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User Guide to the 1961-1981 Census Microdata Samples 

1. Introduction 
This document constitutes an introduction user guide to the 1961 – 1981 Census Microdata Samples, 
which were produced under the auspices of the Extending and Enhancing Census Microdata project 

funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.  Users of the files are advised to consult both 

this document and documentation specific to any files used; this additional documentation includes a 
codebook and glossary for the file.  

1961 was the first census which used computers to process outputs. The 1961-1981 Census Microdata 
Samples are files which have been recovered from available existing digital tapes which were 

generated by census offices as part of the process.   

2. What files are available?  
Four different files are intended for each Census.   

• A large 9% secure file which contains sufficient information to constitute personal data. 

• A large 5% individual safeguarded file.  This file contains information on larger local authorities. 

• A 0.95% household safeguarded file.   This links household members together to allow 

individuals to be understood within their household context. 

• A 1% individual file which is available under Open Government Licence which can be used as a 

taster file.   

This document is produced for the first files produced (1981).  This document will be updated with 

each data release.   

3. The Extending and Enhancing Historical Microdata Census Microdata 
Project 

The files were created by a project known as Extending and Enhancing Historic Census Microdata 

Samples (EEHCM), which was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council.  

3.1. The project team  
The project was led by Prof Matthew Woollard at the University of Essex and was a collaboration 

between The University of Essex, CMIST at the University of Manchester and the Census Offices.  The 
team included:  

• Project Management and Data Recovery: Tanvi Desai, Graham Jolliffe and Arne Wolters (all at 

UK Data Archive) 

• Specification, Consultation and Enhancement: Jo Wathan (Co-Investigator), Lee Bentley and 

John McLoughlin (all at CMIST, University of Manchester).   

The project also involved collaboration and oversight from the Office for National Statistics and 

National Records of Scotland.  
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3.2. Project scope 
The project was structured in two phases.  In the first phase the team sought to recover existing digital 

records, to perform some quality assurance and to return these digital records to the Census Offices 

for archiving and further use. 

Secondly, the project sought to produce researcher microdata files akin to the Samples of Anonymised 

Records (1991-2001) or Census Microdata (2011).  This work was undertaken in response to a small 
scale consultation, feedback from the project’s advisory group and in response to feedback from the 

Census Offices. 

3.3. Project management and oversight 
The project was conducted with a high degree of scrutiny.  During the duration of the funded project 

was under the oversight of the Office for National Statistics.  Oversight took the form of a project 
board and routine reporting.  The Office for National Statistics housed computing facilities which 

enabled much of the data recovery work to be undertaken.  

3.4. User needs 
Additionally the project reported to an advisory group which met twice during 2013, this group 

included census offices, census researchers, population historians, an IPUMS representative and 
others.  Many of these individuals also attended a meeting in late 2014 which provided an update 

marking the end of the funded project.  

The project undertook a small scale non-probability consultation survey to provide insight into user 

needs which had 28 responses.  Most respondents were interested in the data for academic research 
and levels of interest in 1961, 1971 and 1981 data were very similar.    Additionally a small number of 

expert users were contacted individually to seek advice on the treatment of individual variables such as 
ethnicity, occupation, migration and social grade.   

Users of historic files have different needs, most notably some users require variables which are as 

authentic to the data collection period as possible.  On the other hand most of the respondents to the 
consultation survey preferred data which enable maximum comparison over time.  While, effort has 

been made to try to meet both sets of needs, this has not always been possible either due to data 
availability or confidentiality issues.  

4. Source of the data 
The project was only possible as existing digital records existed. Each of the 1961-81 Census Microdata 
Sample files were produced from these existing digital records. Where the digital record contained 

multiple files, the files recovered were those identified as definitive in that they contained a full set of 
records (subject to data quality issues as described below) for the full set of topics.  Importantly, it 

should be noted that the digital records are distinct from the hard copy census records which are kept 
securely and data from which are expected to be released a hundred years after they were collected.    

Not all data captured in the forms were available for the team to reuse; identifying information had 

been removed, which may have limited some recovery efforts.  In 1961, for example, the file available 
for reuse included only 5 year bands rather than age in years, rather than date of birth.   

Additionally, and importantly, these digital records produced precede current data archival standards 
and were created before microdata sets for secondary use were anticipated.  The data had been 

transferred from one format to another over time.  A process of data recovery and quality checking 
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was necessary to maximise their utility.  Users should be aware that the data quality is imperfect and 

varies from file to file this problem is most marked for 1971 where over 10% of cases are missing.   

Following sections describe major known issues.     

4.1. Ten percent files 
The datasets have been drawn samples from the 10% fully coded files as the 100% files would have 
omitted critical hard to count socio-economic information, such as occupation.  

As with later censuses, not all information was collected and/or processed for all respondents.  This 

principle applies as some information is harder to capture than other. In particular, not all questions 
are ‘closed’ tick box questions; questions that relate to addresses, occupation and industry for example 

tend to be ‘open’ write-in questions.  It has been the case in most censuses these hard to code 
questions are not coded for the full population for resource reasons.  

Accordingly, in all of the years available additional information is available for a 10% sample, than for 
the full population.   

• In 1961 two separate forms were used, a long form delivered to ten percent of the population 

and a short form delivered to the other ninety percent.  The selection of the ten percent was 
designed to be one which was systematic.  Enumerators were required to deliver a long form to 

every tenth household.   

• In 1971 and 1981 a single version of the form was used for all one hundred percent.  However, 

hard to code questions were processed only for a ten percent sample.     

4.2. Data quality issues 
Each of the files has issues affecting the quality of the data.  Some relate to the quality of the original 

census data (measurement error and issues relating to the selection of the 10% sample) and others 
relate to the recovery process (file loss and interpretability).  None of the files have been adjusted for 

any bias.   

4.2.1. Issues with the 10% sampling  

In 1961, a systematic sample was planned.  Each enumerator was given a set of forms to deliver in the 
order they should be delivered.  The set included long forms to be completed by 10% of households 

and shorter forms for the remaining 90%.  The long forms were interleaved in every tenth place, with 
the start point determined at random.  There is evidence that this procedure was not followed, with 

the result that the sample is believed be biased such that households of size one and large households 
are under-represented.  

Users should be aware that 1961 Census reports contain “bias corrections”, which address biases as 

compared with the 100% data with respect to the number of persons and sharing stated,  these have 
not been incorporated into the data.  Ideally data would have been weighted to deal with these known 

biases, however this was not within the scope of the data recovery project.    The size of the biases is 
illustrated well by the following table:  

Table 1 Percentage excess in 10% sample when compared with one tenth of the full count figures 

Persons in the 
household 

Number of rooms occupied All 
households 1 2 3-4 5 6 7-8 9 and over 

1 -12 -11 -9 -7 -4 -1 +11 -8 
2-6 -7 -1 0 +1 +5 +10 +22 +2 
7 and over -28 -27 -15 -10 -9 -7 +1 -10 
All households  -10 -5 -1 0 +3 +8 +19 0 
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Source: Census 1961 Great Britain Summary Tables pxxxiv  

More information is available in the Census 1961 Great Britain Summary Tables (General Register 
Office London and General Register Office Edinburgh 1966).  Users should be aware that published 

tables were adjusted by bias factors (listed in Appendix C of the Summary Tables).  

 

4.2.2. Coverage of the recovered source files 

A benchmarking process was undertaken in the first stage of data recovery.  Further information is 
given a separate file for each year. The following summarises features of the regional benchmarking.  

This benchmarking was undertaken by comparing the 10% file from which the census microdata files 
were drawn with published tables.   

In some instances the available, recovered records did not provide a complete and unbiased 

representative sample of the population.  In particular, source tapes had been produced in 
geographical order. The original tapes had been transferred to a number of different files. Accordingly 

any failure to retrieve all of the complete source files affects specific geographic areas.  The most 
striking under-coverage issue is often expressed as the total omission of some areas from the 

recovered files.  

1981:  Overall coverage is believed to be very good. Only one region (Isle of Wight – not normally 
counted as a region) had a population more than 1% different than expected from the published 

figures.  

1971:   While coverage is believed to be good in most areas, some large blocks of data were not 

available for recovery, which affects three counties in particular: Huntingdon and 
Peterborough, Kent and Lancashire.  The former two are entirely missing while around 

approximately 80% of Lancashire is missing.  Lancashire was a very large county in 1971, second 
only in population to Greater London.  The overall loss of coverage for England and Wales is 

13.2% accordingly this file cannot be considered to be representative of the whole country. 

1961:   Coverage by region is believed to be good. Three regions were undercounted by more than 1%: 
South Western (1.1% most notable in Somerset), Northern (1.2%) and London and South Eastern 

(1.9% most notable in Middlesex).   

These shortcomings are specific to the digital records used as source files for the datasets (rather than 
original paper files which were not available to the project team).  

4.2.3. Contemporaneous Quality Checks on the census data  
From 1961 onwards data quality studies were undertaken after census enumeration had taken place.  

Some of the non-sampling error issues have been identified in published reports.  The following 
section describes the most notable aspects found.  In each quality check a survey was undertaken with 

a sample of individuals.  The results obtained from the census were then compared with those from 
the survey to establish the rate at which results differed using the two methods.  Not all questions 

were included in the relevant Quality Checks let alone reported.  Accordingly, omission from the lists 
below does not indicate the absence of measurement error. 

1961  

A multistage post enumeration survey was undertaken in England and Wales only.  Findings are 

therefore generalisable only to England and Wales, but may be of some use when considering GB 
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more widely.  The results of this survey were considered alongside administrative sources such as 

registration data to assess the quality of the census returns.   

While the level of enumeration for the 100% sample was considered accurate overall, capturing recent 

immigrants poses particular problems.  Figures from the Home Office suggested that as many as two 
hundred and six thousand West Indians may have been in the country in 1961, while the Census picked 

up one hundred and seventy two thousand – an undercount of around 20% (of the census figure).    

The allocation of those who wrote ‘Ireland’ or ‘Eire’ were allocated to Ireland ‘part not stated’, however 
the post enumeration survey suggests that these people were generally born in the Republic of Ireland.   

The number of households without a cold water tap is believed to be understated, however it was 

difficult to assess the extent of the problem as the group is small.  Similarly, the number of households 
without a water closet it is believed to be considerably underestimated (to the extent that 1.5 million 

should have been enumerated as compared with the 1.0 million returned). 

Length of residence is believed to be somewhat overstated by approximately a year, however this has 

not affected the number of migrants.   

The number households renting from a private person is believed to be understated.   

In terms of occupation it is believed that some men who were assigned as coal miners, electrical 
engineers or engineers should have been assigned to other occupational units within the same order.  

It is believed that the number of women in the private domestic service industry is overestimated.  It is 
believed that there was some confusion of skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers in the 

socio-economic classification.  The number of women classified as economically inactive is 
overstated.  

Finally, it is believed that the number of people who are recorded as having completed education aged 
17-19 is understated, while those recorded as having completed education aged 14 is overstated.   

Sources: Census 1961 Great Britain Summary Tables (HMSO, 1966), Census 1961 Great Britain General 

Report  .  Further information is available in the Census General Report (HMSO, 1968). 

1971 

Information about the Quality Check of the 1971 census can be found in volume 3 of the Census 1971 

General Report (Office of Population Surveys, 1983).  The following table summarises the 
misclassification rate of each available topic available in the report.  

Table 2: Errors estimated as part of the 1971 Quality Check 

Topics Error 
rate 

Nature of issue 

Date of birth 
(difference of more 
than one month) 

1.0% Around one third of errors are believed to be simple counting 
errors.  Around 40% of the estimated error relates to error of less 
than a year. Overall there is very small effect on the age 
distribution. 

Respondent’s 
country of birth 

0.9% Main sources of known error arose where birthplace had not 
been stated or mis-classification of individuals other than the 
form filler as having been born in England when this was not the 
case or lack of precision for this same group of people.   

Year of Entry into 
the United Kingdom 

13.7% The largest source of error was omission, which is likely to 
particularly affect the “before 1940” group. Additionally it was 
believed that the question was misinterpreted to mean year 
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arrived to settle.  
Country of birth of 
father/ mother 

4.5%  
/5.1% 

Country of birth was not always answered.  The quality check 
also identified confusions between home nations.  It is not 
possible to know whether this problem also affected foreign 
countries as the survey sample too small to pinpoint problems 
with less common countries.  

Economic position 7.2% Some errors were believed to have arisen as students and 
housewives could also validly have additional roles and it was not 
possible for form fillers to prioritise answers.  Additionally there is 
some evidence that there was confusion over the meaning of 
‘sick’ and ‘wholly retired’. 

Employment Status 9.7% The greatest source of error was where the question was 
unanswered. However, the report indicates that most of the 
errors were corrected in editing.  

Dates of first 
marriage 

8.7% 5.6% of cases had the start date wrong (often by 1 year or 1 
month out, suggesting a simple error).  3.1% of cases omitted to 
answer start date in error.  Additional error was present with date 
of end of marriage, where date of end was not recorded in error. 

Date of birth of 
children born alive 
in marriage 

8.9% Where individuals had no children the form might have been 
erroneously left blank.  Amongst those who had children, the 
most common error was that the incorrect data was entered. 

Number of children 
born alive in 
marriage 

8.8% It is believed that omissions arose in relation to children of a 
former marriage, children being absent, not part of the 
household, deceased, or already included on the form.  
Overcounts arose where children were counted even though 
they were adopted or born out of marriage (and therefore should 
not have been included).  

 

1981  

This information about the quality check is drawn from the Census 1981 General Report for England 

and Wales (Office of Population Census and Surveys, 1990).  It is based on section 19.23 which lists the 
measures which had the highest gross error rates according to the Quality Check.  

Table 3: Errors estimated from the 1981 Quality Check  

Gross 
error 
rate 

Topic  Nature of issue  

28.6% Number of rooms Most errors related to a difference of one room.  The 
inclusion of bathrooms or exclusion of full-sized kitchens 
were particular problems. 

20-
25% 

Occupation  Errors arose due to lack of detail or coding errors.  
It is recognised that there is some judgement involved in 
coding occupation.  

16% Socio-economic group  This variable is derived from occupation, industry and 
employment status and inherits errors from these topics.   

13% Social class  
Female error rate: 10.0 
Male error rate: 14.4 

This variable is derived from occupation, industry and 
employment status and inherits errors from these topics.  No 
individual class has more than a 0.5 percentage point 
difference.  

9.8% Employment status The 10% sample may have underestimated those who are 
self-employed by around 5%.  

8.6% Means of travel to work Half of this error is due to a confusion of three categories of 
car occupant.  

7.8% Economic position The errors were higher for women (11.2% cf 4.1%), whereby 
too few women were reported as economically active.  

3.5% Cars/vans The percentage of households without a car is believed to be 
accurate.  
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3.2% Tenure Owner occupation was estimated to be overstated by 0.9% 
and rented from local authority understated by 1.0%. 

2.5% Type of 
accommodation 

This relates to type of accommodation as captured by the 
enumerator  

1.5% Usual address one year 
ago 

The number of people living at a different address one year 
previous is believed to have been under-counted by around 
8%.  

1.3% Marital status Remarried was undercounted and married was overcounted.  
1.3% Inside toilets Shared use and no use are believed to be undercounted. 

 

4.2.4. Variable label recovery 
The extent to which labels were available for each variable in the collection varied from file to file.    

The data recovery team have worked with a number of sources in order to ensure that the data are 

presented and labelled correctly these include  

• labels provided by ONS,  

• contemporary documentation some of which were provided by the IPUMS team at the 
University of Minnesota,  

• records from The National Archives,  

• published census outputs  

• and analyses of the data themselves.    

Additionally, we consulted with staff in the Longitudinal Study in considering 1971 and 1981 data. 
Overall, we believe the process has been successful.   

However in a small number of instances we include in the sample files a variable which continues to 

pose some problems of interpretation.     

Fig 1: 1961 Household Composition Code 
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Most notable was the difficulty posed by household type in 1961.  The original coding included some 

unconventional symbols (see fig 2) which did not transfer well as the data were ported to different 
formats over time.  Despite extensive efforts to unpick the variable using all available documentation 

sources and reverse engineering efforts it was not possible to recover the variable labels.   This 
omission has made it impossible to undertake a raft of variable derivation which might otherwise have 

been possible.  

A question mark in final labels within the datasets indicates that the team were unable to confirm what 
they believed was a likely label.   

A small number of unlabelled values remain.  Key variables of this type may have been included in the 

data, despite their obvious shortcomings, as not to preclude further work to interpret them in the 
future.  

An example of this sort of issue relates to usual residence and place of work in 1971.  Notes received 
from the census office suggested that standard geographical coding applied, however no labels were 

available for codes which do not represent a given geographical area.  Suggested labels have been 
attached on the basis of codes which were expected to be present and which fit patterns in the data. 

Value 3000 has been assigned as ‘outside Britain’ on the basis that 41% of employed persons who 
usually reside overseas take this value, compared with only 0.03% of employed persons who normally 

reside in the Britain.  Value 3500 has been assigned on the basis of relationship to occupational detail;   
occupations which are disproportionately likely to take the value include, bricklayers (29%), 
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commercial travellers (36%), builders (36%) and plasterers (38%), all of whom are disproportionately 

likely to be working in different locations.  The suggested labels fit expected distributions and 
instructions to respondents, which inter alia instruct respondents to give the location of a depot (if 

they worked out of one) rather than ‘no fixed place’. 

4.2.5. Known issues 

4.2.5.1. General quality  assurance issues for 1961 
Although there is a reasonable level of documentation, some interpretation has been necessary when 

assessing how the data are stored either to label the data, to align coding schemes that vary across 
countries or to tease apart data in a stored single field which are best stored in more than one field. 

Where work of this type is necessary we have routinely sought to assure the quality of resulting data 
against other sources, particularly census tables.   

However, there are some particular issues for 1961 which limits this activity.  

• First, there are fewer published sources with which to compare data. We are typically limited to 

the 1961 Census tables.  These are fewer in number than for 1971 or 1981 and, at the time of 
writing, are not available digitally, which means that any comparator data needs to be digitised.  

• 1961 published tables were produced with only very limited access to computing facilities.  
Accordingly it is known that the published tables were subject to corrections post tabulation.  

We would not expect these corrections to be reflected in the microdata sources.  

4.2.5.2. Country of Birth in 1961 
Country of birth in 1961 was subjected to a degree of data manipulation in order to ensure that coding 
was applied consistently across Great Britain.  However, in checking that the resulting distribution was 

correct it was found that although the distribution was of the right shape, there are some notable 
discrepancies between the published figures and those in the microdata.   It is not clear at present 

which of several reasons explain these differences 

• contemporary sampling and data quality issues which are not reflected in the published tables 

• sampling and data quality issues in the files from which the EEHCM sample was drawn.  In 
particular, the data have not been adjusted for known sampling bias.  

• coding or sampling issues with the EEHCM sample 

It should be noted that some of the numbers on which the percentage is based are relatively small and 
we would expect a reasonable amount of variation to arise from sampling.  The 37% overcount of 

Swedes accounts to an overcount of about 191 cases.    

Table 4: Country of birth comparison of 9% secure sample and Table 9 Census 1961 Summary 
Tables 

Country of Birth (outside British 
Isles) secure file 

pop 
estimate 

(based on 
sample) 

published 
figure from 

Table 9 
summary 

tables 

percentage 
difference 

(undercount 
in secure 

file) 
Ghana 407 4,522 4,854 6.8 
Nigeria 1,141 12,678 13,676 7.3 
Rhodesia and Nyasaland 751 8,344 6,713 -24.3 
South Africa 3,869 42,989 40,263 -6.8 
Canada 5,499 61,100 56,611 -7.9 
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Ceylon 881 9,789 9,617 -1.8 
Cyprus 3,018 33,533 42,283 20.7 
India 14,437 160,411 165,869 3.3 
Malaya 1,031 11,456 10,429 -9.8 
Pakistan 2,132 23,689 31,891 25.7 
Singapore 1,015 11,278 10,477 -7.6 
Australia 3,966 44,067 39,263 -12.2 
New Zealand 1,498 16,644 14,455 -15.1 
Gibraltar 753 8,367 89,36 6.4 
Malta 2,319 25,767 25,742 -0.1 
Kenya 715 7,944 6,741 -17.9 
Sierra Leone 147 1,633 2,216 26.3 
Tanganyika 218 2,422 2,401 -0.9 
Uganda 238 2,644 2,217 -19.3 
Other Commonwealth territories in 
Africa 561 6,233 6,725 7.3 
Aden 269 2,989 4,026 25.8 
Hong Kong 952 10,578 10,878 2.8 
Other Commonwealth territories in 
Asia 90 1,000 912 -9.6 
British Guiana 717 7,967 10,889 26.8 
Jamaica 6,545 72,722 100,410 27.6 
Trinidad and Tobago 684 7,600 9,273 18.0 
Other Commonwealth territories in 
the Caribbean 3,473 38,589 52,305 26.2 
Other Commonwealth territories in 
America 70 778 782 0.5 
Commonwealth territories in 
Oceania 77 856 959 10.8 
Austria 2,793 31,033 31,298 0.8 
Belgium 1,431 15,900 15,499 -2.6 
Czechoslovakia 851 9,456 10,318 8.4 
Denmark 809 8,989 7,480 -20.2 
Finland 223 2,478 2,156 -14.9 
France 3,011 33,456 31,495 -6.2 
Germany 11,806 131,178 127,912 -2.6 
Greece 669 7,433 7,268 -2.3 
Hungary 1,448 16,089 18,272 11.9 
Italy 6,564 72,933 87,243 16.4 
Netherlands 1,695 18,833 16,479 -14.3 
Norway 644 7,156 5,257 -36.1 
Poland 10,186 113,178 127,246 11.1 
Portugal 279 3,100 2,992 -3.6 
Romania 407 4,522 4,608 1.9 
Spain 1,795 19,944 21,363 6.6 
Sweden 467 5,189 3,783 -37.2 
Switzerland 1,437 15,967 13,174 -21.2 
Yugoslavia 976 10,844 11,847 8.5 
Other countries in Europe 197 2,189 1,708 -28.2 
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Sudan 93 1,033 1,032 -0.1 
United Arab Republic 1,894 21,044 20,249 -3.9 
Other countries in Africa 849 9,433 9,389 -0.5 
Argentina 457 5,078 4,630 -9.7 
Brazil 239 2,656 2,505 -6.0 
Chile 193 2,144 2,013 -6.5 
Colombia 45 500 473 -5.7 
Peru 81 900 838 -7.4 
United States 9,665 107,389 102,295 -5.0 
Venezuela 70 778 851 8.6 
Other countries in America 511 5,678 5,745 1.2 
Burma 1,046 11,622 10,379 -12.0 
China 901 10,011 9,852 -1.6 
Indonesia 203 2,256 1,930 -16.9 
Iran 369 4,100 4,035 -1.6 
Iraq 313 3,478 3,570 2.6 
Israel 430 4,778 4,559 -4.8 
Japan 244 2,711 2,559 -5.9 
Thailand 107 1,189 1,130 -5.2 
Turkey 340 3,778 3,978 5.0 
Other countries in Asia 533 5,922 5,515 -7.4 
Countries in Oceania 19 211 208 -1.5 
USSR 4,845 53,833 56,867 5.3 
Born at sea 200 2,222 2,072 -7.3 
Not stated 13,402 148,911     
Born in UK 1 11     
          
Total 4,614,477 51271967     

  
Tot outside British 

Isles  1583478 1657158 4.4 

  
Tot outside British 

Isles  1434567 1495825 4.1 
 

 
4.3. Population bases 

 

As with other Census Microdata files, flexibility in the population base has been maintained where 

possible.  This means that unlike a published table which will be produced for a single fixed population 
base (most commonly ‘residents present’ or ‘usual residents’) it may be possible to modify your choice 

of population base.  Where this is so, the onus is on the user to determine a suitable population base 
and select only those cases which should be included.  If this is not done, double counting of some 

individuals (especially residents who are away from their usual residence at the time of enumeration) 
may occur.  

A variable called popbase is available in each dataset which should be used to define the population 

base. 
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Each of the files distinguishes between present residents, absent residents and visitors.  This facilitates 

the distinction between the usual (aka ‘de jure‘) and present (aka ‘de facto‘) populations.  These 
different groups were not treated equally in the census.  Table 4 summarises which groups were fully 

enumerated versus partially enumerated.  

Table 5: Extent of enumeration of population base components in households 

Year Population group(s) to whom most or all 
questions were asked 

Population groups for 
whom limited data 
were collected 

1961 Present residents, present visitors Absent residents  
1971 Present residents, present visitors, Absent residents 
1981 Present residents, present visitors (including those 

who arrived on Monday who had not been 
enumerated elsewhere) and absent residents  

 

 

The extent to which the population base can be recast depends on the availability of necessary data.  
Partially enumerated groups may have been asked a much smaller number of questions.  So for 

example in 1961, in the 10% household sample forms absent persons were only asked approximately 
one third of the number of questions as compared with present persons.  These questions were largely 

limited to issues of economic activity; migration, fertility and qualification questions were not asked.  

 Accordingly it is not possible to be entirely flexible throughout the whole period despite the presence 
of the population base information.  Specifically, it is not possible to do full analysis on the usual 

residents (or ‘de jure’) population base for all time points, which has been used widely in from 1991 as 
full information was not collected from absent residents in each year.    

Absent resident information was only collected for private households in each of the three censuses.  

4.4. Households and Communal establishments 
Individuals enumerated as part of a communal establishment are distinguished from those enumerated 

as part of a private household using the non-private variable in each year.     

Members of large households and members of communal establishments are treated normally in the 
secure household file and individual files, with households being identifiable in the former.  However, 

large households constitute a disclosure risk so additional protections have been imposed for the 
safeguarded household files.  Households larger than 9 residents and members of communal 

establishments have been treated in a manner consistent with some IPUMS files rather than existing 
census microdata files for 1991 onwards.  In these files, those enumerated in large households or 

communal establishments are included in all files including the household files.  However, they are 
sampled as individuals and no household ID is included.    

From 1971 the term dwelling was not used in instructions to enumerators rather the accommodation 

that households occupied were classified according to the amount of privacy enjoyed.  (OPCS 1979: 
13).   

4.5. ID variables  
A person ID is present in all files.  

Each household file contains a household ID which has been generated in the process of ‘flattening’ 

the file from one which was structured by household, to one which gives a case for each person.   
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The ID variables were randomised, so are not ordered by geography below which the file is available.  

Data were not stored in a manner as to enable the recreation of family units in all years.  Accordingly it 
was not possible in all years to generate a family ID variable.  This is included where it was available. 

4.6. The sample process 
The following diagram demonstrates the proposed relationship between the files.  It is not to scale.  
Sample members cannot overlap across files from distinct samples.  Samples, however, can be nested 

as any extra detail is only available to the users of the more detailed file (to whom by definition the 
extra detail is already available). 

Fig 2: Sample design  

 

Files represented by circles are individual files only, files represented by a rectangle contain linked 
household groups 

The household secure file is available in a safe setting only, safeguarded files are intended for use 

by registered users and the individual teaching is designed for access under the Open Government 
Licence. 

Sample sizes were agreed in discussion with ONS.  The 9% secure file is designed to provide some 

uncertainty as to whether individuals from whom 10% data were collected1 will be present in the 
output file.  The size of the safeguarded household file constitutes a ‘small’ file.  The other two files are 

equivalent in size to their 2011 equivalents.  

4.6.1. The sampling method 
Stratification 

Following advice, we sought to generate samples which were stratified by household type and area.   
This should provide a slightly more efficient sample than would be possible using the method used in 

cross-sectional microdata files from 1991 which were stratified by geography alone.  

                                                   
1 Members of the 10% file could have known if they were members in 1961.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

100% population data  – Not available to users 

 

 

 

10% sample data – Not available to users 

9% household secure file – safe setting only 
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Clustering 

Against this, the files are also subject to clustering at the household level due to the sub-sampling of 
individuals from a limited pool of households.  This feature was an unavoidable consequence of taking 

high sampling fractions from the complete 10% samples.  As household ID numbers were not 
allowable in individual level files for reasons of confidentiality there is no effective PSU variable to 

allow users to readily adjust for this feature of the data in the individual files.  Clustering can markedly 
reduce the precision of estimates, particularly in analyses using variables with less intra-household 

variation.  In principle, we would expect the effect to be less than that of using a household survey 
without adjustment for clustering as the sampling method provided protection against the selection of 

entire households. However, the effect for some estimates can still be quite marked.  Fuller 
information is given in Appendix B.  

Sampling was undertaken using the following steps:  

The Secure file was sampled first: 

1. The 10% file was cleaned, header information (relating to area and household) was attached 
and variables were derived.  

2. Household types were created (see the strat variable where available) that were large enough to 
facilitate stratification.  Communal establishments were also identified as a separate ‘household 

type’.  
3. Communal establishments and households were separated and sampled separately. 

4. To generate the 9% household sample, one case per household was identified to represent 
each case when defining the main sample. 

5. These household cases were ordered by geography and household type 
6. One in ten households was then systematically excluded.  This had the effect of implicitly 

stratifying an otherwise randomly selected sample by area and household type. 
7. The household members were merged back on to the selected 9% of households. 

8. Individuals living within communal establishments were ordered by geography and then at 
random within geography.  One in ten individuals was systematically excluded.  No attempt was 

made to sample at the level of the communal establishment and communal establishments are 
not identified to enable these linkages to be made.  

9. The two samples were combined to produce the Secure File. 

The Safeguarded Household file was sampled from the Secure File: 

10. Data were sorted by strata and geography and one person per household was selected to 
represent the household. 

11. Individuals living in communal households or households with more than 9 residents were 
excluded from the following four steps.  

12. A systematic sample 0.95% of households was selected in two steps. 
13. One ninth of the households in the secure file were flagged by selecting the n1th case in every 

nine, the number n1 having been selected randomly. 
14. Nineteen out of twenty of households were flagged by selecting all but the n2th case in every 

twenty households (the number n2 having been selected at random).  
15. Households which were flagged by both of the previous 2 steps 12 and 13 constitute the sample 

of households of size 9 or under.  
16. Household members were attached to selected households to produce a 0.95% sample of 

members of households with 9 or fewer residents.  
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17. Individuals living in households with more than nine residents, or in communal establishments 

were selected systematically using a similar two step procedure which selected 0.95% of 
individuals.  In other words, there has been no attempt made to select households of size 

greater than 9 in their entirety.   
18. The two samples of individuals within households of 9 or smaller and of those in larger 

households or communal establishments were combined to create the full sample.  

 

The  Safeguarded Individual file was selected third.  

19. The Safeguarded Individual file was selected from the 9% secure file in such a way that any 

cases in the safeguarded household file were excluded from the safeguarded individual file.  
20. Any case flagged for possible inclusion in the household file at step 13 was removed, with the 

result that 8% of cases remained.  
21. 5 cases (the n3th, n4th, n5th, n6th and n7th) out of 8 were systematically flagged for inclusion 

from the sample.  
22. The flagged individuals constituted a 5% sample. 

 

The Open Teaching contains one fifth of the cases in the Individual file.  

23. This was done by selecting the cases flagged as being in the n4th position of each systematic 
selection sequence at step 21.  

5. Key discontinuities in concepts 1961-81 
This section highlights some key differences in the way that key concepts were measured over the 
period 1961-1981.  

Census data are used by public authorities in order to assess trends over time.  Because of this there is 
always a desire to maintain sufficient consistency over time to enable comparisons between periods to 

be made.  However, this factor is necessarily balanced against the need at any time to accurately 
capture the characteristics of the contemporary population using the best methods possible.   The 

period 1961-2011 was one in which there were considerable social changes and the census methods 
have had to reflect these. 

A very valuable resource for all users comparing data across years in the period 1971 to 1991 is 

“Longitudinal Study 1971-1991” by Lin Hattersley and Rosemary Creeser (1995, HMSO: London) which 
describes issues of census methodology and definition for this period in greater detail than is available 

here.   

5.1. Geography  
The amount of geographical detail on each of the output files varies according to the access mode of 

the file.   The basic principle applied is;  

Table 4:  Geography in the microdata files 

File type Lowest level of geography 
Files available under open 
government licence 

Regional geography (based on Government Office Region) 

Safeguarded files Large borough/district 
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Controlled files  Ward or true local authority district.  
 

It should be noted that geographical areas do not stay stable over time and throughout the entire 

period there have been numerous minor changes of boundaries.   

5.1.2. Major local government reorganisations 1974 and 1975 
The most major change of geography comes in England and Wales 1974 following the Local 

Government Act 1972 and a year later in Scotland following the Local Government (Scotland) Act.   A 
uniform two-tier approach was introduced with counties at the higher level and either boroughs or 

districts at the lower level.  The number of districts was slashed.  One implication of the change is that 
authorities went from being distinguished between urban ones and rural ones to unified ones which 

contained both rural and urban areas. While the distinction was not a clear cut one, towns had 
routinely been identified as separate authorities from their rural surroundings.   The 1971 census 

microdata are stored with geography appropriate to 1971 (i.e. unlike some outputs the data have not 
been recast for the post 1974 reorganised districts). 

5.1.3. Greater London 
Greater London was created in 1965.  This affected a large number of authorities in the London area.  

Greater London was composed of  parts of Essex, Hertfordshire, Kent and Surrey together with 
Middlesex and London.  

5.1.4. dGOR/dgorno 

Following a request from potential users for a derived variable which allowed comparison over time 
was attached where possible which gives approximated Government Office Region (or GOR, as used in 

2001).    

GOR is approximated in the sense that the classification is based on the best fit of each contemporary 
local authority to 2001 GOR using a look up kindly provided by Humphrey Southall of the Vision of 

Britain team (www.visionofbritain.org.uk) which provided best fit 2001 GOR for 1961 areacodes.   

Linkage was done at this local authority level so that users who are interested in original contemporary 

geography will be able to access this either at local authority level in secure files, or grouped local 
authority level (see below) as well as being able to use a geography at grouped or regional level which 

offers considerable consistency over time.   

This coarser grouping, together with variations in data quality mean that the population sizes of 
approximated GOR differs a little from Vision of Britain GOR.  The extent of this difference is described 

below. 

  Best fit GOR for          
 

   district (2001)  

 
EEHCM 
1961 9pct 

Vision of 
Britain 61 

1961 100% 
estimate 

% 
Difference 

 East  339,039 3754784 3767100 -0.328 
 East Midlands  303,276 3325518 3369733 -1.330 
 London  705,324 7975558 7836933 1.738 
 North East  237,699 2649896 2641100 0.332 
 North West  622,168 6898871 6912978 -0.204 
 South East  518,011 5728416 5755678 -0.476 
 South West  329,998 3693029 3666644 0.714 
 

http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/
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Wales  238,666 2644023 2651844 -0.296 
 West Midlands  429,098 4756450 4767756 -0.238 
 Yorks & Humberside  422,698 4679582 4696644 -0.365 
 Scotland  468,490 5179344 5205444 -0.504 
           
 Total  4,614,467 51285471 51271856 0.027 
 

      
      Vision of Britain 61 values are taken from GOR total population 1801-2011 population 
statistics pages from A Vision of Britain website: www.visionofbritain.org.uk 
 
% difference is calculated as the difference between the sample count divided by 0.09 and 
the population estimate given on Vision of Britain divided by the Vision of Britain estimate. 

 

Grouped local authorities nest within GOR region and these groupings were created with consistent 
codes for 1971 and the groupings then used to generate estimated GOR for 1971.   

5.1.5. Grouped local authority 
In order to protect respondent confidentiality it is not possible to identify areas with populations below 

one hundred thousand unless data are in a secure environment.  Accordingly, it has been necessary to 
group some local authorities together for the safeguarded files, this has been done to provide as much 

consistency with 1991 SAR areas as possible as these geographical groupings have been used in both 
1991 and 2011. 

Lists of the local authorities in each grouped area are listed in the appropriate spreadsheet file.   

For 1981 this information is contained in the EEHCM CMGeography.xls file which forms part of the 

documentation.   The equivalent file for 1961 is called EEHCM-CM61Geography.xlsx.   

The ability to create consistent groupings has been limited by the need to retain as much authentic 

information as possible to enable comparison with published figures and other contemporary sources.  
It is not possible to present competing geographies together in safeguarded or open government files, 

as, f used together,  they provide more information than is allowable for the data type as boundary 
mismatches produce ‘slivers’ which are areas too small to be identified.    Users who interested in using 

the contemporary local authority local district or county boundaries are advised to explore the 
possibility of using the secure files which do contain this detail.  

Local authorities in 1981 and 1991 were very similar.  Local authorities prior to 1981 precede the 1970s 

local government reorganisations, and the process was more complex.  Each authority was first 
associated with a best fit 1991 geography. Information used to generate these best fits was as follows;  

• A look up table provided by Office for National Statistics listed all authorities in England and 

Wales in 1961 and the authorities that they went into after reorganisation.  If a 1961 authority 
moved wholly into a 1991 authority this was the best fit.  

• Equivalent lookups for Scotland were generated from the local government acts and Scotland’s 
places website. 

• Where local authorities were split information about the split was obtained from the relevant 
statue or F. A Youngs.  (1979) A Guide to the Administrative Units of England, (Royal Historical 

Society) London.  

• Where a local authority was split with named wards going into one authority and named wards 

going into another, the population size of those wards at latest census before reorganisation 

http://www.visionofbritain.org.uk/
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was considered and the best fit was taken as the largest population drawing on population 

figures from CasWeb or Vision of Britain. 

• Where a local authority was split on the basis of parishes, the most recent pre-organisation 
population figures available from Vision of Britain.   

• In two or three instances no standard boundary information was given but rather the split was 
described in terms of areas bounded by a road, in this case a decision was made by eyeballing a 

contemporary map with sufficient detail to see buildings. 

These areas were grouped by their best fit 1991 authorities into groupings used in 1991 SAR Areas.  In 
some areas, particularly areas where population had increased greatly over the period 1961 – 1991 or 

where data had not been recovered some additional grouping was necessary.   

Accordingly grouping has been done on a population best fit basis, limited by region and 
contemporary county.    Users should note that the resulting geographies are combinations of 

contemporary authorities.  These may not fully map on to 1991 or 2011 grouped authorities however 
they are best approximations.  

Users who wish to link aggregate data to microdata are advised to use the local authority or grouped 

local authority files. 

County is not available in safeguarded or open data as many counties did not meet the population 

threshold for release.   

 

5.2. Occupational Classifications 
Occupational classifications tend to be revised on a decennial basis, accordingly each census dataset is 

based on a different occupational classification.  This necessarily reflects considerable changes to the 
occupational structure since 1961.  

Table 5: Occupational classification 1961-81 

Year Classification/Reference  Notes  
1961 General Register Office (1960) 

Classification of Occupations 1960. 
London (HMSO) 

No digital census outputs are available for 
1951, consistency with previous versions is 
therefore not considered.  

1971 Office of Population Censuses and Surveys 
(1970) Classification of Occupations 1970 
London (HMSO) 

This classification is closely comparable 
with those in the previous 2 censuses, 
however certain groups have been 
expanded to form subgroups, while boiler 
scalers, chimney sweeps, company 
directors  and coopers, hoopmakers and 
benders groups were abolished2.  

1981 Office of Population Censuses and Surveys 
(1980) Classification of occupations 
1980. London (HMSO) 

While references have been found to a 
good degree of continuity being 
maintained between 1970 and 1980 
classifications documentation to support 
the claim has not been located at the time 
of writing.  

 

                                                   
2 Census 1971 England and Wales, General Report, Part 1 Defninitions (1979) HMSO, London, p29  
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5.3. Social class 
Social class was introduced into official statistics in 1913 and was first used in the census results in a 

form we would recognise as the occupation based Registrar General’s Social Class in 1921 (Rose 1995). 

It has been the subject of much criticism since it was first introduced in 1921 as it lacks a clear 
rationale.  However, it remains one of the more consistent variables across the time period despite 

regular reclassifications of individual occupations.   

The most notable discontinuity in the classification came in 1981 when the classification was recast as 

an indicator of occupational skill rather than occupation per se (Rose 1995).  While this could have 
constituted a major conceptual shift only 7% of cases were reclassified.    

In 1961 it is possible to distinguish between manual, non-manual and agricultural occupations as the 

Classification volume (General Register Office 1960) lists a manual, non-manual or agricultural status 
for each occupational class.  This information has been retained for those individuals in Class III to 

distinguish between III-N and III-M to facilitate comparisons with the later version of the classification.  
It should be noted that Class III agricultural jobs have been combined with Class III manual jobs for this 

process.  

5.4. Family units and household relationships 
Each secure and household safeguarded file contains a household ID variable.  With the exception of 

1961 household files also contain a family unit identifier.  Household files contain samples of entire 
households so that household members can be linked to each other in order to facilitate additional 

analysis of household characteristics and intra-household patterns.  

Household composition analysis was undertaken in broadly the same manner in 1961 and 1971.  The 

Household Classification Analysis algorithm resulted in a household relationship variable that 
describes the relationship of the family unit to the head of household.  This approach is different from 

the equivalent variables in microdata produced in 1991 or later which indicates the relationship of an 
individual respondent to the head of household or household reference person.  This approach does 

not have quite the flexibility that an individual approach does as the relationship of individual 
respondents to the head is not always clear.  This has limited the scope of the EEHCM team to 

generate additional household classifications.  

5.4.1. Chief Economic Supporter 
This concept is used in some years and might be considered analogous to the current concept of a 

Household Representative person.  In 1971 the Chief Economic Supporter (CES for short) was selected 
from members of the household who were 15 years of age or over, who either the head of the 

household or related to the head of household, using the rules described below, drawn from the 
Census Definitions volume for England and Wales (OPCS 1979: 23);  

a) Employment status is considered first.  Those in full-time employment (that is who worked for 

more than 30 hours in the week before the census) or out of employment were selected before 
those in part-time employment, who in turn were selected before any others. 

b) Among those selected by rule (a) above, position in family was considered next, married men or 
widowed in divorced persons families being considered before other members of families or 

persons not in families. 
c) Among those selected by rules (a) and (b), sex was considered next, males being selected 

before females. 
d) Among those selected by rules (a), (b) and (c), age was considered next, older persons being 

selected before younger.  
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If  these rules finally select two or more persons, the person whose name appears first on the 
form was selected as CES.  In those rare cases where the head of household and all related 

persons were aged under 15 the head was selected as CES.  

5.4.2. Head of household  

Because in earlier censuses household relationship is recorded on a family, rather than individual, basis 
it has been difficult or impossible to identify the head of household in some datasets.  

For example, for 1971, the Head of household was taken to be the person reported as head of 

household in the form unless that person was  

a) under 15 years; 
b) not usually resident at the address or enumeration, or;  

c) a resident domestic servant of the household, or a member of such a domestic servant’s family;  

in which case the first stated resident member over 15 years of age who was not a domestic servant 

was taken to be head.  If this was not possible an under 15 year old could be taken as head as a last 
resort, however a domestic servant was not taken as head.  

From ONS (1979: 22) 

While this definition is given, head of household is not recorded in the recovered data in 1971 nor are 

variables relating to head of household given.  This further limits the utility of the family relationship to 
the head of household variable. 

Published household composition tables in 1971 do not use the Head of household concept, using CES 
instead.    

In 1961, Although the concept of the Chief Economic Supporter was used in a tabulated output (e.g. 

Table 39 of the GB Summary tables) this was not refected in the dataset.   

Similarly, Head of household is defined in the Summary Tables as follows;  

“This is the person so described on the census schedule by the householder making the return.  Where 

the head was present on census night, he/she should have normally made the return by placing 
his/her name at the head of column A.  When the head was absent, the acting head should have 

indicated the identity of the head in the list of absent persons in Part III of the census schedule.”  

However, head of household was not in the source data used to draw the Census microdata samples.  
It seems likely, given the definition above that persno (in the secure file) and dvepersnoh=1 (in the 

safeguarded household file) might constitute a proxy for identifying a head of household.   Initial 
exploration of this suggests that people who are person number 1 are disproportionately married men.  

 

5.5: Data enhancements - limits 

The data have been exposed to extensive recoding and enhancement.  Virtually all variables which 
have been manipulated by the team start with the letters dv or simply d.  In many cases this 

manipulation has been simply to reduce detail to a level which is acceptable for the data access route 
with detail being much more extensive in secure files than safeguarded files, and detail in open files 

being highly limited.  
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While it has been possible to add some derived variables the team’s ability to enhance the data has 

been necessarily limited due to data availability, resourcing and appropriateness.  Questions that we 
take for granted in 2011 were not necessarily asked 50 years ago, where they were, they may have 

been coded and stored in a manner which do not lend themselves to repurposing to current 
requirements.  

For example; 

Carstairs before 1981 While it was possible to add a measure which worked like Carstairs to the 1981 
data, the necessary data were not available for 1971 and earlier due to differences in the output design, 

the availability of digital data and in the definition of population base.   It should be noted however that 
Carstairs as presented in the data was calculated on a UK basis, with percentiles relating to relative 

positions in the UK. This will produce different results than had the figures been produced for separate 
countries.   

It should be noted, that Carstairs was a measure created and evaluated in the 1980s (see Carstairs and 

Morris 1991), it is not at all clear that the measure would have been appropriate to earlier periods.  In 
particular it is not clear that we could consider car ownership to be a reliable measure of deprivation 

when car access was less common.   

Distances between place of work/previous residence Euclidean distance calculations require 

detailed locations for both addresses.  Where these detailed locations were not present in the source 
files it was not possible to calculate distances.   

Household derived variables in 1961 data have only very limited household type information as 

derived variables proved impossible to create with any degree of certainty.   This problem is also 
present to a more limited degree in 1971; however the 1971 data arrived with a large number of 

household variables already calculated.  

These issues been considered alongside the need to ensure that data enhancements do not pose a 
disclosure risk as described below.  

6. Statistical disclosure Control considerations  
Confidentiality is of paramount importance when considering any output from the Census, including 
datasets.  While the EEHCM team designed samples, samples have only been released for use where 

the data owners at the relevant census offices have been satisfied that the resulting files do not 
constitute personal data.   In the case of the secure files, data will not be released, but are rather only 

available to Approved Researchers in a controlled setting because the data are deemed to be too 
detailed for release.  

The principles involved in producing microdata from Census records had been well rehearsed for 
contemporary samples (Marsh et. al (1988), Dale and Elliot (2001)).    The general principles might be 

summarised as follows; 

• No direct identifiers such as name, address or date of birth are included in the files– 
indeed these direct identifiers were not available on the source digital records.  

• ID numbers are specific to the file.  If an individual appears in the secure file and the 
safeguarded file it is not possible to easily link cases using a common ID.  In practice, a 

user of the secure file would be prevented from doing this due to restrictions on use.  
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• Easy to access files have much smaller sample fractions.  This is a longstanding disclosure 
technique (e.g. Dale et. al 2000 p27).  A low sampling fraction means the chances of any 

particular person being in the sample is small.   

• Details on files were limited to those appropriate to the data access type.  In particular 

geographical detail is limited in easier to access files.  For example, local authority is 
grouped in the Individual safeguarded file and omitted from the open file.  

• The amount of detail available on individual variables have also been traded against each 
other, so for example it was not considered possible to include full detail on both industry 

and occupation.  This approach reflects advice relating to the release of non-census 
microdata (see Disclosure Control Guidance for Microdata Produced from Social Surveys 

November 2014 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts

/disclosurecontrol/policyforsocialsurveymicrodata/gssgsrdisclosurecontrolguidanceformi
crodataproducedfromsocialsurveysfinalnovtcm77391500.doc <last accessed 25/09/16> ) 

• Files which allow household members to be linked together either contain less information 
on other variables.  So for example the safeguarded household file is available only at 

region level.  

6.1. Data ageing and data quality as natural additional protection  
In some places it has been possible to provide a little more detail than would be possible from a 

contemporary census due to the age and quality of the data.   The age of the data provides protections 
which are not typically available to up to date data.  

6.1.3. Mortality of form filler 

As data age, so do the data subjects and with data which is between 35 and 55 years old many will 
have died.  

 
In 2014, the team looked at the decennial life tables for 60-62 to 2000-02 to calculate the probability 

of survival of all heads of household for each of the samples. Heads of households are selected as we 
would normally expect the head of household to complete the form (indeed in 1961, 66 and 71 the 

form is addressed to the head of household or acting head). 
 

Probability of survival for each year of age was calculated from decennial life tables for 
1960-62 to 2000-2002(ELT 12, ELT 13, ELT 14, ELT 15, ELT 16) and Lx for the period 

2001-14 was based on the latest available of these tables. This probability was then 
multiplied by the number of heads of households at each age and summed to give the 

number of expected survivors. The exception is 1961 as only quinary age is available on 
the data, probability of survival was calculated for the average age of each age group. 
 
Table 6: Probability of survival to 2014 for England   
Heads of household in  Male (%) Female (%)  
1961 8.6 4.6 
1971 24.9 12.3 
1981 42.7 28.4 
Source: tables ELT12, ELT13, ELT14, ELT15, ELT16 
 
This exercise demonstrates that a high proportion of form fillers will not be alive at the time of data 

release.  
 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/disclosurecontrol/policyforsocialsurveymicrodata/gssgsrdisclosurecontrolguidanceformicrodataproducedfromsocialsurveysfinalnovtcm77391500.doc
http://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/disclosurecontrol/policyforsocialsurveymicrodata/gssgsrdisclosurecontrolguidanceformicrodataproducedfromsocialsurveysfinalnovtcm77391500.doc
http://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/methodologytopicsandstatisticalconcepts/disclosurecontrol/policyforsocialsurveymicrodata/gssgsrdisclosurecontrolguidanceformicrodataproducedfromsocialsurveysfinalnovtcm77391500.doc
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This has three implications. First, the pool of potential intruders drawing on their own past experience 

is limited. Second, in the great majority of cases surviving data subjects will have been described by 
someone else, with the result that they are less likely to remember details about filling in the form, and 

errors arising from proxying may apply (see for example Dawe and Knight 1997). Finally, surviving data 
subjects of the older censuses are likely to have been children at the time of enumeration who are less 

likely than the form fillers would have been to remember whether in 1961 they received and E10 (long 
form) or E90 (short form). 

 

6.1.4. Availability of matching data 

A major driver for the re-assessment of statistical disclosure approaches around the time of the 2001 
census was a growing concern about the availability in the data environment of potential matching 

databases. The statement on the confidentiality of 2001 Census microdata noted; 
 

“Protecting the confidentiality of details about individual people becomes more difficult with each 
Census, as the amount of accessible and publicly available information about individuals increases. 
More information can now be matched statistically with the Census” 
 
If this is true and newer data is riskier as more matching data is available, by extension, we would 
expect less contemporaneous data to be available to match on to old data. This conjecture is 

supported by law. The ability of organisations to keep personal data for long periods is restricted by 
the data protection acts which state that personal information (which might contain matching keys as 

well as identifying information) can only be kept for as long as is necessary. Necessity itself is often 
limited by other law, most commonly the limitations acts. So, for example, many actions under 

contract or tort are limited to six years in England and Wales (Limitations Act 1980). 
 

6.1.5. Memory loss – forgetting one’s own past 

“For most events the passage of time results in memory decay” 
Beckett et.al. 2001. 

 
Much of the literature on long term recall relates to retrospective studies where authors conclude that 

useful data can be obtained using retrospective method. However, behind the desire to improve 
retrospective methods using techniques such as lifegrids, is the simple issue that we forget, a lot.  

 
A useful study of long term memory of living conditions was undertaken by Berney and Blane (1997) 

who compared retrospective recall against historical records created as part of the a study fifty years 
previously, which provides a good model for considering census microdata up to fifty three years old. 
 
Table 7: Recall rates based on a small sample of Boyd Orr and Mass Observation 
study subjects approximately fifty years later 
Topic  Measure  Proportion exact/n (%) 
Father's occupation  Description  20/28 (71) 
Address  Exact address  23/47 (49) 
House type Description  9/16 (56) 
No. of rooms in house  Number  11/58 (58) 
No. of children living in the house Number  19/22 (86) 
Domestic water facilities inside/outside Hot/cold and 15/16 (94) 
Toilet facilities  Location  17/17 (100) 

Source: summarised from Berney and Blane (1997) 
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6.1.6. Memory loss – forgetting others 

When one is considering the potential for spontaneous recognition potential intruders (intentional or 
not) may draw up on their knowledge of their own or acquaintances’ circumstances, so ability to 

remember details about the people around us is also relevant.  
 

A useful US study by Bahrick et. al (1975) demonstrates the impact of memory on recall of names of 
individuals from one’s past.  The study addressed the number of names of classmates groups could 

remember based on length of time since graduation.  They found that those who had graduated in the 
previous year (n=50) were able to freely recall the names of 47 classmates.  By contrast the number of 

classmates freely remembered by individuals who had graduated a mean 48 years earlier was only 20.  
This was despite the potential for year books to act as aide memoires.  

6.1.7. Churn 
Added to the ability to recall information is the known effect of data churn, that is the tendency for 

data to become outdated as data subjects circumstances change. Information for the early 1990s 
about the degree of churn in data arising from the dynamic nature of people’s lived experience was 

based on an analysis of the British Household Panel Study (Elliot and Dale 2001: 435ff). They cite Buck 
et. al. (1994) who discovered that in the first year of the study (1991-1992) 14% of households 

experienced a change in a composition and that 62% of those in work changed their detailed 
occupation or 42% changed their occupational group during that year. 

 
With older data, churn not only makes trying to match current identifiable data to the old anonymised 

data impossible. It also means that it much harder to accurately remember one’s circumstances on the 
night of the census so long ago. In other words, trying to remember changing circumstances is like 

trying to shoot at a moving target. 
 

It also suggests that there is some protection in precision; the more precise the classifications, the less 
likely it is that a potential intruder will be able to get a precise match as more detailed data is less 

stable. 

7. Documentation 
A codebook has been generated from the data to describe the range of values stored for each variable 

and the codes associated with those values.  This document is specific to each individual file and is the 
authoritative guide of the content of the file.  

A glossary is presented in spreadsheet format for each year.  This spreadsheet contains notes about the 

source of the variable.  The following information is provided:  

• whether it has been drawn directly from the existing digital data, or whether the variable was 
derived by the recovery team 

• The variable name, label and a description 

• Relevant notes, including those relate to problems in interpreting the variable or data quality 

issues 

• The applicability of the variable (ie. The universe to which it applies).  

Each year contains a benchmarking file providing some prima facie evidence about how the 10% 
sample datasets used as source data for the files compare with the 100% published tables and a 

spreadsheet which contains information about the grouping of local authorities.   
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Additionally the 1961 data contain an abstract from the Census 1961 Great Britain Summary which 

gives explanatory notes for many of the terms used.  
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Appendix A: Abstract from the Classification of Occupations 1980 
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Appendix B:   Design Factors and Effects.   
 

To establish the extent of the deviation of the sample design from simple random sampling design 
effects and factors were obtained in Stata 12  for a number of estimated proportions.  Sample design 

was set using the svyset command with household ID set as the clustering variable and strat set as the 
stratifying variable.   Geographical stratification was implicit and was not captured in this analysis.  

Analyses below are presented without adjustment for finite population, however sensitivity testing 
suggested that the fpc had little impact on the results. .  

The design effect can be interpreted as the variance of an estimate under the sample design divided by 

the variance had the estimate been achieved under simple random sampling (srs), the design factor is 
the square root of the design factor which can be used to understand the impact of the sample design 

on a standard error.   

Under simple random sampling both the design effect and design factors will be 1.  A design factor 
above 1 means that the design is less efficient than simple random sampling; design factors well below 

1 are less common and mean that the design is more efficient.  Standard errors calculated under an 
assumption of simple random sampling can in theory be corrected by multiplying a standard error 

under the assumption of srs by an appropriate design effect.  However, the design effects are specific 
to each estimate.   

As we see in indicative design effects and factors below some of the standard errors generated using 
these data will diverge considerably from the assumptions of srs, with the most dramatic differences 

being those relating to country of birth.  Standard errors for proportion with each country birth drawn 
on the secure files will be underestimated by factors of between 1.2 and 2.2 if standard errors are 

calculated under an assumption of srs.   These are very similar to the sorts of design effects that have 
been found in earlier census microdata files.  

At the other extreme we see that standard errors for proportion married will be overestimated by 

approximately two thirds if calculated under the assumption of srs.  It would not be advisable to 
assume that the data have standard errors approximate to those produced under srs.   

Little work, apart from the indicative figures, has been to assess design effects.  Users who wish to 

explore these effects further are advised to use household files in which it is possible to explore the 
effect of households and strata (indicated in the strat variable) on the standard errors.   

Design effects for the secure1981 file 

 
Country of Birth (Grouped)        Proportion 

Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

UK  0.937 0.0002 2.162 1.471 
Ireland  0.011 0.0001 1.535 1.239 
New Comm'wlth:Caribbean 0.005 0.0000 1.971 1.404 
India  0.007 0.0001 2.466 1.570 
Pakistan  0.004 0.0001 3.575 1.891 
Bangladesh  0.001 0.0000 4.693 2.166 
New Comm'wlth: nec 0.011 0.0001 2.325 1.525 
Old Commonwealth 0.003 0.0000 1.556 1.247 
European Community (1981)  0.008 0.0000 1.530 1.237 
Other  0.014 0.0001 2.121 1.456 
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Occupational Order         Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Not applicable 0.396 0.0002 0.509 0.714 
Missing  0.000 0.0000 1.198 1.094 
Professional and related support 0.021 0.0001 1.048 1.023 
Professional and related in educ 0.041 0.0001 1.209 1.100 
Literary, artistic and sports 0.005 0.0000 1.128 1.062 
Professional and related in scie 0.021 0.0001 1.027 1.014 
Managerial  0.049 0.0001 1.135 1.065 
Clerical and related 0.086 0.0001 1.028 1.014 
Selling  0.031 0.0001 1.046 1.023 
Security and protective service 0.011 0.0000 1.065 1.032 
Catering, cleaning, hairdressing 0.057 0.0001 1.040 1.020 
Farming, fishing and related 0.009 0.0000 1.148 1.071 
Materials processing: making and 0.041 0.0001 1.093 1.045 
Processing making repairing and 0.064 0.0001 0.983 0.991 
Painting, repetitive assembling, 0.022 0.0001 1.061 1.030 
Construction, mining and related 0.021 0.0001 1.040 1.020 
Construction, mining and related 0.037 0.0001 0.991 0.996 
Miscellaneous  0.014 0.0001 1.077 1.038 
Inadequately described and not s 0.073 0.0001 1.044 1.022 

 

Marital condition Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Not married 0.502 0.0001 0.410 0.640 
Married  0.498 0.0001 0.410 0.640 

 

Owner occupation Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Owner occupied 0.583 0.0004 3.413 1.848 
Not owner occupied 0.417 0.0004 3.413 1.848 

 

The1981  individual files 

The individual file does not contain a household number, accordingly it is not possible to use a 
complex sampling  procedure such as Stata’s  svy commands to adjust for the effect of household 

clustering.   The following outputs were produced as part of the data processing so that some 
indicative information about the effect of sampling could be provided.  

Although the sampling design used prevents the inclusion of whole households in the way that the 

household file does a large proportion of members of the 10% sample is used.  This means that 
multiple members of households may be included and there some residual clustering effects are 



47 
 

inherited, however the effects are considerably less marked than they are for the household sample 

which reflects the lower level of clustering when less than two thirds of household members are 
selected.  

Grouped country of Birth Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

UK  0.937 0.0002 1.579 1.257 
Ireland  0.011 0.0001 1.244 1.115 
New Comm'wlth:Caribbean 0.005 0.0001 1.450 1.204 
India  0.007 0.0001 1.748 1.322 
Pakistan  0.004 0.0001 2.352 1.534 
Bangladesh  0.001 0.0000 3.028 1.740 
New Comm'wlth: nec 0.011 0.0001 1.674 1.294 
Old Commonwealth 0.003 0.0000 1.273 1.128 
European Community (1981)  0.008 0.0001 1.260 1.122 
Other  0.014 0.0001 1.565 1.251 

 

Occupational Order         Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Not appliciable 0.396 0.0002 0.590 0.768 
Missing  0.000 0.0000 1.123 1.060 
Professional and related support 0.021 0.0001 1.017 1.009 
Professional and related in educ 0.041 0.0001 1.081 1.040 
Literary, artistic and sports 0.005 0.0000 1.058 1.029 
Professional and related in scie 0.021 0.0001 1.008 1.004 
Managerial  0.049 0.0001 1.049 1.024 
Clerical and related 0.086 0.0002 0.993 0.997 
Selling  0.031 0.0001 1.016 1.008 
Security and protective service 0.011 0.0001 1.031 1.015 
Catering, cleaning, hairdressing 0.057 0.0001 1.013 1.006 
Farming, fishing and related 0.009 0.0001 1.074 1.036 
Materials processing: making and 0.041 0.0001 1.039 1.019 
Processing making repairing and 0.064 0.0001 0.986 0.993 
Painting, repetetive assembling, 0.022 0.0001 1.028 1.014 
Construction, mining and related 0.021 0.0001 1.022 1.011 
Transort operating, materials mo 0.037 0.0001 0.992 0.996 
Miscellaneous  0.014 0.0001 1.037 1.019 
Inadequately described and not s 0.073 0.0002 0.961 0.980 

 

Marital condition Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Not married 0.501 0.0002 0.501 0.502 
Married 0.499 0.0002 0.498 0.499 
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Owner occupation Proportion 
Standard 
Error  

Design 
Effect 

Design 
Factor 

Owner occupied 0.5829973 0.000451 2.24036 1.49678 
Not owner occupied 0.4170027 0.000451 2.24036 1.49678 
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