
ONS Ge graphy



ONS Geography & Geospatial

Develop 
Geospatial & 

location-
based linkage 
products and 

solutions Derive new 
outputs & 

insights from 
geospatial 

data sources

Provide 
expertise on 

complex  
geographic 
analyses Build 

geospatial 
capability 
across the 
analytical 
function

Assist and 
advise on the 
geographic 

data 
visualisationMaintain 

existing & 
create new 

geographies

Maintain a fit 
for purpose 
geospatial 

infrastructure



Collect’

Census Geographies

Talk outline:
• Historic Census

• ‘Century of Census’ & Enumeration Districts
• Statistical geographies

• Output Areas & Maintenance 
• Evolving geographies

• Exploring future requirements
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‘A Century of Census’
• Historic Census Digitisation Project

• 1921-2021 
• Tabular data 

• structured & searchable data
• Boundary products

• Mixed availability & data sources
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Enumeration Districts
• 1921 – 1961

• Registration Districts
• Role of registrars 

• Mixed availability
• Land Use Surveys

• 1971 – 1991
• Digital boundaries exist

• Being made available via 
Open Geography Portal  

1951

1921

https://geoportal.statistics.gov.uk/


Enumeration Districts



Enumeration Districts – Challenges
• Changes over time

• Redesign at each Census  depreciation & intercensal analysis challenges

• Population size 
• 1991 Average: n = 420, hh = 175
• Wide variation & suppression
 Importing & Exporting EDs

• Applied use limitations
• Too large for detailed analysis
• Socially heterogenous
• Inflexible in recombination
• Separate from other geospatial identifiers 1991 Importing and exporting EDs



Contemporary Statistical Geographies
•  User consultations: 

• small area geographies should be…
Smaller
Socially homogenous
Separate output from collection
Matched with lowest level postcode 

• Data availability & digital infrastructure 
automated zone design
postcode polygon building blocks

Output Areas!   
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Statistical Building Blocks
• Output Areas are the 

building block to derive 
statistics for other 
geographies
• Nested via exact fit
• Non-nested via best-fit using 

Population Weighted Centroids

• Look-ups available via         
Open Geography Portal

2021 Best-fit of Output Areas to Higher Geographies

Photo by Xavi Cabrera on Unsplash 

https://geoportal.statistics.gov.uk/
https://unsplash.com/@xavi_cabrera?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash
https://unsplash.com/photos/yellow-red-blue-and-green-lego-blocks-kn-UmDZQDjM?utm_content=creditCopyText&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=unsplash




‘Small’ ‘Medium’ ‘Large’

England 
Wales*

Output Areas

100 
40

Lower Layer Super 
Output Areas

1000 – 3000
400 – 1200

Middle Layer Super 
Output Areas

5000 – 15000 
2000 – 6000 

Scotland Output Areas

50
20

Data Zones

500 – 1000 

Intermediate Zones

2500 – 6000

Northern 
Ireland

Data Zones

40

Super Data Zones

400



Maintenance & Realignment
• Maintenance:

• Mergers and splits to maintain thresholds
• Targeted realignment:

• Administrative boundaries & topography
• Principle of minimal change (<5%)

ArcMap 
AZTool 

FME
R



Census Addresses and UPRNs

Addresses with UPRN and grid references                        Illustrative plotted UPRN grid references



Evolving Geographies
• Evolving data and digital infrastructure

• Availability; granularity; frequency; integration 
• Analytic methods & processing capabilities 

• Changing governance landscapes
• English Devolution  boundary realignment

Opportunity to explore alternative and 
complementary geographies / building blocks
User requirements
Stability over time
Comparability across UK

2011 USOA; DataMapWales

https://datamap.gov.wales/layers/appdata-ons:usoa_2011_wales


ONS Ge graphy

• geospatial@ons.gov.uk
• ons.geography@ons.gov.uk 

mailto:geospatial@ons.gov.uk
mailto:ons.geography@ons.gov.uk

	Census Geographies for England & Wales
	ONS Geography & Geospatial
	Census Geographies
	‘A Century of Census’
	Enumeration Districts
	Enumeration Districts
	Enumeration Districts – Challenges
	Contemporary Statistical Geographies
	Statistical Output Layers 
	Statistical Building Blocks
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Maintenance & Realignment
	Census Addresses and UPRNs
	Evolving Geographies
	Thank you!

