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Background

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) has initiated an independent review of the Census Coverage Survey (CCS) and imputation methodology. This event brought together the ONS, academics, local government users of statistics, central government stakeholders and other specialists to raise key issues the review should address.

In the course of the discussions, a number of key themes emerged, and this report outlines the key points in relation to these topics. 

Clarification of ONS/LA tension and offering reassurance

	Issue
	Responses

	A recurring theme was the history of distrust between LAs and ONS, and in the course of the discussion several points sought to clarify the nature of this tension, and also offer solutions on how relations may be improved.


	· An overriding point emerged about the tension between what ONS wanted and what LAs wanted. In essence, there is a difference between counting residents in, say, Manchester and those who are there in the city. In this sense, it was important to recognise that ONS is engaged to count one particular thing, while LAs are interested in funding in relation to another thing entirely. It was agreed that considerations about negotiation, arbitration, and so on, are clouded by this tension. 

· At root, the LAs are worried while the ONS think everything is ok, and that they should be trusted – but a history of mistrust makes this difficult. The problem is that without full detail LAs cannot be reassured. The independent review should help, but confidence comes from understanding. 

· If it would therefore help LAs to discuss the process more, ONS is happy to do that. It may not result in the perfect answer for 2011, but it may have merit for the future. 

· It was stressed that any such building of trust needed to start from a recognition among the LAs that the outcomes won’t be perfect for all – although it was also stated that, hard though ONS has been trying in relation to the Census, population estimates and projections remain wildly inaccurate.




LA/ONS negotiation 

	Issue
	Responses

	It was stated that in the aftermath of the 2001 Census, ONS was involved in a rebuttal exercise: insisting that nothing could be changed. This was very damaging, meaning LAs had to enter into a confrontation with ONS to put things right. Clarification was sought that, if things go wrong again this time, there will not be a similar rebuttal exercise. 


	· ONS was hopeful that this would be the case, and that if a LA can make a case the possibility of adjusting numbers will be there from the start. It will be unworkable to address concerns from every LA, but those which really thought there were issues will certainly be heard. In short: the tendency will be towards adjustment if all available data points in the same direction.

· Ideally, a timeline will be set out within which, if LAs really think there is a problem, they can present their concerns and the ONS will do what it can to investigate. What probably won’t happen is that the Census results will be changed.

· This latter point was considered frustrating, but it was explained that ONS can’t wait to publish the basic information from the Census as this is required quickly. 

· Reassurance was ‘boldly’ offered that ONS has done all it can to avoid problems on a similar scale to 2001. 



	Consideration was given to whether ‘negotiation’ is the right word for the process by which LAs get to express concerns. It was recognised that the default was that ONS would decide. But is there something that can go beyond that – and if so, what might it be, and who might involved?


	· It was reiterated that ONS was independent, and that it needed to be seen as such by every LA. It was up to ONS alone to decide. ONS needs to understand and use LA sources, but it can’t just accept a LA’s assertion that population is ‘x’. If LAs want to state that, they must explain how they reached that point. If the ONS then understands that, and it makes sense in context, then great. But time is running short, with the QA starting in June. 

· In relation to practical platforms for this dialogue, it was stated that this is methodological discussion, and therefore requires liaison with quality assurers and demographers at ONS. An invitation has been extended accordingly.

· It was stated that there was room to move beyond unilateral ONS decisions – perhaps in the form of a carefully operated appeals process.

· It was suggested that, whatever form negotiation takes, a strict template needs to be drawn up otherwise no agreement will be reached.




Encouraging compliance / community engagement

	Issue
	Responses

	How is ONS working to ensure response rates are as high as possible?


	· It was explained that in 2011 there will be two or three times as many hours spent on follow-up as in 2001, while staff will be assigned to managers, not areas. A manager in London will now have fewer addresses to cover than one in a rural area. In addition, staff can be re-assigned from area to area and activity to activity in real time. All this is possible because every single questionnaire will now be tracked. In addition, centralised post-back will sort out the delays in local sorting, while the address register has been hugely improved on 2001. 



	Does incessant enquiry, followed by threat of prosecution, represent the best way of encouraging compliance? How are effectively are enumerators trained to convince people the Census is a good thing to do? How important are community leaders and networks in terms of engaging people?


	· 37 people had been prosecuted in 2001, representing a rise on the previous Census – which suggests that prosecution isn’t an effective threat. 

· It was argued that the threat may be effective in terms of form completion – the real question is whether such forms get filled in completely and/or accurately.

· Enumerators do all they can to ‘talk up’ the Census before introducing the issue of it being compulsory and, from there, threats. On top of this, different people are now involved at each stage of this process, with 100 dedicated non-compliance officers whose presence will give power to enumerators. This should be effective, but for all this, the message needs to get out through local communities. 

· On this latter point, it was emphasised that ONS has been over and over the issue of how to get people to respond, but it all comes back to local people buying in, and local leaders having the trust of their communities. ONS must work with them to explain the Census to the members of their communities. LAs have these networks in place, with community leaders providing one potential solution.

· Conversely, it was felt that this provides another example of the ‘official’ world coming into contact with worlds of which it knows nothing. Not only is the threat of prosecution redundant in this context, but the notion of engaging community leaders to help spread the message won’t work either. It is an argument from a different logic stream. 

· It was agreed that where community leaders can’t be effective, one needs very good enumerators, able to speak the language. One must acknowledge the concentration of districts in which this will happen, and the need for large numbers of fieldworkers in these areas. 

· There is no ‘magic bullet’ on this issue.




Critical success rates

	Issue
	Responses

	What happens when a good response rate isn’t obtained from the original Census? If the target of at least 80% response isn’t achieved, what is plan B? How does ONS square the CCS with the Census?


	· In this eventuality, ONS has address registers, prior Census data, administrative data, to refer to. 

· In theory, it would be possible to extend the Census period to get up to 80%, although ONS would have to be wary in relation to the start of the CCS. Also, extending the fieldwork interval isn’t necessarily the solution given its intensiveness; there may well be simply no point. 

· The critical thing is that fieldwork has been changed to ensure that those fieldworkers you do have can saturate a census area. A failure to do this was why 2001 fell apart, but the 2011 rehearsal has proved that saturation (moving people around, etc.) can work – although the problem will remains that some people simply don’t want to respond.

· Once again, it was stressed the most powerful tool is engaging community leaders and persuading communities that this is good for them. 




Address register

	Issue
	Responses

	When will LAs hear back regarding the details they supplied ONS to enable address checking? It had been hoped that timely feedback would have appeared by now on what properties had been found.


	· ONS’s feedback will come in January. For every address the LAs told ONS about, ONS will tell LAs the status of addresses, together with (where checked) any additional addresses that weren’t on the LA lists. ONS will give LA all of these, but anything which they found through personal contact constitutes private information which cannot be shared, although ONS can pass on total numbers of addresses by Output Area (OA), if not all the addresses themselves. 

· There was praise for the  creation of the address register, and agreement that this not only formed a fundamental part of how the CCS is applied, but also needed to go on being improved.




Definition of households

	Issue
	Responses

	Confusion was expressed regarding the relationship between the number of addresses and the number of households, and ONS’s definition of the two. 


	· According to Royal Mail, a household is a place where they deliver letters: in other words, if there is one post box, that constitutes just one household, no matter how many addresses use it. Other authorities treat households in different ways. The Census definition used to be social: people sharing family expenses, etc. – ie. not defined by property but by how people live. The 2011 Census definition is accommodation based: people sharing a living space. There is a small social element to the definition – people sharing meals – but mainly it is a physical definition, a question of space, more closely linked to property. 

· The address checking operation has used this definition, counting doorbells, meters and bins and knocking on doors to establish how many people share a living space. That has been the crucial question. In 15% of the country – targeted on the problem areas – people have walked the streets to check this, using what LAs have told ONS as much as possible. 




Hidden households

	Issue
	Responses

	The imputation process – particularly how it handles hidden migrant groups – contains the detail about which the LAs are still most concerned.


	· The problem with imputation is that it is more a process than a methodology, and it is unclear how it all comes together, imputation being essentially the estimate of a gap between two numbers which aren’t solid numbers anyway. Ultimately, the process isn’t scientifically objective; ‘you don’t know what you don’t know’. What you can do is improve the methodology and glean estimates from groups you have found; what you can’t do is estimate those not found on either Census or CCS. That is where other people needed to be brought in, and the process requires more ownership from LAs – although the impulse for that must come from both the ONS and LAs.

· Specifically, LAs were encouraged to feed these issues into the independent review.

· Southwark offered to supply data to ONS regarding illegal/undocumented migrants with a view to adjusting imputation process better to take into account hidden households.

· It was agreed that LAs must accept that they can’t always use the highest numbers from datasets – for example, GP records, which often radically overestimate numbers. 

· The key is to accept that the Census is a broad estimate: no statistics can help overcome that. You just have to accept that the results are somewhere close to the truth, and the only way to get a politically acceptable number is by the ONS working with LAs, who must try to reach a number which won’t necessarily be what they all want, but which they acknowledge as a legitimate compromise. 



	Is the imputation of missing populations done for every household or is an amount simply added for a given LA?


	· The process estimates whole (missing) households and individuals into households where there has been a response. So if one particular address didn’t respond, ONS will impute people and characteristics, but with the following caveat: if a property provides no response, enumerators will be sent again and again until – if there is still no response – the enumerators (via a proxy form) will be asked to say if they think household is occupied.



	How best to find households living in sheds, say, or the backs of garages? Could Google Earth be used to identify such informal accommodation?


	· Google Street View has been used during the address checking process. But the difficulty of using overhead photographic data to identify sheds, etc., is the question of whether anyone actually lived within.

· ONS had asked LAs to provide lists of every address they believe may be in use as households, and 150 LAs had done so. The result, however, was that often these addresses were already on record at ONS. 



	How best to address properties containing multiple households – and especially those properties that don’t have physical clues to this effect? How would the Census address, say, a house of 30 people? Or people within one address who don’t consider themselves part of the same household?


	· This isn’t a new problem: in the late 19th century and early 20th century there were many multiple households, so the censuses from those periods shouldn’t be believed. Equally, a crucial difference is that hundreds of millions of pounds now hang on the result of the Census. This is why, until 1991, people were just happy to accept the figure. 

· Enumerators are not the only answer. The process as it stands for large households gives space for 6 people on a questionnaire, while online completion gives space for unlimited numbers. If LAs gave ONS details of where these problems are, they would get round it – for example, with early collectors, in the field before Census day. 

· It was felt that this provided a good example of the ‘official’ world coming into contact with worlds of which it knows nothing. Behind the doors of households, what goes on is a complicated thing. Imagine 15 or 20 people living behind a ‘front door’, constituting neither a household nor a series of households because no one has responsibility for all of others. The front door should be understood as a gateway from an ordered world to a disordered world, and those charged to count are therefore the worst people to be trying to understand it.




LA input: administrative data, soft data, use of denominators

	Issue
	Responses

	Concern was expressed that the conversation was tending towards acceptance of the system’s deficiencies, when the focus needed to be how to make 2011 more right. Accepting that ONS is trying hard to make these things work, how can LAs assist them?


	· It is crucial for the LAs to supply their local knowledge, whether soft data or administrative data, and provide a range of potential numbers to help ONS get the most from their fieldwork – and for the LAs to be open and honest about the quality of this data. 



	What kind of data does the ONS currently get from elsewhere – and what would it like to get? 


	· It was explained that under the new Statistics Act ONS has permission to get more data. Currently it has pupil data, HE student data, NHS records, the DWP Master Index – and it wants names and addresses from this as well. Though no further detail was available, it was stated that the DWP records are remarkable, and access to these will be important. It is hoped this will be in place for the 2011 Census.



	Uncertainty was expressed about how and when the move was made from purely Census data to administrative data. How could this issue be explored further? What should the criteria be for moving beyond the Census data?


	· The LAs are very happy to work more closely with ONS at all stages, and want to move away from a ‘them and us’ orthodoxy. There is no reason why 15 especially difficult LAs can’t work more closely with ONS. A lot more work can be done in this respect. 

· It was felt that the LAs are helping, and will continue to do so. But a key message for the future is that the input of LAs should have come earlier. As it was, they were called upon in 2009, but it would have been better to have started earlier, especially to help with recruitment, etc. This was felt to be a lesson to learn for future surveys, whatever form they take, although ONS didn’t feel it was too late for LA input. 



	How best to assess, guarantee and/or improve the quality of administrative data supplied by LAs to improve the quality of ONS estimates?


	· In response to recognised failings in the 2001 Census, it was stated that ONS has developed more detailed QA approaches: comparison with LA address lists, longitudinal study analysis, administrative data, demographic analysis – sex ratios, fertility rates, mortality rates, etc. Manchester has provided a good case study of this latter process, and ONS believes it has learnt a lot about other data sets – eg. Council Tax – and which data to trust. The ONS would dearly like to work with LAs to understand other sources, and would ideally like to have this discussion before ONS publishes estimates rather than afterwards. If there are things to be talked through, then why not now?

· Until recently, the issue at ONS has been not having access to unit record files, and not knowing about the quality of data in detail. 2011 represents a good chance to freeze data across government departments. Data can then be taken and compared to the Census, and an understanding gained of comparative accuracy. It isn’t clear what this will demonstrate, but the point is to see how things compare. It may say that the Census got things wrong, and that the MYEs need to be adjusted. 

· Administrative data was acknowledged as being inconsistent and very difficult to handle. For example, ONS is asking for Council Tax data, but it is known that glitches in this drive down the average population of Manchester. And these difficulties are compounded by the challenges of bringing data together. For example, school census data throws up 60,000 children with 26 different spellings of the word ‘Manchester’. If something so simple can prove problematic, what then of the spelling of ethnicity surnames, etc.? And how to connect this data to GP or PCT data? And what of those people (eg. Short Term Migrants in Westminster) who simply won’t register anywhere?

· It was suggested that such practicalities could be discussed outside of the meeting.



	LAs feel that, given the inconsistencies and challenges of much of their administrative data, the ONS will simply dismiss such data as too weak.


	· It is important to move beyond criticising data sets – to think how to combine data, and work together. 

· There is actually a simple methodology for combining data sets, worked out long ago – although still one must accept that there are people who simply don’t appear anywhere. 

· Equally, it should be possible to come up with a ‘Confirmed Minimum Population’, and that the challenge is to combine all data sets to get to this point – and stop worrying about the individual strengths and weaknesses of datasets.




Ethnicity

	Issue
	Responses

	How does the 2011 CCS and imputation methodology address questions of ethnicity?


	· It was stated that ONS has more of a handle on ethnicity now because detail has been added to the coverage survey questionnaire, meaning imputation can be better controlled.
· Specifically, it was explained that the coverage assessment stratifies the population, dividing up people according to how difficult they are to enumerate. The problem is that more factors mean wider variants, and a limit has to be drawn at some point. In Cornwall, there is no point putting ethnicity in, whereas in London there is. The intention is to take London as a whole and undertake separate stratification (separate from age, sex, etc.) to look at ethnicity and how long people have been in the country. There is also potential to explore different stratifications at different levels: locally, regionally, nationally. 



	It was stated that, although the ONS’s stratification process is the right thing to do, the problem remains that different ethnic groups aren’t uniformly distributed across London. The ONS needs knowledge on ground feeding in as a basis for imputation – but how to effect this?
	· It was suggested a framework be built for this process: a way of using administrative details to feed into this, using datasets (for example, surname probability analysis – matching surnames to likely ethnicities) to establish ethnicity across different areas.




Enumerator recruitment

	Issue
	Responses

	Multi-lingual skills and local knowledge are clearly very important for enumerators, but are not specified by Capita as a requirement. The standard view of what constitutes a good enumerator doesn’t fit the communities that are most problematic.


	· For the 2001 Census, the use of Polish enumerators for Polish communities worked well. 

· Questionnaire translations will be available in 56 languages, and there will be translators. For the rehearsal, the diversity of enumerators in Newham was far greater than in the overall population. The evidence from the rehearsal is that this obstacle is being overcome.

· If this kind of knowledge is to be put into job descriptions, which language do you choose? Additionally, employment law is very difficult in relation to this. As things stand, ONS is able to achieve a good mix.

· Again, it was stressed that community engagement is the most important thing.




Future plans

	Issue
	Responses

	This is the last Census, and the last chance for ONS to ‘come up with the goods’. What of the 2011 Census and its imputation methodology in that context? 


	· Because of the failings of the Census, what is actually happening is that society is being managed according to a false impression of that society. Wrong decisions are being taken on the basis of data which could be as high as 40% or 50% out: inaccuracies which are then entrenched by Mid Year Estimates (MYEs). This being the last Census, and the future being administrative data, ONS must be looking forward by thinking how this data is used now. The chair needs this ‘third leg’: for example, using administrative data independently to estimate populations in 15 different areas, and then comparing experiences: to see those numbers alongside numbers gleaned from other methodologies. 

· In the long term there won’t be another Census, but it could help significantly to turn the process on its head, using administrative data as the first benchmark, a major part of the methodology, and then fill in the gaps with current survey methodologies on a smaller scale, more intensively focused. Of course, this does depend on where the data is coming from and does present additional issues: how to use other data (matching, duping, etc.), for which there is no apparent infrastructure. 




