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Census 2021 Collection Operation

Controlling the Uncontrollable
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Deputy Director, Census 2021 Operations
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?

6000 years 

ago

Nativity Story 

in the Bible

1086, 

Doomsday 

Book

1800, First 

ever Census 

Act

3



4



Every Village Every StreetEvery Town

Accurate, small area, small group, population characteristics

A count of the whole population
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• 27 million households

• 500,000 communal establishments

• 8 week collection period



Underpins national policy making

Used to allocate funding to local areas

Planning investment and service 

delivery across public, private and 

voluntary sectors

Why have a census?
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To be successful we must be ‘fully inclusive’

Population Groups:
• students
• young adults
• adults 80+
• recent migrants
• minority ethnic groups
• certain religious groups

Usual residence:
• travellers
• on canal boats
• sleeping rough
• in prisons
• on military bases
• in care homes
• show people
• sofa surfers

Accessibility:
• Language 
• Seeing challenges
• Hearing challenges
• Cognitive challenges
• Digitally disadvantaged
• Economically disadvantaged
• Trust and fear challenges
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The Census Challenge

Big Complex 

Operation

Fully Inclusive Fixed Timeline

8 week 

collection period

Fixed Quality Fixed Cost

Risk Exposure
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Things do go wrong, in a big way, and 
very publicly 

Australia

2016

New Zealand

2018

England & Wales 

2001
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Everything was going quite well...
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2019 

Rehearsal

2017 

Test

Census Day

21 Mar 2021

Census Secondary 

Legislation

Census topic 

consultation

16:56, Monday

16 Mar 2020

Procurement, 

Design, Build, 

Test

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Funding
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10 months 9 days until 

initial contact letters issued

23:19 Friday 23rd April 2020



1. Design out as much risk as possible

2. Protect our people, our most precious resource

3. Deepen our partnerships with suppliers, Local Authorities, 
and Community Groups

4. Prepare ourselves to manage a very complex and volatile 
risk profile

Our response
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Progressive programme of 
wargames

Deepened our understanding of critical 
vulnerabilities  and scenarios
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Getting “Ready for Anything”?
Studied external risk Invested in training Invested in our ability to 

communicate accurately and at pace

Built ‘active’ risk management into the 
heart of what everyone did daily

Created simplified, flexible and robust 
plans to respond to incidents & scenarios
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July 2020 Aug 2020 Sep 2020 Oct 2020 Nov 2020: 16 weeks to go Dec 2020 Jan 2021
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Second 
Lockdown

Critical need for 
effective LA 
Partnerships

Major Civil 
Unrest and 
TerrorismCritical need for 

Political Will

Cyber Attack

Insufficient Field 
Staff Capacity
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Feb 2021 Mar 2021 Apr 2021
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Sat, 3 Apr

Tue, 23 Mar

Fri, 9 Apr

Death 
of a Monarch

Wed, 3 Mar

Tue, 2 Feb Mon, 1 Mar

Fri, 5 Mar

Mon, 8 Mar Sat/Sun, 20 & 21 Mar

Insufficient Field 
Staff Capacity

2,552 Field 
Officers 

withdrawn from 
the field

70% Response Rate

Zero Major Incidents

Wed, 14 Apr

Reminder Rage

MP Letters

Twitter
Explosion

Media Attacks

340 Scam 
Websites

Wed, 17 Feb

Wed, 10 Feb

Public can’t get 
support



14 of our 21 critical vulnerabilities 
were exposed
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Data Loss

Can’t navigate or 
direct the 
operation

Insufficient Field 
Staff Capacity

Infectious Disease 
/ Pandemic 

Assumed volume 
not as expected

Public can’t get 
support

Cyber Attack

Staff Injury and 
Physical Attacks

Address Risk

Geographical 
Access Restriction

Death 
of a Monarch

Mass Anti-Census 
Sentiment 

Reminder Rage

Major Civil Unrest 
and Terrorism

Severe Weather

Media Attacks and 
misinformation

Unable to access 
HQ Offices

Critical need for 
effective LA 
Partnerships

Critical need for 
Political Will

Can’t allocate work 
to the field

Public can’t 
respond digitally 

• From October 2020 to May 2021 we had 1,343 incidents 

of all types

• Of these 27 were major incidents, of these 21 occurred in 

the 8 week period of March and April 2021



Census Weekend

Locations around England and Wales lit up purple for the census
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Media and PR Highlights
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Social media influencers
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Huge support from Local Authorities 
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“Three Greens”

94% 100% above 80% 75%
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By the end of April 2021

• 97.6% vs 94% target

• 100% of LAs above 90% vs 
100% above 80% target

• 89.3% online share vs 75% 
target

Friday, 06:42

16th April 2021
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Q. So how did you control the uncontrollable?

A. We didn’t, you can’t

Q. So how did you pull off the most successful census ever in 

one of the most turbulent periods of modern times? 

A. We controlled what we could control, in a really smart way
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We controlled our preparations
Progressive programme of 

wargames

Deepened our understanding of critical 
vulnerabilities  and scenarios

Studied external risk Invested in training Invested in our ability to 
communicate accurately and at pace

Built ‘active’ risk management into the 
heart of what everyone did daily

Created simplified, flexible and robust 
plans to respond to incidents & scenarios
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We controlled our perceptions
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Questions
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Paper Services
Field 

Operation

Online 

Services

Public 

Support

Community 

Engagement

Communal 

Establishments

Response 

Management
Data Processing

Service 

Management

National & Local Media Campaign
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Paper Services
Field 

Operation

Online 

Services

Public 

Support

Community 

Engagement

Communal 

Establishments

Response 

Management
Data Processing

Service 

Management

National & Local Media Campaign

• 27 million households 

• c500,000 Communal Establishments

• 335 Local  Authorities across England and Wales

• 26 Operational Services

• 400 ONS HQ staff 

• 21 key suppliers, with a combined contract value of £228 million

• 8 million paper questionnaires

• 24 million initial contact letters

• 20 million reminder letters

• 6 million contact centre calls

• 30,000 staff in the field

• Total cost estimate of £906 million
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Paper Services
Field 

Operation

Online 

Services

Public 

Support

Community 

Engagement

Communal 

Establishments

Response 

Management
Data Processing

Service 

Management

National & Local Media Campaign

Virtual 

candidate 

journey

Virtual

Public 

Contact 

Centre 

virtual

Care home 

and 

University 

protocols

Not crossing 

the threshold 

and no 

doorstep 

collection

PPE

Increased 

Telephone Capture 

volumesFlexibility of 

messaging 

and imagery

Attraction 

Strategy

Reassurance 

materials and 

comms

Run the entire 

operation 

virtually

Further 

modularisation 

of our training

1. Increase 

operational 

flexibility

2. Increase safety 

and reassurance

3. Remain confident 

in our ability 

achieve our 

statistical quality 

outcomes

Reshaping

our letters, 

leaflets and 

other 

materials



Was it worth it?
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4 million

16 million

1.5 million

1.4 million


