scotland in 2006 indicate that delivery by enumerator

also achieved a higher response rate than those posted out.28 Publicity and early

engagement with media are among the steps being planned to contain the risks

and we reiterate our recommendation in this respect to communicating positive

messages about the value of the Census.

85. Notwithstanding many discussions over at least five years between central

government, local government and commercial data providers, ONS has to

assume that no definitive single national address register will be available. It is

therefore working with both Ordnance Survey and Local Authority address

providers. However, the difficulties encountered in the project work to date suggest

that this is again likely to prove a problem area for 2011.
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Security of information

88. Census offices are under a statutory obligation to protect the confidentiality of all data

collected for census purposes but there is a risk that either computer security or

physical security might fail. Even if this was on a small scale it would have serious

consequences in terms of adverse publicity and subsequent loss of trust. With forms

needing to travel back to the census offices, either through the post or electronically

from every UK household, the security challenges are substantial. In 2001, field staff

accidentally left 190 Census forms in a waste bag outside their office in east London.

This occurred in a hard-to-count area, where difficulties in recruiting enumerators left

overstretched staff prone to such mistakes.

89. We have not been told of the specific steps being taken by census offices to address

the risks although we are aware that high priority is given to issues of physical and

electronic security.

86. The root cause of the inability to agree a common approach to addressing is

argument about who owns the information (and can trade it). Whatever the way

forward, it is expected that the Census – of itself – will lead to a substantial

improvement in the quality and coverage of the various address files used. It is in

the public interest that these improvements are not simply captured for exploitation

by any one organisation.

87. Without a good quality national address register, all the Census risks are amplified.

The development of such a register in England and Wales must remain a priority

but it now seems unlikely that there will be significant progress ahead of 2011. The

Census test carried out in 2007 will, when the results are published in autumn

2007, provide some objective evidence on the adequacy of the two existing

sources – the Address Point product from Ordnance Survey and the National Land

and Property Gazetteer managed by the Local Government Information House on

behalf of local government. Attempts to reconcile these sources in recent years

have not been successful – for reasons associated with intellectual property rights

rather than technical challenges. We thus remain concerned that the work of

Census enumeration will be hampered, though perhaps less so than it was in 2001

since there have been improvements in address lists since then. In the absence of

a comprehensive solution that will serve the needs of Census enumeration, our

recommendation is simply that the Statistics Board should give high priority to this

issue, assess the scale of the problem in the light of the latest evidence, and

mitigate the weaknesses in existing sources as best it can.
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Quality assurance

91. In this context, quality assurance means checking the emerging census estimates

against other sources of statistics to see if they are reasonable and then, where

problems are identified, triggering appropriate corrective action. In 2001, processes

for quality assurance did not cope adequately with the problems of poor response

rates and related under-enumeration in Westminster, Manchester and some other

urban areas. Once the problems were recognised, considerable time and effort were

committed to resolving discrepancies. In 2003/04, 2001 population estimates for

15 local authorities were revised upwards by a total of 107,000 people. 

92. Quality assurance is important at every stage of the process. Our seminar participants

noted that the quality of responses to questions in 2001 was variable, and that only

the questions that enumerators were required to check were well completed. They

recommended that more checks should to be done at the fieldwork stage. This will

be more difficult in 2011 in England and Wales because of the use of post-out and

post-back though online checks of consistency and feasibility of answers is possible

where forms are completed online.

93. Methods for quality assurance should be transparent and their use understood by the

users. The complexity of the quality assurance methods meant that ONS was

criticised in 2001 for its “inability to fully disentangle estimates of emigration and

estimates of non-response”.29

94. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• ONS is evaluating the application of Demographic Analysis – this includes a

variety of techniques to check for the quality of the data – mainly to check its

internal consistency (eg comparing numbers by age and sex) but also to check

its consistency with other data sources.

Statistics Commission view

90. To the extent that contractors are directly responsible for maintaining security there

may be scope to use penalty clauses in contracts to create a strong incentive to

guard security. Failures on the part of contracted-out services will however still

impact on the Census and the reputation of the census offices. We noted above

that mistakes occur when there is pressure on the system and we urge that

resources to mitigate security risks are sufficiently focussed on the hard-to-count

areas where lapses may be more likely to occur.
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• The Improving Migration and Population Estimates (IMPS) project in England

and Wales is intended to improve related statistics such as migration and 

mid-year estimates.

• Census offices are engaging local authorities in planning for the Census.

• ONS is using additional data sources to supplement the Census Coverage

Survey and adding adjustments for over-enumeration from the Census

Coverage Survey.

• Census offices plan to use a range of styles and methods to communicate

information about quality assurance.

Statistics Commission view

95. We have noted elsewhere that the accuracy of census population estimates is

likely to be judged in practice by whether they are generally consistent with existing

population measures and more generally in line with expectations and other

evidence. We therefore make a recommendation below (paragraph 125) about

improving migration estimates. 

96. In 2001, the quality assurance methods did not readily allow for intervention in the

event of problems emerging. Quality assurance methods for 2011 should be

designed to trigger greater managerial intervention whenever appropriate.

However, the details would need to be the subject of thorough research to ensure

they were fully defensible in technical terms.

97. There is a running debate30 about the case for using Demographic Analysis

techniques to assess the reliability and consistency of the Census results. The

United Nations Statistical Commission31 encourages their use as part of the overall

census evaluation methodology; and it has the advantage of being relatively simple

and easily understood. We think that these methods are potentially valuable tools

and should be used as part of the package of quality assurance methods.

98. We also note that comparison with local authority records has considerable

potential to help to evaluate Census results and hope that this will be fully

exploited in co-operation between the local authorities and ONS.
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Harmonisation between census offices

99. Harmonisation of the Census outputs across the three UK census offices has a

number of important potential benefits. Equally, lack of harmonisation presents a risk

and a number of agreements between the administrations have already been made to

address this. In this context, harmonisation means agreement between the three

census authorities on matters such as the wording to be used in questions on the

Census form, the selection of questions, and a number of technical matters that can

affect the comparability of the final figures. The detailed decisions on these matters

are in many cases still some way off but it is in this detail, such as timing of joint work

or wording of questions, where some compromise on local preferences may be

required to achieve a harmonised approach. Such compromises can present new

risks – in losing focus on the particular needs of one part of the UK.

100. The governance structures are set up with each of the three census authorities as

equal partners. However, the magnitude of the Census in England and Wales in

comparison with those in Scotland and Northern Ireland inevitably means that ONS is

likely to be in the strongest position in any discussion of compromise, so that the

consequences are more likely to affect Scotland or Northern Ireland – assuming

compromise can be reached at all. Differences in the timetables, particularly for the

Census test, have already led to some difficulty because decisions needed to be

taken on test questions in Scotland before test question development was completed

by ONS. It can be argued though that this has some benefits since the outcome from

Scottish tests was available to inform tests in England and Wales.

101. One area of potential concern is possible differences of wording of questions on

ethnicity – each census office might produce valid and useful results at a local level

but not on a comparable basis. Another is the varied instructions given to

householders in completing the Census forms – in 2001 the Scottish form gave

responsibility to the Household Reference Person to “ensure completion” of the form,

while the England and Wales form instructed that person to “complete” it. Small

differences in approach can affect comparability in unpredictable ways.

102. UK census offices are required to harmonise their censuses with those of other

countries as set out by the United Nations.32 For example, in respect of migration,

countries are required to collect data about country of birth, country of citizenship,

and attempt to enumerate systematically refugees and asylum-seekers in their total

counts, although some of this information can be collected via surveys or

administrative records.33
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103. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• The Statement of Agreement between the Registrars General34 (February 2005)

aimed to increase consistency of outputs from the three UK censuses.

• The Concordat on Statistics, 2001,35 which sets out an agreed framework for

co-operation among the UK Government and devolved administrations on all

matters in relation to statistics.

• White Papers are being published at the same time for each country

(autumn 2008).

Statistics Commission view

104. We welcome the steps mentioned above. However, looking more broadly than the

Census, we regard the current arrangements for statistical co-ordination between

the four UK administrations as less effective than they might be, particularly in

relation to promoting common definitions and shared data collection where these

are justified. We believe there is scope to improve co-ordination without infringing

the autonomy of any administration.

105. Priority should be given to impressing on all four UK administrations the value of a

consistent approach to the Census where possible. There is an obvious risk of

differences which, while not adversely affecting any one administration’s census,

could affect their comparability and thus value of the work overall. The emphasis

should be on producing a census that has UK comparability at aggregate level but

is able to accommodate local differences at a more detailed level. We believe

Ministers and the Statistics Board should charge the heads of census offices with

this explicit responsibility.
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Section 6: The Operational Risks

106. These risks relate to processes and procedures that have been properly and well

planned but might still fail, most likely due to human error. Mistakes can occur even in

well-designed procedures. In an exercise as big as the Census, employing many

thousand people in enumeration and processing, error must be expected – it is more

of a certainty than a risk. The key therefore is to design in the early detection and

correction of any errors that are material enough to affect the Census results. It is the

adequacy of the mechanisms for detection and correction that will be critical to

success. 

107. The Statistics Commission has expressed concern that major organisational changes

being implemented in ONS, while not directly affecting the Census, might nonetheless

put census operations under greater pressure. Although the bulk of census

operations for England and Wales will remain in Titchfield in Hampshire (and not be

directly affected by ONS relocation plans), ONS is closing its main London office and

moving its headquarter functions to Newport in South Wales over the period up to

2010, and also seeking to make large efficiency gains to stay within forward budgets. 

108. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• Operational risks have been identified in corporate risk registers.

• Census offices have carried out a Census test 2006 or 2007 and will carry out

a full rehearsal in 2009.

Statistics Commission view

109. We have seen the Census risk register of the General Register Office of Scotland

but we have not been shown the full ONS one and so we cannot comment on the

adequacy of the steps proposed in the ONS context. However, in relation to the

operation risks, the Statistics Commission’s main concern is the need for the

census offices to have suitably skilled and experienced staff in key posts and to

retain them through the long preparation period. In view of the procurement and

operational management difficulties of the last Census, we have concerns about

the demands being made on ONS officials by such a large and intrinsically high-

risk project at this time. 
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110. Systems will have been tested on a smaller scale during the Census tests of 2006

or 2007 and again during the rehearsal in 2009. The Statistics Board should

ensure that any lessons learnt from the test and rehearsal are implemented in

subsequent planning, and that procurement of contracts and fieldwork is managed

effectively and appropriately.

111. The Statistics Board will have to ensure that within the broad sweep of work of the

statistical services across the UK, the Census is given sufficient priority, the risks

are effectively managed, and the pace of development is not faster than the

census offices can handle – recognising that a census cannot be postponed.

Other priorities may have to be put back to make this a reality. 
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Section 7: The Contextual Risks

112. The United Nations Statistical Commission describes quality as a “multi-dimensional

concept”, and notes that “even if data are accurate, they do not have sufficient quality

if they are produced too late to be useful, or cannot be easily accessed, or conflict

with other credible data or are too costly to produce.”36 We endorse this essentially

utilitarian view of quality. Within reference to contextual risks, the Census itself may be

faultless but a separate issue might throw doubt on the reliability of the Census

results. The risks here are a threat to the perceived quality or value of the Census and

thus to willingness among users to make full use of census information in decision-

making. We are treating the Census ‘disclosure control’ arrangements and the

production of annual mid-year population estimates as being of this contextual kind. 

Disclosure control

113. Disclosure control refers to the processes used to prevent the identification of

personal information from the published Census results. These can be complex and

there are many different approaches in use. In 2001, Scotland chose one approach

while the rest of the UK adopted a different option at a relatively late stage.

Regardless of the methods, the fact that there were differences made the data more

difficult to use and interpret than would otherwise have been the case, particularly for

users who needed consistent UK-wide data. In that sense, the value of the Census

product was reduced. 

114. There are also risks if the disclosure control methods are more stringent than they

really need to be. This can lead to the suppression of information of value to users,

again reducing the value of the Census. The census offices have already begun

consulting with users on the methodology to protect individuals from being identified

in the results, including in the anonymised datasets.

115. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• The Statement of Agreement between the Registrars General (February 2005)

aimed to increase consistency of outputs from the three UK censuses. 

• The three Registrars General have together published “UK Statistical Disclosure

Control Policy for 2011 Census Output” (November 2006). 
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• The census offices are developing a strategy for statistical disclosure control

in 2011.

• Census offices are carrying out consultation on confidentiality.

• ONS has established data labs to allow researchers access to anonymised

census data.

Mid-year estimates 

118. One of the main triggers of concern about the Census results in 2001 was the

discrepancy between mid-year population estimates and the Census. Local authority

grants, and a lot of other funding decisions, are largely determined by population

estimates. Those local authorities which saw their estimated population fall

significantly between the release of mid-year population figures in 2001, and

publication of results from the 2001 Census were understandably concerned.

Although much of the problem was eventually proven to have been with the

population estimates in the years up to 2000, the damage to the reputation of the

Census had already been done. The press carried stories about a ‘missing million’

despite the fact that the Census undercount was much less than this.

119. The Census acts as a baseline for subsequent years’ population estimates. But these

estimates become more problematic as time passes. The danger is that if the Census

appears to contradict earlier estimates, as happened in 2001 in some cases, there is

a loss of confidence in the utility of the Census data. 

Statistics Commission view

116. The Statistics Commission welcomes the Statement of Agreement which should

lead to a more consistent approach to disclosure methods across all four UK

administrations. 

117. ONS’s disclosure control methodology for 2001 was criticised because small area

statistics were difficult to use after they were modified in a particular way to prevent

disclosure.37 This might have been avoided through earlier consultation and better

communication about the methodology. 
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120. One reason that mid-year estimates are problematic is that there is a lack of

adequate statistical information about immigration into the UK, migration within the

UK and emigration from the UK.38 There is no single source which can provide the

migration information, at national and local levels, that is required for statistical

purposes. 

121. We have been informed that the census offices are taking the following steps to

address the risks:

• A National Statistics Quality Review of International Migration Statistics was

carried out in 2003.

• A Demographic Statistics Service for the 21st Century (2003) set out proposals

for an integrated population statistics system using linked administrative and

survey data.

• ONS published a cross-departmental task force report with recommendations

to improve migration and population estimates (IMPS, December 2006).

• IMPS migration research (ONS is carrying out research into migration both

international and internal within the UK, short and long term).

• ONS carried out a local authorities case studies project to evaluate population

estimates using other local and national sources of information including

administrative data sources.

• ONS is developing the methodology for mid-year estimates, 2007.

Statistics Commission view

122. The Statistics Commission has been pressing for improvements to migration

statistics for some years. Improvements will be vital in ensuring that the regular

population estimates are accurate enough to be broadly consistent with the

census estimates and not to spark suggestions that the Census is at fault.

123. A National Statistics Quality Review of International Migration Statistics in 2003

made recommendations for improving both (i) the estimation of total migration

flows to and from the UK, and (ii) the allocation of international migration to local

areas. Whilst it is clear that some progress has been made, it is also clear that it

has not been enough.

44

38 For details of how migration statistics are calculated, see Using Administrative Data Sources in the Estimation
of Emigration, Evans H, Vickers L and Wright E, Population Trends 128, ONS, Summer 2007
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/downloads/theme_population/PopulationTrends128.pdfa



Statistics Commission view (continued)

124. In April 2007, ONS released information about how migration will be estimated for

the mid-year estimates from 2007. However, the work in hand largely applies new

methods to existing sources which have known weaknesses. A number of local

authorities have questioned the indicative estimates arising from the new

methodology.39

125. The delivery of robust population estimates, nationally and for local areas, should

be seen as the single most important criterion against which the Census should be

judged. However, in practice, the robustness of census population estimates

cannot be measured directly; and commentators will be heavily influenced by

whether the census estimates are consistent with expectations prior to the

Census. It is therefore important that those expectations are well-informed and for

this it will be necessary to have robust measures of population movements – that

is both international and internal migration – ahead of 2011. Unless we know

about patterns of migration in the years before the Census, there is a real risk that

the Census will not be seen to have been a success even if it does deliver good

estimates. 
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Section 8: The External Risks

126. We use the term external risks to refer to things like natural disasters and national

emergencies. ONS coped well with the difficulties presented by the foot and mouth

outbreak in 2001. However, we have not seen any ONS business continuity plans for

the Census and do not know what contingency plans are in place for events such as

an influenza pandemic or another recurrence of foot and mouth disease. 

127. We do not have much information on specific steps being taken to manage these

risks but understand that this is under review.

Statistics Commission view

128. We have had sight of the Census risk register for Scotland and note that it

describes contingency plans and refers to the need for appropriate planning for

mitigating external risks, such as disaster recovery plans and building security

arrangements. 
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Section 9: The 2001 Census in
Context

129. This section provides some information about the European and UK context for the

next Census.

European context

130. In 1999 the European Union Statistical Programme Committee approved

recommendations from the European Commission and United Nations Commission

for Europe for the collection of information from a round of censuses to be carried out

in 2000/01 (or equivalent statistics to be prepared by other methods) by member

states. The 2001 Census was the first to be conducted under these guidelines. 

131. For the 2011 round of censuses, the European Commission intends to introduce a

Framework Regulation on Population and Housing Censuses covering the

harmonisation of outputs from Member States’ censuses of population and housing.

This Regulation will define certain terms including “usual residence”, which will be

consistent with the United Nations definition, and set out a number of topics on

which the UK will be required to report statistics to Eurostat. Data collection for these

topics is permissible by the Census or alternative sources such as surveys or

administrative records.40

The UK context

132. A census has been carried out in Great Britain every ten years since 1801 except for

1941. There was an additional mid-term Census in 1966.41

133. In Northern Ireland, the first Census was carried out in 1926, then a limited one in

1937 and since 1951 at the same time each decade as the rest of the UK.

134. The UK is the only country, to our knowledge, with three different censuses, and with

four administrations required to agree secondary legislation to allow the censuses to

proceed. The censuses are administered separately in England and Wales, Scotland

and Northern Ireland. The Republic of Ireland administers its own census but co-

ordinates the date and some other aspects with the Northern Ireland census office.

All adhere to European recommendations, and within the UK, to agreements to co-

ordinate censuses.
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135. The Census is taken under the Census Act 1920 and the Census Act (Northern

Ireland) 1969. It requires secondary legislation in the form of a Census Order to

prescribe the date, areas, enumeration base and question items, and the Census

Regulations which prescribe the detailed arrangements such as geography,

appointments and duties of field staff, delivery and collection of forms, and security

and confidentiality procedures. The process of approving the legislation provides

opportunities for informed debate amongst the public, parliaments and assemblies

about one to two years before the Census date. 

136. The Census is a devolved responsibility in Northern Ireland and Scotland but not in

Wales. There is separate secondary legislation for Scotland and Northern Ireland; the

National Assembly for Wales will be consulted about the (England and Wales) Census

Order in respect of 2011, and a Transfer of Functions Order, made in 2006, devolved

the power to make secondary legislation for the Census Regulations to the Welsh

Assembly. The draft Census Order is expected to be laid before the Westminster

Parliament around November 2009 and formally made in February 2010; the

Regulations laid around March 2010 and to come into force around May 2010.

137. Confidentiality of individual personal data is paramount and the Census

(Confidentiality) Act 1991 made it illegal to disclose personal census information

acquired in the course of carrying out census work. 
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