
 

 

2001 CENSUS: OUTPUT POLICY AND DISSEMINATION 
EVALUATION REPORT 
 

Project Objective 

 
To put in place the policies, products and services to implement the Census 
output strategy, which was based on key criteria about user needs and Northern 
Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) provision of outputs. 

Following completion of the policies and the specification of product and service, 
many aspects of the production of the output were dealt with by a partner project, 
Output Production. This is the subject of a separate evaluation report, which 
includes evaluation of the timetable for release. 

Background 
The 2001 Census was the first which based the planning of output on a strategy 
that was agreed at the outset and included in the White Paper (as government 
policy). It was based on the simple premise that 'the investment in the Census 
was only justified if the results are made available speedily and in a clear and 
useable form'.  

The Census output strategy comprised four major groups of deliverables:  

• a set of statistical tables or Standard Output which would fulfil user requirements;  

• products, including Reports to Parliament, which would meet statutory requirements for 
output and allow easy access to standard Census results;  

• arrangements for licensed and value-added use of 2001 Census output; and  

• a specialist service to deal with user enquiries and requests for commissioned output.  

The key criteria to meet users needs, were that outputs should:  
• be comprehensive and comparable between areas, both within Northern Ireland and 

between Northern Ireland and other parts of the UK;  



• have flexibility to meet ad hoc requirements;  

• be fit for purpose and delivered to a pre-announced timetable; and furthermore  

• their use should not be constrained by bureaucratic or financial barriers, particularly 
charges.  

The key criteria for NISRA were that outputs should:  
• be drawn from a database which was complete, apart from Religion, at the individual 

record level and as unbiased as possible, with an integral framework of geography and 
accompanied by all relevant supporting information;  

• be produced speedily and efficiently and be user-friendly, accessible and intuitive;  

• minimise the risk of disclosing information about identifiable individuals; and  

• use definitions and classifications that are harmonised across the UK and, as far as 
possible, with other sources.  

Methodology 
 
The methodology adopted throughout the project recognised both the need to 
accord with statutory requirements and Government and NISRA specific policies, 
and the importance of establishing user requirements and reflecting these in the 
product specifications. 
 
Consultation with users 
 
Substantial consultation was undertaken from 1999 to 2001 to ensure that the 
Standard Tables met, as far as possible, user requirements. Discussions were 
held with key users to ensure their needs were fully understood. Four rounds of 
general consultation were undertaken, during which draft tables were made 
available to all users for comment, and initial plans for specification and release 
of the output were discussed. Similar consultations were held in other parts of the 
UK. A Census Outputs Roadshow was also held in Northern Ireland as part of 
the final consultation. The draft tables were amended substantially as a result of 
the consultations.  
 
With regard to the provision of standard products, the consultation also revealed 
the variety of user requirements for the methods of accessing products. These 
included printed volumes, accessing results through the Internet and developers 
of commercial packages loading results in bulk into their databases. This led to 
decisions to make Census results available in a variety of ways. 
 
Setting up 'approved suppliers' list 
 
In developing the charging policy for results from the 2001 Census the team 



considered the terms of the Census Act, government policy and NISRA policies 
on release of results and cost-recovery. With the removal of the requirement for 
commercial licences, the need for value-added resellers to become Census 
Agencies disappeared. To help promote high standards in the re-supply of 
Census results, an Approved Suppliers scheme was created. The Scheme 
allows organisations to apply for Approved Supplier status which in essence 
confirms that the Census organisations have examined the Supplier's 
arrangements for dealing with Census data and are satisfied that they are of 
adequate quality and have the required technical and statistical competence. 
 
Provision of information to users  
 
Users were kept updated with the constantly developing plans for releasing the 
Census results through the consultation process, the Census Outputs 
Roadshow, the NISRA website, and the Census Output Prospectus. 
 
Dealing with user enquiries 
 
A specialised Census Customer Services team was established to deal with both 
simple and more complex questions on the Census results. The team received 
training on not only the 2001 Census output, but also previous Censuses. 
 
Commissioned output 
 
A streamlined service was developed for commissioned output. Requests were 
submitted to Census Customer Services and then passed to the Output 
Production team for costing and assessment of disclosure risk. While no charge 
was made for the actual data, charges were derived on the basis of time required 
to generate the results being sought by the user. A dedicated resource was 
available within the office to manage such requests, which had to be completed 
within agreed target times.  
 
Electronic dissemination 
 
In accordance with government policy on electronic dissemination and e-
government, and in response to user requirements, NISRA initiated the Northern 
Ireland Census Access project. The aim of the project was to deliver the main 
results of the 2001 Census, including a detailed mapping facility and supporting 
information, in an unrestricted, user friendly and largely electronic way free to all 
at the point of use. The project incorporated the development of a dedicated 
website (http://www.nicensus2001.gov.uk) to disseminate the standard output via 
the Internet. This enables tables to be compared and combined at various 
geographical levels and provides basic summary statistics in the form of profiles 
for each area. Although hardcopy reports have still been produced for high-level 
geographies, for laying before Parliament and ease of reference, the 

http://www.nicensus2001.gov.uk/


dissemination of output at lower geographical levels has exclusively been carried 
out through electronic media (CD products and via the Internet).   
  
UK coordination 
 
Plans were coordinated, where possible, with other UK Census offices through 
Joint Output Project Board meetings. Whilst each Census Office collected slightly 
different information, and faced different requirements for data from their users, 
this co-ordination allowed a 'core' of consistent and comparable tables to be 
produced by each office. In addition, it promoted a common framework for 
Standard Output and table specification which was adopted by each Census 
Office.  
 
Supporting information 
 
Four types of supporting information or metadata were developed and produced. 
These were: 
 
• geographical information on the geographical hierarchies used in the 2001 

Census outputs; 

• technical information to enable users to make efficient and effective use of 
the software products; 

• product metadata, such as help functions, to assist users in getting what they 
want from Census outputs in the most efficient way; and 

• information on the statistical aspects of the Census, providing background 
information on the results and clarifying meaning and context. 

 
 
 
 
 
The supporting information was designed to be: 
 
• timely – available before or at the same time as the data; 

• comprehensive – covering all topics and areas that a user might be 
interested in; 

• coherent – a single source for all Census metadata; 

• consistent in design, format and presentation; and 

• easy to use. 



 
It was agreed that key products would include a Census Geography CD 
(including digital boundaries and look-up tables), a Definitions Volume, a Census 
Quality Report, and a General Report (combining all the Evaluation Reports). In 
addition, it was agreed that a comprehensive package of supporting information 
would be included on all electronic products (CD and web-based). This includes 
an integrated help function, technical information, background information on the 
key Census processes and disclosure control, geographical information, 
supporting maps, information on differences between NI and other parts of the 
UK, information on comparability with the 1991 Census, a glossary, data 
classifications, definitions of derived variables and information on other Census 
products. A subset of this information and advice on the use of Census tables is 
included in all printed reports. 
 
Assessment and lessons learnt 
 
The project was successful in meeting the requirements of the Output Strategy. 
In particular, the extended consultation on the content of the output, and the 
immediacy and extent of information provided to users, undoubtedly improved 
the quality of the Census products, and the plans for use of those products. 
Some examples of the key achievements are: 
 
Specification of Standard Output 
 
Consultation with users showed that there remained a preference for most 
Census output to be provided in a standard set of tables, rather than relying on a 
method of obtaining customised output, though this question should be revisited 
for output from future Censuses. The standard output was specified following 
extended consultation with users. The tables reflected, as far as possible, the 
stated requirements of those responding to the consultation. 
 
Comprehensive set of Standard Output 
 
The volume of standard output produced from the 2001 Census and readily 
available to users is much greater than that available from any previous Census. 
Each product is available for higher geographies in both hard copy and electronic 
format and can also be accessed on specifically developed CD ROMs or via the 
Census Office section of the NISRA website (http://www.nisra.gov.uk/) or the 
NICA system (http://www.nicensus2001.gov.uk). In addition, for the first time a 
comprehensive range of standard output is also available for lower geographies. 
Direct comparison is also possible with higher geographies. The standard 
products have been designed to enable the user to select the level of complexity 
appropriate to their needs, thus increasing the flexibility of the outputs. 
 
Users kept informed of plans for output 

http://www.nisra.gov.uk/
http://www.nicensus2001.gov.uk/


 
Comprehensive information on plans for output was contained in the Census 
Output Prospectus on the NISRA website, which was updated at regular 
intervals. In addition, three 2001 Census User Guide days were held across the 
province to raise awareness of the range of outputs available and how they could 
be accessed. All outputs were released in accordance with National Statistics 
guidelines. 
 
Availability of commissioned output 
 
As in previous Censuses, it was recognised that standard output cannot meet all 
requirements for analysis of the Census results. An improved system was set up 
to process requests for non-standard 'commissioned' output. This has resulted in 
requests being processed more quickly and efficiently than in previous 
Censuses. 
 
Dissemination of results with minimal barriers to use 
 
Results from the 2001 Census were disseminated in a variety of media and 
formats. Although dissemination was primarily through electronic media, a 
printed report was produced for all of the main standard outputs. All electronic 
tables were available in csv or Microsoft Excel format enabling users to load the 
data into their existing systems. Web-based products included facilities to 
compare and combine the results for geographic areas of the user’s choice. 
Specialist software (SuperTABLE) was also included on all CD products to 
enable users to view and manipulate the data.  
 
All standard output was available free of charge, via the website. Minimal 
charges were made to cover the costs of supply on other media and the cost of 
producing specially commissioned customised output.  Bureaucratic barriers 
were also minimised, primarily through the use of online agreements.  
 
Common UK approach 
 
A common approach to table design and numbering was achieved thus making 
the use of UK-wide results as simple as possible. In particular, a ‘core’ set of 
comparable tables was produced by each Census organisation.  
 
Integration with Neighbourhood Statistics 
 
Census data is one of the key data sources used in the Northern Ireland 
Neighbourhood Information Service (NINIS).  This system brings together a 
wealth of administrative, statistical and locational data sources, and provides 
easy access to information on measures of deprivation in Northern Ireland. 
 
Lessons learnt 



 
Although the project was successful overall, it was felt that the following aspects 
could have been enhanced:  

 
• Whilst changes made through the consultation process greatly improved the usefulness 

of the Standard Output, the management of these changes could have been streamlined. 
The tabulation system treated each table as a separate entity so changes affecting a 
standard classification or single footnote had to be replicated many times, with a 
consequent risk of error. An approach considering each table as a combination of 
standard building blocks would have greatly helped to ensure consistency and accuracy 
in development and reduce manual checking at the output production stage. 

 
• The Standard Tables had to be developed before important decisions were made on 

some aspects of statistical policy, in particular  disclosure control. The introduction of 
Small Cell Adjustment resulted in significant distortion of the data in some of the planned 
tables, so that they had insufficient utility or were misleading. These tables had to be 
withdrawn or re-designed, by collapsing categories, at a late stage. This affected both 
table numbering and comparability across the UK. In addition, many users had designed 
systems based on the tables as originally specified. In future more should be done to 
integrate development of statistical policy and development of Census products, and 
ensure that any subsequent changes in policy are made in sufficient time and considered 
with an appreciation of user requirements. 

 
• When some of the planned tables, outlined in the Outputs Consultation 

documents, were assessed for utility and disclosure prior to production, 
they were considered to be disclosive or have reduced utility in a Northern 
Ireland context.  It is acknowledged that some of the original tables were 
too ambitious for the Northern Ireland context or range of geographical 
levels planned.  In future, the desire to have common UK output needs to 
be more carefully balanced against the suitability of the tables in a 
Northern Ireland context. In addition, consideration needs to be given to 
(a) the simplification of output and the level of detail supplied for lower 
geographical areas and (b) the preferred order of production. 

 
• The process did not allow for a data-driven assessment of the suitability of the table 

specifications. Late changes to specifications were sufficiently substantial that they 
resulted in changes to the planned output timetable and the numbering and layout of 
tables, with consequent difficulties for users. A more efficient approach may have been to 
use 1991 Census data or rehearsal data to test the suitability of the specifications, 
although this may not have worked for all variables. Alternatively, an allowance for this 
data-driven assessment could have been incorporated into the timetable.  

 
• There was the inevitable tension between concentrating on the specification and 

development of the standard Census products and responding to user requests for 
commissioned output. Although these requests were given a lower priority than standard 
output, this conflict will need to be addressed in planning future Censuses. 

 
Conclusion 
 
All in all it is considered that the Output Policy and Dissemination Project can be 
considered a success and that the sizeable investment in consulting and 
communicating with users improved the quality of the Census outputs, products 



and services. The new methods of disseminating the Census results which 
included innovative e-government approaches, has totally justified the investment 
and helped ensure that the results were available to the widest possible 
audience. 
 
 


