
Copyright © 2020. UK Data Service. Created by Cathie Marsh Institute (CMI), University of Manchester.

Online tools for accessing and analysing 

census data from the UK Data Service

Rihab Dahab & Patty Doran

UK Data Service, University of Manchester

Manchester

16th December 2020

Workshop 3: Accessing and analysing census 

microdata using Nesstar



Today …

• Introduction

• The census

• Census microdata

• Accessing and analysing census microdata using Nesstar

• Demonstration – exploring census microdata with Nesstar

• Activity – in your own time, 10 mins

• Feedback from activity

• Questions and discussion



Introduction



Our aim is to …

• Provide an overview of census microdata

• Show how to access census microdata from the UKDS

• Demonstrate how to explore census microdata and perform

simple analysis online using Nesstar

• Gain an understanding of what census microdata could be

used for



Census Data

• Census Act 1800. Enabled the first census on 1801.

• Until 1831 the census was a head count of everyone 

in the country on a given day.

• Currently, the census it is defined as the “count of all 

people and households”, incorporating gradually 

more information of the population.



Census Agencies



• Main function to count the population at one or more locations

• Obtain some characteristics about the population

• Outputs for small geographies

What is census for? 
• Informs public spending/policy making process

• Used as a basis for other statistical systems

• Used by Central and Local Governments, NGOs, and for 

research purposes (which helps in informing public policy)

What is census?



What questions were asked?

Demographics

• Age 

• Sex

• Country of Birth

• Short-term residence

• Ethnicity

• Religion

• Passports

• Language

• National identity

• Marital status

Household

• Tenure

• Accommodation type

• Cars

• Central heating

• No. of bedrooms

Socio-economic

• Health

• Unpaid care

• Qualifications

• Economic activity

• Occupation

• Industry

• Travel to work

• FT / PT



Census Outputs
1. Supported by the UK Data Service

• Microdata

• Anonymised samples of census records

• Detail limited to protect confidentiality

• Aggregated data

• Counts of combinations of characteristics for areas

• Flow data

• Counts of migrants from origin to destination

• Or, between first and second address

• Or home and place of work

• Boundary data

• Geographical Information System (GIS) formats

• Shape files to enable these to be mapped

2. Supported by CALLS

• Longitudinal microdata for each country



How census microdata looks…



• Open files

• Teaching files – available from census offices and UKDS (1% regional 
taster file)

• Safeguarded

• Regional files (5%)

• Grouped local authorities files (5%)

• Controlled access

• Individual files (10%) England and Wales

• Household files (10%) England and Wales

Types of 2011 census microdata



Safeguarded census microdata topic guide 

(1991-2011)

https://census.ukdataservice.ac.uk/use-data/guides/microdata

https://census.ukdataservice.ac.uk/use-data/guides/microdata


Why use census microdata? 

• Very flexible

• Large sample size

• Can create regional and local authorities aggregated variables

• Can complement survey data

• Allows to undertake several type of statistical analysis

• Allows looking at change over time

But

• Sample data, hence results are estimates

• Geographical detail is limited in safeguarded data



Research on microdata

Housing 

disadvantage 

Internal migration

Self-

employment



Finding data



Where to find census microdata

Open data
Available in spreadsheet format (csv files) from census offices: 

ONS, NRS and NISRA

Also available as SPSS/Stata/Nesstar from the UK Data Service

without registration

Safeguarded data

From 1961 to 2011, available from the 

UK Data Service, requires online registration

Controlled- Secure data

Via census offices only: ONS, NRS and NISRA



Accessing census microdata from the UKDS



Finding the data



Online access through Nesstar

Access to teaching files Access to safeguarded files

• No registration required • Can explore variables and run frequency 

tables

• Requires registration for more advanced 

analysis

• Registered users access with their login details

• Students and members of staff at UK institutions of higher or further 

education can login with their university username and password



The way to Nesstar 1…



The way to Nesstar 2…



The way to Nesstar 3…



Nesstar…



Nesstar demo

• ukdataservice.ac.uk

• How to find census microdata

• Catalogue pages: getting information about the census

• How to download the data

• Using Nesstar to view data and do simple analyses online



Activity



1. How many cases are there in the 

England and Wales 2011 microdata?

Total cases = 2,097,000 + 751,149 = 2,848,149



Total cases = 1,337,980 + 1,510,169 = 2,848,149

% working = 1,337,980 / 2,848,149 = 47.0% 

2. What proportion of the population is 

usually in work?



3. How many adults in employment are 

usually working from home?



Discussion



Online resources from the UK Data Service

• Guides

• Videos

• Data Skills Modules



Methods and Software Guides

For example:

Software guides

• What is Stata?

• What is SPSS 20 for Windows?

• Using R to analyse key UK 

surveys

Census data

• Guide to mapping 2011 Microdata 

using R.

https://www.ukdataservice.ac.uk/media/604930/mapping-2011-census-microdata-using-r.pdf


Videos 

• YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/user/UKDATASERVICE

https://www.youtube.com/user/UKDATASERVICE


Webinars

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/news-and-events/events

https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/news-and-events/events


Patty Doran, patty.doran@manchester.ac.uk

Rihab Dahab, rihab.dahab@manchester.ac.uk

Questions

mailto:patty.doran@manchester.ac.uk
mailto:rihab.dahab@manchester.ac.uk

