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Census Data

• Census Act 1800 enabled the first census in 1801
• Until 1831 the census was essentially a head count of 

everyone in the country on a given day
• Repeated every decade, except 1941
• Nowadays defined as a “count of all people and 

households”, incorporating gradually more detailed 
characteristics (demographic, social, economic, 
health-related)

• Next census will be 21 March 2021 throughout the UK



UK Population change 1911-2011

Source: Census - Office for National Statistics, Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 
Agency, National Records of Scotland



(England and 
Wales)

3 separate, 
simultaneous 
censuses:



A brief description of the census
• What is a census?

• Main function is to count the population (primarily at usual residence)

• Obtain key characteristics of the population

• Produce a wide variety of outputs, including data for small areas

• What is it for? 
• Informs public spending and allocation of resources

• Used as a basis for other statistical data products

• Informs the public policy making process

• Used by Central and Local Governments

• Used by NGOs

• Used for research purposes (to inform public policy too)



2011 Census Outputs
1. Supported by the UK Data Service

• Microdata
• Anonymised samples of census records
• Detail limited to protect confidentiality

• Aggregate data
• Counts of combinations of characteristics
for areas

• Flow data
• Counts of migrants from origin to destination
• And between first and second address
• And between home and place of work

• Boundary data
• Geographical Information System (GIS) formats
• Enable mapping of aggregate and flow data

2. Supported by CALLS
• Census-linked Longitudinal Studies for each UK (https://calls.ac.uk)



2021 Census

• Something old:
• Still available on paper, but!!

• Something new:
• Online completion by design (each household receives unique 

internet access code)
• New questions: sexual orientation, gender identity, armed force 

community
• Enhanced Census Outputs (ECO) - Admin data

• Something borrowed:
• Previous questions mostly retained



2021 Census Topics
Demographics
Age
Sex
Country of Birth
Short-term residence
Ethnicity
Religion
Passports
Language
National identity
Household relationships
Marital status
Second residence
Migration
Sexual Orientation
Gender identity
UK armed forces community

Household
Tenure
Accommodation type
Cars
Central heating
No. of bedrooms
No. of rooms
Renewable energy 
systems (NI specific –
category in ONS &NRS)

Socio-economic
Health
Unpaid care
Qualifications
Economic activity
Occupation
Industry
Travel to work
FT / PT
Year you last worked



New questions (ONS household form)

www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/testingthecensus/2019rehearsal



Find out more

• ONS
• NRS
• NISRA
Go direct to the 
relevant links from:

https://census.ukdataservice.ac.uk/use-data/censuses/2021-and-beyond



Outputs 2021

• Similar to what was available in 2011, but with some 
changes.

• ONS, NRS and NISRA are working to ensure questions 
are more directly comparable across the UK

• Flexible, Timely, Accessible



Aggregate data

• Flexible dissemination tool – design your own tables!
• First outputs expected:

• ONS: March 2022 (starting with population and household 
estimates), and all remaining pre-planned outputs by March 2023

• NRS: March 2022: Summary population tables by age, sex and 
Council Area (Univariate and multivariate tables released at the 
same time)

• NISRA, by summer 2022 – detailed timeline early 2022
• Exact timings of releases and UK harmonisation still to be 

decided



Microdata

• Same as in 2011 microdata outputs
• Public (Teaching file): 1% individual sample
• Safeguarded: Two 5% individual anonymised sample:

• Regional level
• Grouped Local Authorities

• Secure: two 10% individual anonymised sample:
• Individual
• Household

• New
• Review of sample design and size
• Considering a safeguarded household file

Exact time of release will depend on statistical disclosure 
control and UK harmonisation considerations.



Census geography

ONS
• Output Areas and Workplace Zones as smallest areas for 

aggregate data 
• Aim to keep OA/WZ changes to the minimum (<5%)
• Commitment to also producing some statistics for grid squares

NISRA
• Assessing extensive redesign of Small Areas to match new 

Local Government geography (decision due Spring 2020)

NRS
• Output areas/Datazones as smallest areas for aggregate data
• Aiming for minimal change



Origin / Destination (Flow)

• Assessing if access can be less restrictive
• Reviewing the statistical disclosure control 

methodology, and 2011 Census tables usage
• Considering the storage arrangements of origin-

destination data to improve ease of access 
• Ensuring UK harmonisation, where possible



UK Data Service 2021 Census: user needs

• Why?
• How will it be used

• Data collection strategies:
• Survey
• Interviews
• Student focus group

manchester.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/2021-census-user-needs-survey



Questions

Survey: 
manchester.onlinesurveys.ac.uk/2021-
census-user-needs-survey


