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Summary 

The 2011 UK Census programme recognized the need to focus on both field and statistical 

methodologies in order to achieve its key strategic aims which included: Getting the 

national and local authority population estimates right; Maximizing overall response rates 

and minimizing differences in response rates in specific areas and among particular 

population subgroups; and Providing high quality, fit for purpose statistics that meet user 

needs and which are consistent and comparable across the UK.  

This paper describes how ONS delivered on its strategic aim of maximizing overall 

response and minimizing differences in response rates.  It is this aim that guided most of 

the decisions on the strategies and practical procedures developed for the 2011 Census 

enumeration.  It led to a census that focused more resources towards hard-to-count 

populations than previously.  The paper focuses on the operational design for targeting the 

collection that arose from the strategic aim, and summarizes the results from the 2011 

Census, published in July 2012.  
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 I.  Introduction    

1. The census provides a once-in-a decade opportunity to get an accurate, 

comprehensive and consistent picture of the population of the United Kingdom.  Every 

effort is made to ensure everyone is counted so that the resulting statistics are of high 

quality. The field operation includes many different methods for attempting to count 

everyone within its overall strategy, and this can include targeting populations that are 

known to be hard-to-count. However, no census is perfect and some people are missed, 

particularly those from hard-to-count groups.  These are not uniformly distributed across 

geography or important subgroups of the population such as age and sex groups.  

2. A key output from the census is local authority population estimates by age and sex.  

Local authorities are the 348 local government areas that vary in size from five thousand to 

one million people.  It is important that these census outputs are fit for the purposes they 

will be put to—for example, resource allocation where hard-to-count minority groups can 

be those that attract higher levels of funding.  To address the likely census nonresponse, a 

survey-based approach is used to estimate the population that is missed, and the results are 

used to directly adjust the census dataset to include representation for that nonresponse. 

This approach was used successfully in the 2001 census. 

3. The 2011 census programme recognized the need to focus on both field and 

statistical methodologies in order to achieve its key strategic aims which included: 

(a) Getting the national and local authority population estimates right; 

(b) Maximising overall response rates
2 

and minimising differences in response 

rates in specific areas and among particular population subgroups; and; 

(c) Providing high quality, fit-for purpose statistics that meet user needs and 

which are consistent and comparable across the UK. 

4. To achieve these aims, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) outlined its overall 

census design in ONS (2008), its coverage assessment and adjustment strategy in Abbott 

(2007), and its strategy for quality assurance of the results in ONS (2009a).  

5. This paper first outlines the methodology for the 2001 and 2011 censuses and 

describes how ONS delivered on its strategic aim for maximising overall response and 

minimising differences in response rates, so that the quality of the population estimates 

were maximised.  It is this aim that guided most of the decisions on the strategies and 

practical procedures developed for the 2011 census enumeration.  It led to a census that 

focused more resources towards hard-to-count populations than previously. These 

interactions and change in emphasis will be highlighted throughout the paper.  Next, the 

paper describes some aspects of the operational design for collection that arose from the 

strategic aim.  The paper then outlines the methodology for estimating the size of the 

unobserved population and how this was also designed around the likely patterns of hard-

to-count populations. 

6. Finally, the paper summarizes the results from the 2011 census, published in July 

2012. These show the impact of the shift in strategy from the previous census.  The focus of 

the paper is on the methodology and results for England and Wales. The 2011 censuses in 

Scotland and Northern Ireland took different approaches for some parts of the 

implementation that are specific to their situation, but they share the same overall goals and 

methods for measuring nonresponse.  

  

 
2
 Response rates in this paper relate to those obtained after follow-up and the field operations are 

complete. 
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7. This paper is a shortened version of a chapter in a volume shortly to be published 

(see Abbott and Compton (2013)). 

 II. The 2001 and 2011 Censuses 

A. 2001 census 

8. The methodology for the 2001 census was hand delivery of the forms followed by 

post-back; enumerators followed up non-returns.  A large post-enumeration survey (PES), 

called the Census Coverage Survey (CCS) was undertaken four weeks after census day to 

measure coverage, and the results were used to adjust the census database for undercount.  

The dataset was filled out to give representation for those missed, with the aim of 

producing a one-number census. This one-number methodology is not used universally. 

The 2001 census was, in most respects and on the evidence available, successful. It 

produced robust local authority estimates across most of the UK. But for a relatively small 

number of local authorities, particularly some inner city ones, there is evidence that the 

methods used were not equal to the challenges they faced (Statistics Commission, 2004). 

9. The response rate—defined as the census count obtained after follow-up divided by 

the census population estimates—was 94 per cent. This was a decrease from the 1991 

census which had a response rate of 96 per cent.  In addition, response rates in some hard-

to-count areas were disappointing.  Response in Inner London was estimated at 78 per cent, 

while response exceeded 95 per cent in almost two-thirds of local authorities in England 

and Wales.  Nationally, it is estimated that about 88 percent of people aged 20 – 24 

responded compared to over 97 per cent among the over-55s (ONS, 2006). 

10. In its overall evaluation of the 2001 census, ONS (2005) describes how a higher than 

expected post-back rate (this is defined as the proportion of questionnaires returned by 

mail) caused a loss of control on the follow-up activities, leading to many unnecessary 

visits to householders who had already posted their form.  Pockets of extreme nonresponse 

were not resolved and so some areas had much lower response (after follow-up) than 

expected, and this was not discovered until after fieldwork had finished. 

11. Brown, Abbott, and Smith (2011) outlined the lessons from the 2001 One-number 

census (ONC) process that was designed to measure coverage of the 2001 census.  In the 

majority of cases, the process worked well, failing in only a small number of extreme cases 

where the estimates were revised. 

B. 2011 census 

12. The key issues raised in the evaluation reviews included recommendations for the 

2011 census to: 

(a) Explore post-out methods to enable more effort to be focused on follow-up 

activities; 

(b) Develop a high quality and up-to-date address register to support 

questionnaire tracking and the field force; 

(c) Adopt central control of field operations with rapid collation of management 

information to maximise the responsiveness of the follow-up operation and to identify low 

response areas early; 

(d) Ensure greater stakeholder and local authority engagement so that any 

barriers to enumeration are identified and addressed at an early stage of planning; 
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(e) Review the coverage survey design to ensure it has sufficient sample in the 

areas likely to have lower response rates and that predicting these areas does not rely on 

out-of-date data. 

13. The underlying challenges faced in 2001 would remain in 2011 but would be 

increased given changes over the decade: 

(a) Increased migration; 

(b) Changing living styles; 

(c) More mobile population; and 

(d) Ageing population. 

14. As a result, the 2011 census methodology was a post-out (supported by a national 

address register) followed by post-back to a central location, the option of online 

completion, and targeted enumerator follow-up.  As in the 2001 census, a large CCS was 

undertaken six weeks after census day to measure coverage, and the results were used to 

adjust the census database for undercount with the aim of producing a one-number census.  

However, it was not called a one-number census to manage user expectations about any 

post-census revisions. 

 III.  Maximasing response and minimasing variability in response  

15. This paper focuses on the strategic aim to maximise overall response and minimise 

differences in response rates in specific areas and among particular population subgroups. 

The second part of this strategic aim was new for the 2011 census.  In previous censuses, 

the aim was to maximise response, with a limited focus on making sure there were no local 

authorities or localized areas with extremely low response, as there had never been any 

such occurrences. The lessons from 2001, outlined in Section 2, led ONS to review the 

aims of the fieldwork, with a view to boosting response in the poorest areas.  Alongside 

statistical research into improving coverage measurement methodology, including 

reviewing the CCS design, was an exploration of the impact of different field outcomes. 

Abbott (2009) simulated the quality of population estimates (defined by the width of the 

confidence intervals around the population estimates) given different response rate 

outcomes, and greater variability of response rates at lower levels of geography below local 

authority.  The key factor was the exploration of response variation at low levels of 

geography. Previous models had only dealt with response rates at the local authority level 

(populations on average 150,000 people), whereas this model explored the impact when 

response varied across areas with 250 people.  

16. The estimation process uses a ratio estimator (see Section 6), which assumes a linear 

relationship between the census count (the auxiliary) and the Dual System Estimate (the 

outcome variable). The variance of the estimator will therefore depend on both the slope of 

the fitted line and the residuals. The question was, in the census situation, whether it was 

better to deploy resources to get the ratio (i.e the slope of the line, the overall nonresponse) 

as close to 1 as possible by maximising response or reduce the residual variance (i.e. the 

variance of the nonresponse) by minimising the variation in response rates. 

17. Figure 1 shows the confidence interval width for the total population within five 

areas (each with a population of around half a million people), by the overall simulated 

response and the variability in response across the area.  It shows that as census response 

increases on the x-axis, the confidence interval width narrows on the y-axis and thus the 

quality of the population estimates increases.  Each lines shows this relationship for a 

different underlying variability in response rates. The conclusion was that it is often better 
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to have lower variation in response than a higher overall response. The variation in 

response therefore feeds directly into variation in the relationship and hence quality of the 

estimate.  

Figure 1 

Relative confidence interval widths by census response rate and variability in 

response rates within a local authority 

 

 

18. These findings demonstrated a clear interaction between the variability of response 

achieved after follow-up and the quality of the results.  If the fieldwork could be managed 

to reduce the variation in response rates across small areas while at the same time 

increasing response, then the quality of the population estimates would be maximised.  For 

a fixed cost, this is likely to result in a lower overall response rate than under a strategy 

which attempts to maximise response rate. However, maximising the overall response rate 

would be less likely to result in estimates which are of consistent quality, especially for 

local authorities, which do not have an even distribution of hard-to-count populations.  As a 

result, the 2011 census programme adopted the aim of minimising variability in response 

rates, while achieving overall target response rates, and developed an overall design to 

achieve those aims.  These were the main components of the overall strategy: 

(a) The hard-to-count index; 

(b) Questionnaire content and design; 

(c) Census collection design; 

(d) Communications; and 

(e) Coverage assessment. 

19. The following sections describe some of the key aspects of the hard-to-count index, 

collection design and coverage assessment. Questionnaire content and design (see ONS 

(2012a)) and communications (see ONS (2012b)) are not expanded on further here, but 

with features such as explicit instructions, language support and local community outreach 
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they furthered the strategy to reach and include harder-to-count populations to ensure 

response variability was minimised.  

 

 IV.  The hard-to-count index 

20. The hard- to-count (HtC) index was a national categorization of areas designed to 

predict the level of nonresponse.  The index underpinned much of the census design.  It was 

used in the allocation of field staff for the follow-up operation (Section 5), the sample 

design for the CCS (Section 6.1), and the Coverage Estimation process (Section 6.2). The 

HtC index was therefore an important component for controlling the variation in the quality 

of the population estimates. 

21. Postal return rates were predicted in order to plan follow-up. The prediction of the 

postal return rate in each area was based on the prevalence of factors associated with low 

enumeration identified from 2001.  ONS (2009b) describes the area-level logistic 

regression models used to identify variables associated with nonresponse and to provide 

area level predictions of nonresponse. The variables included: 

(a) The proportion of people claiming Income Support or Jobseeker's Allowance; 

(b) The proportion of young people; 

(c) The proportion of people who are not ‘White British’; 

(d) The relative house price within a local authority; and 

(e) The density of dwellings in an area. 

22. The use of more up-to-date information addressed one of the 2001 CCS sample 

design problems encountered in areas of high change. The model predicted nonresponse 

rates for standard statistical areas called Lower Layer Super Output Areas (LSOAs) 

containing on average 750 households.  LSOAs were grouped into five categories 

containing 40%, 40%, 10%, 8% and 2% of the LSOAs. The design of the 40/40/10/8/2 

categorization is partly driven by consistency with that used in 2001, but was more refined 

(the 2001 index had 3 levels with a 40%, 40%, 20% distribution and was based on 

information from a much smaller PES). The splitting of the top 20% into three groups was 

driven by the large variation in nonresponse rates within this group, and the choice of cut 

points was based on the distribution of the predicted nonresponse within the top 20%. In 

most LAs there were three HtC strata. The 2011 distribution provided a more localized 

index than the 2001 version, particularly in those harder-to-count areas. 

 V.  Census collection design 

23. Several aspects of the census design were implemented to address minimising 

variability in response and hard-to-count populations. The field strategy was designed to 

enable effective targeting of the follow-up process to assist and persuade nonresponders to 

complete the questionnaire. The 2011 census used a post-out methodology to deliver 

questionnaires to all residential households, and asked households to post back their 

completed questionnaire or complete the questionnaire online.  The key component of the 

design was a targeted and flexible field force, ensuring that the follow-up resources were 

deployed to areas where postal return rates were lower than expected. Variation in return 

rates could be controlled both through the initial allocation of field staff and the quick 

movement of field staff during the field period as areas with low return rates became 
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apparent. The initial allocation of field staff used the hard-to-count index described in 

Section 4 within a model which estimated the initial return rates and the difficulty of 

making contact with nonresponders.  Households in harder areas received more field 

resource and hence more visits and assistance. 

24. Each census questionnaire was recorded centrally as they were returned to provide 

daily information about nonresponding households, which told follow-up staff where to 

focus their efforts.  In addition, these data allowed managers to identify pockets of low 

return and move resources to minimise return variability within their area.  By design, this 

meant that follow-up in the highest responding areas was essentially stopped. 

25. ONS tried to recruit collectors with the skills and experience relevant to the type of 

area and community they would be visiting. For example, using localized recruitment 

advertising aimed at particular ethnic groups.  This was based on the idea that some groups 

of the population have more trust in people they can easily associate with, particularly for 

populations for which English is not their first language.  Overall, the strategy was thought 

to be successful, with the ethnic mix of the field force broadly reflecting that of the 

population. 

26. The ability of the field force to speak languages other than English was also a key 

element of the recruitment campaign, particularly in urban areas, where applicants were 

invited to provide details of other languages spoken. These language skills were used to 

provide additional doorstep support where language was a barrier. 

 VI.  Measuring nonresponse in the census 

27. The 2011 census was followed by a large coverage survey designed to measure 

nonresponse levels in the census with the aim of adjusting the census outputs to include the 

hard-to-count populations that were, despite best efforts, missed. The survey was used to 

estimate the total nonresponse, called the coverage assessment and adjustment process. This 

included all types of nonresponse, that is: 

(a) People living in dwellings that were not included on the initial frame; 

(b) Households who did not return a questionnaire by any means (mail, internet 

or during follow-up); and 

(c) People who were omitted from returned questionnaires.  

28. This is somewhat different to the approaches taken in some census-taking countries, 

where some imputation of responses for nonresponding households takes place prior to the 

assessment of nonresponse.  The strategy in the UK is to include all types of nonresponse 

and make a single overall adjustment. 

29. This nonresponse represents the hard-to-count populations that the census missed.  

This section outlines the effort put into developing a methodology to measure nonresponse 

and enable the census dataset to be adjusted to include those estimated to have been missed, 

so that the population estimates reflected the whole population.  

30. Abbott (2007, 2009b) outlined the overall strategy for the coverage assessment and 

adjustment process in the 2011 census. The main components of the methodology were: 

(a) A Census Coverage Survey (CCS) was undertaken, independently of the 

census.  

(b) CCS records were matched with those from the census using a combination 

of automated and clerical matching. 
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(c) The matched census and CCS data were used within a Dual System Estimator 

(DSE) framework to make estimates for large areas (known as Estimation Areas); the DSE 

incorporated other reliable sources of data.   

(d) Small area estimation techniques were used to make the local authority 

population estimates.  

(e) Households and individuals estimated to have been missed from the census 

were imputed onto the census database, utilizing the CCS data on characteristics of those 

missed by the census. These adjustments were constrained to the LA estimates. 

(f) All the population estimates were compared to estimates from demographic 

analysis, survey data, census information on visitors, qualitative information and 

administrative data to ensure that the census estimates were plausible. 

31. The following sections highlight those parts of the methodology specifically 

designed to ensure the population estimates were of the highest quality. 

A. The Census Coverage Survey 

32. The CCS is the key part of the coverage assessment methodology, providing data on 

those missed by the census.   

33. The CCS began with a sample of postcodes.  A postcode is a collection of addresses 

defined by the Royal Mail for postal delivery purposes. They vary in size based upon the 

volume of post. The CCS used a stratified two-stage sample, where the selected postcodes 

were independently re-enumerated.  The first stage consisted of a sample of census output 

areas (homogenous areas that contain around 125 households and which are used to 

construct the LSOAs described in section 4), stratified by local authority and the hard-to-

count index (obtained from the parent LSOA).  The second stage selected a cluster of 

approximately half the postcodes from within each selected output area (see Brown et al., 

2011).  The hard-to-count index stratification was an important aspect for controlling the 

variation in quality of the estimates, as the 2001 census showed that undercount is 

disproportionately distributed across areas within LAs. The use of the index helped to 

control the spread of the sample and reduce the variance of the estimates. 

34. The CCS sample design required a method to allocate the sample across the strata.  

Data on coverage patterns from the 2001 census were used to allocate the sample.  The 

allocation methodology, developed by Brown et al. (2011), used the observed 2001 

nonresponse patterns to derive the expected variability of nonresponse within each stratum.  

This design data is used in an optimal allocation with constant costs; see Cochran (1977, 

pages 98-99).  A local authority that had high variability of response rates within its hard-

to-count strata had a proportionally larger sample than LAs with lower variability.  In 

addition, a local authority that had a large population or a high undercount in 2001 also had 

a proportionally larger sample. To ensure a conservative allocation, a minimum sample size 

constraint of one sampling unit within each HtC stratum of each LA was applied.  This 

ensured representation for each LA.  Finally, there was a maximum sample size constraint 

to ensure that areas that had extremely variable coverage did not have too large a sample.    

35. This sample design strategy provided a design that spread the sample across 

different area types and also skewed the sample towards those areas where coverage was 

likely to be low and variable, so that the resulting estimates were based on a larger sample 

size. 

36. The CCS involved an intensive re-enumeration of the population within the sample 

of postcodes.   First, all the households were identified; then they were enumerated.  The 
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CCS questionnaire was administered by an interviewer to minimise the burden on the 

public. This was vital since the CCS, unlike the census, was a voluntary survey. 

37. The survey was designed to ensure independence from the census and to obtain a 

high response rate. The identification of addresses did not use an address list; interviewers 

constructed their own frame by walking the streets, and contacting households to check 

their postcode.  Interviewer listing was done to maximise the chance that an address missed 

from the census process (which used a pre-built address register) could be identified and 

enumerated by the CCS. 

38. Interviewers were instructed to make as many calls as necessary to obtain an 

interview, and to call at different times and on different days to maximise the probability of 

making contact. The CCS also made use of some of the expert ONS social survey 

interviewers to provide assistance and advice in areas where contact rates were likely to be 

low or refusal rates were likely to be high. 

39. The questionnaire included 13 demographic questions for each individual, 

minimising the length of interview so that it could be carried out on the doorstep.  It 

included specific prompts for populations known to be missed, such as babies, people away 

on business, members of the armed forces and anyone staying who had no other usual 

residence. In addition, there was also a self- completion questionnaire and post-back option, 

for households where contact was not made. This was used as a last resort towards the end 

of the fieldwork and added around 6% to the interview rates.  

40. Interviewer workloads were smaller in harder-to-count areas, reflecting the 

additional effort required to make contact in these areas. This classification of areas used 

the HtC index, along with information from the 2001 CCS about contact and interview 

rates. The workload size guidelines are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1 

CCS Interviewer workload size guidelines 

Hard-to-count Minimum number of households Maximum number of households 

Easy 160 200 

Medium 145 180 

Hard 130 160 

Very Hard 100 120 

41. Despite this, there were some areas where interview rates were lower than expected. 

To address this, the fieldwork was extended and collectors moved into these areas to boost 

response rates (see ONS 2012c for more detail). 

B. Estimation 

42. The census estimates were developed in three steps—the application of Dual System 

Estimation, the derivation of Estimation Area totals, and the use of small area modeling to 

derive local authority totals.  Some of the adjustments made to the estimates took account 

of the hardest-to- count population. 

43. Dual System Estimation (DSE), which was the approach used in 2001, was first 

used to estimate the population within the sample areas.  The use of DSE required a number 

of conditions to be met to minimise the error in the estimates.  These were fully discussed 

by Brown, Abbott and Diamond (2006).  After matching between the census and the CCS, 

a 22 table of counts of individuals was derived. This is given in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Table of counts of individuals for dual system estimations 

  CCS  

  Counted Missed Total 

Census Counted n11 n10 n1+ 

Missed n01 n00 n0+ 

 Total n+1 n+0 n++ 

 

44. This output from the matching process was used to estimate the undercount for the 

cluster of postcodes in each of the sampled Output Areas by age and sex. Given the 

assumptions, DSE combines those people counted in the census and/or CCS and estimates 

those people missed by both by a simple formula to calculate the total population as 

follows:  

1 1

11

n   n
DSE  n

n

 



 

 

45. This approach has been used widely for the estimation of wildlife populations 

(Seber, 1982) and for estimating undercoverage in the US census (Hogan, 1993, 2003). It 

assumes that the proportion of CCS responders that were also counted in the census is 

identical to the proportion of CCS nonresponders who were in the census (this is the 

independence assumption).  The full derivation of the DSE is given by Brown (2000). 

46. Research by Brown and Sexton (2009) concluded that the application of the DSE at 

the cluster level (by age and sex) was relatively robust to small violations of the 

assumptions.  However, violation of the assumptions can sometimes result in significantly 

biased estimates of the population. The 2001 census showed that DSE tends to be biased 

downward (i.e., the estimates are always lower than they should be) due to any failure of 

these assumptions.  Brown et al. (2006) developed a methodology to measure this bias and 

make adjustments to the dual system estimates. An updated version of that methodology 

was used to make corrections in the 2011 dual system estimates (see ONS (2012d).  This 

bias adjustment increased the estimated size of the ‘missed in both’ cell of the DSE. The 

methodology was applied separately within each level of the hard-to-count index as the bias 

adjustment varied according to the particular population types that resided within each 

stratum.  

47. A simple ratio estimator (which uses a straight line of best fit through the origin) 

was used to estimate the relationship in the sample between the census count and the dual 

system estimate for each age-sex group within each HtC stratum.  The ratio estimator was 

not generally applied at the LA level due to sample size constraints; most LAs did not have 

sufficient sample sizes to allow LA-level estimates with acceptable precision.  Such LAs 

were grouped together for estimation into Estimation Areas, formed by grouping 

contiguous LAs.  The ratio estimator was then applied to obtain population estimates for the 

whole Estimation Area by the hard-to-count index and by age and sex. A synthetic 

estimator used the information from the whole Estimation Area to estimate LA level 

populations, making the assumption of identical coverage levels across LAs within the EA 

by HtC and age-sex strata. 
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 VII.  Response rates in the 2011 census 

48. A key target for the census was to achieve a 94 per cent response for England and 

Wales overall and at least 80 per cent in each local authority area. This was achieved.  The 

person response rate for England and Wales was 94 per cent, with response rates ranging 

from 82 per cent to 99 per cent by local authority. 

49. Figure 2 below shows that the strategy used for the 2011 census resulted in a 

reduction in the variability in person response rates across local authorities. As a result, all 

local authorities achieved a response rate of more than 80 per cent in the 2011 census, 

which was a significant improvement over the 2001 census where thirteen local authorities 

had response rates lower than 80 per cent. However, as expected, there were fewer local 

authorities with response rates over 96 per cent as a result of the focus on the harder-to-

count authorities. This was not an issue with stakeholders as it was made clear during 

engagement that this would be a likely outcome, and that overall the quality of the results 

would be more even.  

Figure 2 

Comparison of 2001 and 2011 census person response rates by local authorities3 

 

  
3 The number of local authorities in 2001 was 376 compared with 348 in 2011. 
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50. Confidence intervals for the census population estimates were computed using a re-

sampling (bootstrap) approach to provide estimates of quality for local authority total 

populations. Figure 3 shows the relative 95% confidence interval
4 

width distribution across 

local authorities for the 2001 and 2011 censuses. It indicates that the reduction in response 

variability, combined with the revised CCS sample design, has helped to reduce the 

variability in the confidence interval across the LAs in the 2011 census. The 2011 

distribution is less skewed and more evenly balanced. However, as for figure 2, there were 

fewer local authorities with confidence intervals narrower than 1.5% as a result of their 

response rates being lower due to shifting resource from these areas into the harder to count 

authorities, and their sample sizes being smaller through the CCS sample design.  

Figure 3 

Distribution across local authorities of 95% confidence interval width for the 2001 

and 2011 censuses 

 

  
4 The relative 95% confidence interval is defined as the half width divided by the population estimate. 
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51. Response rates by age and sex also show a similar improvement over the 2001 

census. Figure 4 shows the 2001 and 2011 response rates by age and sex. It shows that the 

2011 census was more successful at counting both young females and young males, 

especially those aged 20-29, where additional resources and priority was given to the 

enumeration. However, the differential response between males and females has widened in 

these groups. 

 

Figure 4 

2001 and 2011 census response rates by 5 year by age and sex group 
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52. Response rates by ethnicity also show improvement over the 2001 census.  Figure 5 

shows the change in response rates between the 2001 and 2011 census by ethnic group.  

Not all categories are comparable due to differences in the question categories.  It shows 

that for most key groups the response rates were improved.  Response in the ‘mixed’ and 

‘other’ categories was lower although these are small populations. 

 

Figure 5 

Difference between response rates in 2001 and 2011 censuses by ethnic group 
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VIII. Conclusions 

53. The design for the 2011 census focused on improved methods for both counting and 

estimating the population of the UK.  A series of measures were put in place to address the 

challenging enumeration of hard-to-count populations.  These included language support, 

increased allocation of resources to harder-to-count areas, and a programme of local 

community outreach.  However, despite these efforts, it was recognized that the census 

would not count everyone and therefore a post-enumeration survey to measure coverage 

was required.  For the UK, the CCS and the subsequent estimation process was an integral 

part of the strategy to measure the entire population, including the hard-to-count.  

54. The 2011 census employed a number of overlapping strategies to minimise variation 

in local response and maximise overall response, with the aim of maximising the quality of 

the resulting population estimates.  These overlapping activities make it difficult to evaluate 

the success of each activity independently.  However, it is clear that differentiating areas 

and targeting the activities to the areas was successful.  It is also clear that having a close 

link between the statistical and field methodology decisions, balancing the allocation of 

resources between easy and hard-to-count populations, was critical to the overall success of 

achieving the strategic aims. 

55. The results show that the strategy increased response rates in the hardest-to-count 

areas by a significant margin and provided high confidence in the estimates in these areas. 

This has led to results that are more uniform in quality and provide a better set of statistics 

for the country. 
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