
Request for Decision 

Changes to 2011 Census

 

Recommendation
 That Council request that the Federal Government maintain the
current long form and mandatory reporting requirements and not
proceed to a voluntary National Household Survey process. 

 

Background
The Canadian Government recently announced that it will no
longer be using the census long form for the 2011 Census. The
purpose of this report is to outline the proposed changes to the
2011 Census and how they could impact the City of Greater
Sudbury.  
 

Proposed Changes to the 2011
Census
For the past 35 years, the Census has been comprised of two
separate forms: a short form and a long form, both of which must
be completed by law. The short form is sent to 100% of Canadians and gathers data on the topics of age,
gender, marital status, household characteristics (e.g. number of dependents), and mother tongue
language. The long form is sent to one in five Canadians (20% sample) and extrapolated to the rest of the
population. The long census form is the only source of regular, detailed and consistent data (35 year archive
of directly comparable data) on socio-economic information. The data collected on the long forms includes
activity limitations, ethnicity, culture, immigrant status, income, education, labour-force, and housing.
The Federal Government plans to replace the mandatory census long form with a voluntary National
Household Survey (NHS). The NHS has not yet been released, but it is expected to contain the same long
form questions of the 2006 census. The NHS is proposed to be conducted within four weeks of the May
2011 Census and will be sent to approximately 4.5 million Canadian households (one in three
Canadians). This represents a 13% increase in distribution compared to the 2006 Census long form, albeit
without a legal mandate to respond to the NHS questions.
 

Potential Issues with Data Accuracy
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The City of Greater Sudbury is a heavy user of Census data, therefore any changes to the type of census
data or the manner in which it’s collected will impact the accuracy of different City projections and plans that
use the data.
The proposed NHS will be a voluntary survey, meaning that the resulting data may not be statistically valid
and thus reliable as a resource for effective service planning. Essentially, asking more people to voluntarily
complete the NHS questionnaire does not mean that the data generated will be useable or is comparable to
the traditional mandatory long form census data. By definition, a change in statistical collection methodology
precludes direct statistical comparison of data gathered before and after the change. To date, Statistics
Canada’s adherence to the same statistical collection methodology for 35 years has allowed for accurate
data comparison and invaluable trends analysis. While some comparative analysis may be possible
between previous long form census data and NHS model data, direct accurate data comparison and trend
analysis will not be possible. Variations in sampling in different jurisdictions could render data dissemination
at smaller geography levels impossible. The result would be the provision of data at higher levels of
geography to maintain statistically accurate analysis, rendering NHS model data’s use for local place-based
planning difficult or impossible.
 
 

Summary
The federal government has recently decided to drop the mandatory census long form from the 2011
census and replace it with a new voluntary National Household Survey. This move will impact the 35 years
of reliable data that the long form has produced and that the City of Greater Sudbury relies upon for
numerous projections and reports.
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