Notes of SARs Consultation Meeting

Manchester, 18th October 2002
Ethnic Group

Ethnicity would be reduced to a 5-point classification for any Local Authority level file.  This level of detail would be useless for many local authority purposes.  It would be possible to use information on both ethnicity and religion to give some further detail and Paul Williamson suggested that ethnicity and religion could be combined. Amanda Wade sounded a note of caution, arguing that religion and ethnicity should not be conflated, due to conversions and social change.  Tom Hennell noted that the interests in religion of ethnicity and health researchers are different (the latter being more interested in the distinction between atheists, non responders and those with a stated religion).

David Voas noted that ethnicity is rarely available in external databases with which the census might be matched – so posed less of a matching issue than some other variables. 

The possibility of identifying more than 5 ethnic groups (i.e. 16 categories) in areas of high ethnic minority concentration was welcomed.  

Household SAR

ONS propose that individual data in households with more than a fixed number residents should be suppressed.  This number is likely to be around the 6 or 7 mark but has not yet been fixed.  

David Voas suggested that large households are not, per se, a disclosure risk – rather that households with an unusual combination of characteristics  are problematic.  He asked whether there might be any scope for distinguishing between common and unusual forms of large households.  He noted, in particular, that ethnic minority groups are often large, but might be more homogenous than anticipated by ONS.  In a similar frame, Angela Dale noted that children do have as many distinct characteristics as adults; accordingly she questioned counting children on the same basis as adults.

Paul Williamson suggested that the maintenance of individual level detail in the Household SAR was more important than the precise variables available.  We should be willing to lose some individual detail to maintain the integrity of larger households. He identified occupation as particularly disclosive, suggesting that this occupational detail could be maintained in large-geography individual file and that occupation could be dropped from the household file.

Geography

Cedric Knipe welcomed the potential for a reduction in the population threshold for SAR areas from 120k to 90k, recognising that this would result in more than twice as many local authorities being identifiable within Cheshire.   However, it was recognised that the SARs are not widely used by local authorities, and that the changes in SAR content proposed by ONS would further reduce their usefulness. 

David Voas suggested that more detailed geography could be synthesised in a data set at GOR or national level.  This synthesised geography, based on census tabular outputs, to simulate individual local authorities (without a need for a population threshold).  Furthermore, as cases could represent more than one local authority it would be possible to synthesise larger samples for local authorities than would be possible with real data.  Paul Williamson has developed a method for doing this for smaller areas than local authorities.  A synthetic area variable could be added to the data for other users to use, more sophisticated users could create their own.  

He suggested that synthetic areas might be more useful than region and would be of more use as region is of little use to geographers.  However Tom Hennell noted that a London-Not London dichotomy was of some use. 

Small Area Microdata is still being considered by ONS, although SAM areas of size 10-15k were not generally seen to be useful.  Angela Dale suggested that this could be used to help produce the synthetic area variable.  Paul Williamson said this was possible, although it would complicate the process which would otherwise rely wholly on the tabular output.  Ideally the synthesis would be undertaken using household data and the geographical detail lost from the Household SAR to enable individual detail to be maximised. 

Synthetic data could provide only point estimates for areas, and would be less than ideal in analyses looking at the impact of area on individual and household characteristics.  As a local authority user Sheila Ritchie did not anticipate using synthetic areas but would be interested to see research based on them.

Area Classification

Angela Dale anticipated that any area classification would be based on Neighbourhood Statistics and would be a bespoke classification for the SARs, to prevent the data being matched to other data sources. 

Tom Hennell argued in favour of an area classification that would permit maximum ability to compare SAR results with other area data.  At the most minimal level it would be helpful to have a count of area types within districts as part of the metadata.  He noted that a ten point classification would feel right.

There was some discussion around the possibility of a ten point (standard?) classification which could be replicated on external postcoded database.  Such a classification was not considered to be riskier than region but would be more helpful and could replace it.  The loss of region would be less problematic if simulated area codes were attached to the data. Ideally such a classification would be based on OA characteristics.  

Occupation

Angela Dale confirmed that it was anticipated that derived Income variables would be added to the SARs.  The accuracy of the NESSCORES however would depend on the SOC code detail.  

Disclosure control and data delivery 

Paul Williamson noted that the current need to type the variable identifier (eg v41) and value into the filter box would deter use of NSDstat in teaching.  Jo Wathan said that they hoped to find a fix for this. 

There was some discussion about the balance of identifying special uniques as opposed to broadbanding, with a recognistion that fudging the characteristics of special uniques could make the data look artificially homogenous.  Paul Williamson suggested that a change in the age of an individual by a year might be an especially powerful and relatively damage-free means of altering individual characteristics to prevent identification.  It would however be necessary to be careful about changing the ages of individuals at key points (eg. mid to late teens)

