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Census 2001 Review 
and Evaluation

ONS is carrying out a review and evaluation of the 2001 
Census in England and Wales which will culminate in 
a Data Quality report and a General Report being
published.

Plans for individual reports on specific aspects of the 
Census operation and a timetable for release have been 
published.

Each report is written in isolation and is subject to 
amendments as processing progresses and further 
information comes to light.

Reports will be released on the ONS website in the form 
of a high level Executive Summary and a more detailed 
Evaluation Report.
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Project Objective
The England and Wales Census, the largest single pro-
gramme of work organised by the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS), is a unique once-in-a-decade opportu-
nity to get an up-to-date, comprehensive picture of the 
country’s population. It is a high profile one-off opera-
tion, with little chance to recover, modify or change and 
a clear focus is necessary if the objectives of quality and 
timeliness are to be met. Mistakes have the potential for 
being costly and irreversible.

To manage such a complex high risk programme 
requires a sound infrastructure. The 2001 Census 
programme management arrangements, the subject of 
this evaluation, were put in place to meet these require-
ments. They comprised three key areas: comprehensive 
programme planning and organisation, a well coordinat-
ed project management structure and robust programme 
control procedures.

Background
The Government announced in October 1992 that 
planning would proceed on the assumption that the 
next Census would be held in 2001.  The decision fol-
lowed a UK wide review, Census Policy Evaluation and 
Re-appraisal (PEAR), which confirmed that there would 
be a continuing need in both the public and private 
sectors for the type of information provided by a census 
and that there were no alternative sources.

The 2001 Census programme was subsequently 
launched in 1993-94. This was at an earlier stage than 
for the previous census, in recognition of the National 
Audit Office’s 1991 Census Review finding that devel-
opment and planning had started too late, resulting in 
extreme pressure to complete preparation in a  timescale, 
which might have led to errors and wasted resources. 
At an early stage strategic aims for the Programme were 
identified and adopted to provide direction and goals, 
following and early assessment of requirements from 
the PEAR and a major survey of 1991 Census users, 
conducted in 1994.

As for the previous census, the 2001 Census programme 
was planned and conducted around four phases: a 
research phase reviewing options and proposed new 

topics; an assessment of options in a public test in 1997; 
a prototype for 2001 in the Census rehearsal; and 2001 
Census production.

ONS worked in close liaison with the other two offices 
responsible for censuses across the UK, the General Reg-
ister Office Scotland (GROS) and the Northern Ireland 
Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA).  Although the 
three Census Offices operate under legal and admin-
istrative processes which differ to some extent, they 
agreed at the outset that there should be no unnecessary 
differences in the approaches taken.  The overall aim 
adopted was to maximise the potential for achieving an 
integrated approach consistent with achieving the best 
value for money, whilst still  meeting each country’s 
particular requirements.

The management arrangements and procedures put 
in place, as for the 1991 Census, were based upon the 
Government’s PRINCE [Projects IN Controlled Envi-
ronments] methodology, and were tailored for each of 
the different phases of the programme to best support 
the achievement of their various objectives. 

This report focuses on programme management 
within ONS for the 2001 England and Wales Census. 
It concentrates on evaluating the effectiveness of the 
structures, procedures and processes that were put in 
place between 1996 and spring 2003. The outcomes 
of the projects and programme are beyond the scope 
of this report and are dealt with in the relevant project 
reports. A list of the different projects and evaluation 
reports/summaries is available at www.statistics.gov.uk/
census2001/reviewevaluation.asp

Methodology
Programme organisation

For the first time, ONS based the Census operation 
totally at its Titchfield office in Hampshire.  All disci-
plines of staff working full-time on the Census, which 
included statisticians, researchers, IM specialists and 
those providing administrative support, were brought 
together into one of ONS’ twenty-four 'Divisions', 
Census Division. The core number of staff was between 
100-150 with a peak, in 2001–02, of 325. 

http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/reviewevaluation.asp 
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/reviewevaluation.asp 
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For the 1991 Census, coordination across countries had 
been dealt with by drawing up a formal interface agree-
ment with GROS defining in considerable detail the 
respective responsibilities and contributions of OPCS 
and GROS.  For the 2001 Census, a four tier governance 
structure was put in place to support the control and 
coordination of policy and operations across the three 
Census Offices and bring together the vast diversity of 
activities and multi-disciplined resources that contrib-
ute towards a Census. The United Kingdom Census 
Committee (UKCC) coordinated policy across the three 
Census Offices and the Census Programme Board (CPB)  
controlled the programme within the strategic frame-
work set by the UKCC. Both were constants throughout 
the 2001 Census Programme. Below the CPB were a 
number of project boards, overseeing the final layer of 
projects making up the programme. In the time between 
these arrangements being set up and the Census being 
carried out and published, devolution was implemented, 
thus transferring various policy responsibilities to the 
Scottish Parliament and the National Assembly for 
Wales. Given the timing, the impact of devolution on 
Census plans was relatively  small and could be taken ac-
count of within the existing Governance structure.

The number and scope of responsibilities of Project 
Boards was varied according to the demands of the dif-
ferent phases of work. Two project boards, Policy and 
Operations, constituted at the outset of the programme 
were subsequently supplemented by more specific 
Boards. For example the 1997 Test Board, the Public-
ity and One Number Census Boards were set up before 
the Census 2001 Rehearsal and the Contracts Manage-
ment Board was set up after the letting of the Processing 
contract in 1999. Some rationalisation of the structure 
for the 2001 Census operations saw the closure of the 
Operations and Policy Boards.

In principle, all work contributing to the programme eg 
methodological research, systems development, opera-
tional running and quality control was to be managed 
within a formal 2001 Census project, commissioned 
and controlled within its management structure, with 
the objective of ensuring that the common planning 
and management demands were met.  The division of 
work into projects, starting formally in 1996, also, as 
with boards, changed in response to the demands of the 
different phases of the programme. Numbers of projects 
varied from 9 (for the planning and the conduct of the 
1997 Test) to 15 to support the Rehearsal and the 2001 
Census operation, between 1999 and 2002.

A programme support office (PSO), which had a maxi-
mum of 17 staff, was put in place to meet  financial and 
business management requirements, and to facilitate 
the achievement of overall objectives by ensuring that 
quality procedures operated, that management boards 
and Project Managers were supported and advised, and 
that staff had the understanding of the context of their 
own work and management arrangements sufficient to 
make an effective contribution within the programme 
management framework.   

Project Management 

A Project Manager, appointed to each project, was made 
responsible for the formal definition of the work, its 
breakdown into “work packages” (smaller elements based 
upon the relatively short-term delivery of a key end 
product), obtaining resources to undertake the work, and 
the delivery of end products. The scope of the work man-
aged within any project could include in-house functions 
and outsourced activities, the latter therefore requiring 
contract management.

A review of the management of 1991 Census concluded 
that decisions were often inappropriately delegated up-
wards or taken at too low a level, Management arrange-
ments for 2001, therefore, included a new procedure to 
allow the key decision points to be recognised, initially 
by Project Managers during planning stages, and for each 
key decision to be allocated a level of the management 
structure at which it should be taken. This progress con-
trol framework was approved initially by CPB and also 
subject to a quarterly review to ensure that forthcoming 
plans were relevant.

In the time critical programme, timetabling and monitor-
ing were crucial. Although Project Managers could plan 
to the degree of detail that met their own management 
requirements, a minimum level was required  of key deci-
sions and work packages, so that programme views would 
have a consistency of detail across the  different activities. 
Programme level plans were produced by the PSO.  

Project Managers were required to report formally to 
their owning Project Boards both regularly (in the form 
of  Highlight reports), and in response to a deviation 
from an approved plan (Exception  Reports were also 
produced independently and submitted to each level of 
board by the PSO.
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Project software, initially Microsoft (MS) Project 4 
replaced by MS Project 98 after the 1997 Test, was used 
for planning and the recording of progress at the project 
level, and to create programme views.

Programme Procedures

The approach to the control of programme business 
within the overall strategic aims and its supporting de-
tailed framework of objectives and timetabled delivera-
bles was refined and the associated procedures, identified 
below, defined and rolled-out in advance of the Rehears-
al.  Procedures were essentially paper-based at the outset 
but electronic facilities were used to a varying degree as 
they became available.  

6 Change management

 Change management procedures (CHAMPS) 
were put in place to ensure that the impact of the 
inevitable  potential changes, arising from both 
inside and external to ONS, were thoroughly 
assessed, decisions taken at an appropriate 
level and, if adopted, made in a planned and 
systematic manner.

 The management of change covered work 
undertaken both within ONS and by service 
providers and the procedures involved stages to 
uphold contractual requirements.

6 Issue management

 Issue management procedures (IMPs) were 
introduced to support a full assessment and any 
necessary discussion of impact, their resolution 
at the appropriate level and the communication 
of outcomes. For 2001, a conscious effort 
was made to involve all levels of staff in the 
identification of issues to help ensure their early 
recognition and resolution. 

6 Risk management

 A risk management framework was also 
developed specifically for the Census and 
extended to outsourced services. The procedures 
allowed for the identification and documentation 
in risk registers, of risks emanating from 
internal and external sources, the necessary 
contingency planning, and for the appropriate 
communication and management. A senior 
management post of Risk Manager was 
introduced in 2000 to ensure risks were regularly 
reviewed and action taken as necessary.

6 Financial management

 Funding provision for the programme, in total 
some £207 million, was obtained through the 
Government’s  Public Expenditure Surveys 
(PES)/Comprehensive Spending Review (CSR). 
Final plans for the 2001 Census were endorsed 
and funding awarded as a result of a business 
case in CSR 1998. Two financial objectives, 
relating to achieving greater overall benefit 
from tax payers investment and maximising the 
potential for joint ventures and partnerships, 
underpinned the business case and guided the 
programme direction.

 

 Financial management functions to meet the 
requirements of ONS and the Treasury as well 
as those from within the programme were 
co-ordinated by PSO, engaging with Project 
Managers. 

Assessment & Lessons 
Learnt 

Programme organisation
The accommodation on one ONS site of all staff 
working full time on the programme yielded positive 
advantages in terms of the ease of communications at 
the working level within project teams and with the 
delivery of training to all project staff. The down side 
may have been a diminution in communication and 
issue resolution between Census Division and the parts 
of ONS based elsewhere, particularly the London based 
ONS senior management.

The management structure adopted, with representation 
from GROS and NISRA at each level, allowed for the 
necessary coordination across the three Census Offices. 
This generally provided an effective framework for UK 
governance. There are, however, two lessons to be learnt. 
One is that the resource needed to implement the differ-
ent requirements for the 3 offices was governed by the 
complexity of the different requirements rather than the 
volume of records to  be processed. For the future, it is 
possible that requirements will differ more as devolu-
tion becomes more embedded.  It is likely that future 
governance arrangements will need to be adapted to take 
account of the impact of devolution; for example, it is 
already clear that a more specific role for the representa-
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tion of  Welsh interests will be required.  Appropriate 
governance and funding agreements will need to be put 
in place at the outset to recognise any different require-
ments and reach agreement regarding their impact on 
resource contributions. The second lesson is  that the 
UK governance structure in 2001 meant that there was 
no framework solely for the governance of the England 
and Wales Census, a factor which should be considered 
in any future arrangements.  

The composition of the groups of Project Boards in 
place at the various stages did not always allow for the 
required operational focus nor provide for an effective 
level to co-ordinate inter-project activities beneath the 
CPB.  Advantage might have been gained, for instance, 
by having a board or sub-group of the CPB specifically 
to coordinate the rehearsal phase, mirroring the success-
ful approach taken for the 1997 Test.  The continuance 
of the Operations board throughout the cycle could 
have generally enhanced the co-ordination of activities 
during the 2001 Census operation phase by providing 
a forum to take decisions, including those to resolve 
issues.

The inclusion of the vast majority of the various aspects 
of work into formal projects allowed the requirement for 
a common approach to the standards of planning and 
management to be promoted and achieved.

The actual division of work into projects was based in 
practice upon as close as possible alignment with the 
existing line management function based structure. 
Whilst this may have had the potential to reduce any 
detrimental effects inherent in 'matrix' management, 
it possibly lead to more projects than necessary being 
commissioned, placing an increased demand upon the 
requirement for project management skills and manage-
ment of interfaces, and did not perhaps promote the 
building of multi - functional teams required in the 
majority of projects. Whether or not to define projects 
along line-management lines should be looked at again 
for future Census work.

The PSO function proved effective in co-ordinating 
business and financial management activities and in 
providing the required support to Project Managers, 
in administering procedures, in providing higher 
level programme views and in the provision of 

independent reporting to support decision management 
at the different board levels. The Induction course 
and pack for all new staff, together with a series of 
briefings and displayed information, successfully 
promoted the necessary contextual background to 
the work. Initially, the programme management 
arrangements were successfully launched by a series 
of workshops and described in a generally available 
comprehensive Programme Handbook. However, there 
is some evidence, including Internal Audit (KPMG) 
observations in a May 1999 report about the key 
decision process and reporting (see next section), that 
the arrangements would have benefitted from some 
enhancement in profile and understanding, perhaps 
generated from refresher briefings or direction from 
senior management.

Project Management

Project Managers and their assembled teams were able, 
with the organisations they established and the avail-
able expertise, meet the majority of project objectives. 
External consultants however needed to be brought in 
to support contract and risk management activities, as 
this expertise and experience was not sufficiently avail-
able. An early assessment should be made for any future 
operation as to the extent that internal resource needs to 
be supplemented, so that the organisation can be put in 
place prior to the Rehearsal.    

Criteria for decision taking levels within the key deci-
sion management process and guidance on the process 
itself was supplemented following an Internal Audit 
report in May 1999, which found that greater clarity 
and appreciation amongst all staff working in the pro-
gramme was necessary to ensure its objectives would be 
met.  Overall, the planned structured approach to man-
agement within a framework of key decisions allowed 
for the appropriate level of decision taking to take place, 
remedying the problems of the 1991 Census.

Comprehensive plans were compiled with the appro-
priate level of detail identified for each project. This 
allowed for the required programme level reporting and 
views of interdependencies providing the context for as-
sessments of impact across projects. On a practical side, 
the structure of the plans could have been more uniform 
to ease the production of programme level reports.
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The Internal audit report mentioned above, whilst en-
dorsing the procedures themselves, revealed a perception 
at the project level that the reporting requirements in 
place were excessive, which had the potential for reduc-
ing effectiveness. As a consequence, some small changes 
were introduced but overall the regularity and content 
of reports were judged fundamental to the essential 
monitoring and control of the programme.

The project software used (MS Project) allowed a 
productive balance to be struck between ease of use and 
richness of features.

Programme procedures

6 Change management

 Nearly 600 requests to change (RFCs) were 
logged into the CHAMPs, with 250 of those 
necessarily involving service providers. Whilst 
generally successfully embedded in the culture 
of the programme, particularly for changes 
with direct contract management implications 
or arising from IM operational requirements, 
there will remain the challenge in any future 
programme of uniformly harnessing all the 
diverse range of activities.    

 

 The stages of the process effectively supported 
the overall objectives regarding the control of 
change, including contractual requirements. 
Additionally, the information identified and 
quantified in the course of the progression of 
RFCs proved to be an invaluable source in wider 
aspects of contracts management,.

 

 The introduction of an electronic based system, 
identified as being potentially beneficial to the 
progression of RFCs, did not come to fruition 
because of resource availability and compatibility 
problems across the Census Offices. An 
electronic system should be set up at the outset 
of any future programme to streamline the 
process and consideration should also be given to 
enabling access by service providers.

6 Issue management

 Issue Management procedures worked smoothly 
as a process but were little used (only 13 issues 
formally raised) in the context of the number 
of issues arising which affected more than one 
project. The use of a common approach to 
issue resolution would have minimised the risk 
to the timeliness and coverage of assessments, 
promoted relevant discussions of impact, 
supported  controlled decision taking and helped 
to communication outcomes.

 

 Any future programme would benefit from a 
more structured approach to the resolution of 
issues, facilitated by a supportive procedure and, 
perhaps, dedicated senior management resource, 
along the lines of the approach taken this time 
for Risk management.

6 Risk management

 An Internal Audit report (June 2001) concluded 
that the controls in place were sound. 
Recognition was given to the value of the Risk 
Manager post along with the procedures to 
support an ongoing assessment process and 
formal documentation.  

  This overall view was enforced  by the National 
Audit Office (NAO) report'Outsourcing the 
2001 Census' (October 2002) which concluded 
that the ONS had established a robust risk 
management framework.

6 Financial management

 The expectation is that the Census will be 
delivered within the overall budget of £207 
million. Maximising the potential for entering 
into joint ventures in order to achieve value for 
money improvements has resulted in a greater 
range of outsourced activities than for previous 
censuses to the value of nearly £80 million, just 
under 40 per cent of the total. 

 The systems adopted to manage the co-
ordination of financial planning, monitoring 
and reporting were the subject of regular internal 
audits (the last in January 2002) and were found 
overall to be sufficiently robust to enable both 
internal programme and wider requirements to 
be met.  
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Conclusion
The management arrangements put in place, as 
described above, have collectively provided an 
infrastructure which overall has allowed for the 
necessary focus of direction and control to meet the 
demands of  the 2001 Census programme.

Experiences have again highlighted the particular 
challenge of not just conceiving and defining robust 
structures of management and procedures but of 
successfully embedding the required working practices 
into the culture of a complex programme with its variety 
of activities and disciplines of staff.  
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Legislation Published
Non-Compliance (Executive Summary Only) Published
Data Needs Published
Geography Published 
         (Executive Summary)

Publicity Published
Data Collection Development Published
Data Collection Support Published
Census Coverage Survey Published
Processing Published
  Annex: Quality of  Data Capture and Coding Published
Downstream Processing Published
 (Executive Summary)

Data Quality  
  - Question non-response rates Published
  - Disclosure Control (Executive Summary only) Published
  - Data Validation (Executive Summary only) Published
Edit & Imputation Published
One Number Census 
  - Quality Assurance Published
  - Lessons learnt (Executive Summary only)   Published
Output Policy Published
 (Executive Summary)

Output Production
  - Part 1:Review of  Output Released to date Published
 (Executive Summary)

  - Part 2:including Sample of  Anonymised Records
     (SARs)/Origin Destination Matrices Published
Census Access Published
Programme Management Published
 (Executive Summary)

Quality Report Published
General Report Published

Please note that the dates for release of  individual evaluation reports noted above are target dates, and therefore subject 
to change. For the latest information please visit www.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/reviewevaluation.asp
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