Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service

Statistical Disclosure Control Policy

The National Statistics Protocol on Data Access and Confidentiality embraces a commitment to protect the confidentiality of statistical data within a data provider’s care. Statistical data include data collected specifically for statistical purposes, as well as data derived from administrative systems where those data then form part of a statistical output. The protocol established policies for protecting confidentiality when processing statistical data and publishing outputs. Furthermore the protocol sets out conditions and procedures, which govern access to data. It covers all statistical data that are required to be kept confidential, including those collected from persons, households, businesses and other organisations whether from surveys, censuses or administrative sources. 

The Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service (NINIS) conforms to the National Statistics Protocol on Data Access and Confidentiality regarding statistical disclosure control. No single method of statistical disclosure control (SDC) is utilised, rather various methods are deployed dependent upon the data supplier’s particular circumstances. The five main statistical disclosure control methods used are outlined below:

(i) Utilise Current Statistical Disclosure Control Policy of data supplier

If individual data suppliers have a local statistical disclosure control policy, this is utilised if practicable/sensible. An example of this would be the 2001 Census results (in the Census a series of methods were used including small cell adjustment, record swapping etc). On NINIS, 2001 Census data was disseminated as supplied with no further modification of the data imposed.

(ii) Utilise legislative based Statistical Disclosure Control 

In some cases a statistical disclosure control policy is laid down in statute e.g. the Statistics of Trade Act. In such circumstances NINIS disseminates the resultant data without further modification of the data.

(iii) Utilise Data reclassification/Release at Higher Geography 

In some circumstances the NINIS team discuss with data suppliers data reclassification or release of data at higher geographical levels to protect confidentiality. This process involves detailed discussions with data suppliers and helps suppliers determine the most appropriate approach to the dissemination of data.

(iv) Utilise Small Cell Adjustment

In some circumstances the NINIS team discuss with data suppliers the introduction of a local NINIS statistical disclosure control policy. In short this policy is to adjust small cells in a broadly similar fashion to the 2001 Census method – however if the overall impact of this is that a large number of values for the indicator are changed (typically more than 50%) then the data is not released. 

(v) Upon direction from Data Supplier do not apply Statistical Disclosure Control 

Some data suppliers request that data is released through the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service without SDC protection. Suppliers request this for a number of reasons (e.g. consistency with previous outputs, publicly available data etc…) and in such circumstances NINIS disseminates the resultant data without modification.

Finally, it should be noted that nearly all data released through the Northern Ireland Neighbourhood Information Service is to some degree protected as it is aggregated using postcodes. The use of postcodes is an approximation – for example in NI at electoral ward level around 3% of addresses are misallocated using postcodes – this provides a further overall level of protection on confidentiality.

In line with the National Statistics Code of Practice Protocol on Data Access and Confidentiality the Neighbourhood Statistics Unit regularly review our Disclosure Control Policy and as part of this, regularly discuss, with our counterparts in England, Wales and Scotland, new developments in the area of Disclosure Control.
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