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Introduction

Area classifications group together geographic areas
according to key characteristics that are common to areas
within the grouping. Classifications are used widely by the
public and private sectors for understanding and analysing
area-based data to identify issues and formulate strategies to
resolve problems with a geographic perspective.

The purpose of this article is to introduce the Output Area
Classification which was published on the National Statistics
website1 in August 2005.

Background

Over the past few years, Government policy has focused on
increasing the prosperity and bridging the disparities for all
areas of the United Kingdom – the nine Government Office
Regions in England plus Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland
(referred to as ‘regions’ in the rest of this article).

Diversity exists both within and between these regions and, in
order to assess and construct tailored solutions for the
different challenges sub-UK areas face, there has been an
increasing demand for small area information. The resulting
growth in this information has led to the development and
application of modelling techniques to analyse and interpret
geographically referenced datasets. One such technique is the
application of area classifications.

The National Statistics Area Classification provides area
classifications at four different geographic levels – there is an
area classification for health areas, local authorities, wards
and at output area2 level. All of these area classifications
group together sub-UK areas in which the population exhibits
similar characteristics according to 2001 Census data.3 The
statistical technique used to create the area classifications is
known as cclluusstteerr  aannaallyyssiiss..4

Structure of the Output Area Classification
(OAC)

Output Areas are small areas of approximately 125
households designed specifically for the 2001 Census. These
are the geographical unit used to create the Output Area
Classification (OAC).

Following a similar structure to the other National Statistics
Area Classifications the OAC has been constructed as a three-
layered hierarchy of clusters. The three layers are:

SSuuppeerrggrroouuppss: Seven main clusters or Supergroups. Any
Output Area in the UK is classified as belonging to one of
these seven types of Supergroup.

GGrroouuppss: Each Supergroup consists of between two and
four constituent Groups. There are 21 Groups across all the
Supergroups.

SSuubbggrroouuppss: Each Group consists of between two and four
Subgroups. There are 52 Subgroups in total.

For example, Supergroup 1 breaks down first into three
Groups and then further into eight Subgroups as follows:

Supergroup Group Subgroup

1 1a 1a1, 1a2,1a3

1b 1b1, 1b2

1c 1c1, 1c2, 1c3
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1 www.statistics.gov.uk/about/methodology_by_theme/area_classification

2 Output Areas are built up from postcode units using an approach which renders them particularly suitable for statistical analysis
(www.statistics.gov.uk/geography/census_geog.asp). Output Areas are the smallest geography for which Census data are published, and to complement this
information other datasets have been developed and have been made available at this level of geography. Similar principles were used in the construction of data
zones for Scotland and Northern Ireland output areas.

3 The National Statistics Area Classification uses data from each of the 2001 Censuses – England and Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. The resulting area
classifications are UK-wide and facilitate comparative analyses between the separate countries.

4 Cluster analysis is a general term that describes a number of methods that are used by statisticians and analysts to explore data and identify groupings or clusters
within data. These groups are created using three ideals:

• the difference between all members of a particular cluster/group will be as small as possible, while
• the difference between the groups themselves will be as large as possible, and
• the groups/clusters are reasonable and meaningful.

This structure allows the classification to be used to analyse
data in different ways. Using the classification at Supergroup
level can give an overall perspective and help to analyse
particularly sparse datasets. Analysis with Groups and
Subgroups can provide more detail.



Cluster summaries

Cluster summaries use a radar map or spider diagram to show
information about a particular cluster within the classification.
Figure A2.1 shows the cluster summary for Supergroup 7. The
summary describes the socio-demographic make-up of the
output areas in this Supergroup at the time of the 2001
Census. It holds information on all the Census variables used
in the cluster analysis and how they compare with the UK
average.

The radar map shows the 42 Census variables used to create
the OAC. There are three circles embedded within each other.
The circle midway between the outer and inner circles
represents the average value of each variable across the UK.5

The inner and outer circles represent values that are 50 per
cent less and 50 per cent more than the UK value respectively.
The profile of Supergroup 7 is overlaid onto the chart and
shows the difference of each variable from the UK average.
Variables having values between the inner and middle circles
(i.e. below the UK mean) are found in lower proportions than
average within Supergroup 7 areas. Variables having values
between the middle and outer circles are found in higher
proportions.

Cluster summaries (radar maps) have been created for each
Supergroup, Group and Subgroup within the OAC. These can
be found on the National Statistics website1 under ‘Output
Areas, Cluster Summaries’.

The summary shows that within areas classified as Supergroup 7
the proportion of detached housing is far below the national
average. Conversely the proportions of flats, renting and people
taking public transport to work are far above the national aver-
age. Compared with the UK, there is a greater proportion of
people having been born abroad as well as a higher proportion
of people from minority ethnic groups.

Characteristics of the Supergroups

The information contained in the cluster summary for each
Supergroup highlights the following characteristics.6

Profiling Areas using the Output Area Classification Regional Trends 39: 2006 edition

12

Supergroup 2
These areas show in high concentrations within city areas,
especially London. Across the UK, 6.1 per cent of the
population live in Supergroup 2 areas.

5 Most variables are represented as proportions except for the variables ‘average household size’ and ‘average number of rooms per household’.

6 The cluster summaries also highlight variables that are very close to the UK average.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Terraced housing

Public renting

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Higher education qualifications

Flats

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Single person households 

(not pensioner)

Private rents

Flats

Higher education qualifications

People born outside the UK

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Detached housing

Households with non-dependent 

children age 5 to 14

Supergroup 3
Supergroup 3 areas can be found all across the UK, especially
in more rural areas. Overall, 12.5 per cent of the UK
population live in Supergroup 3 areas.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Detached housing

Homeworkers

People working in agriculture

Two or more car households

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Public transport to work

Population density

Flats

Supergroup 4
Supergroup 4 areas represent the most common area type in
the UK, with 23.1 per cent of the UK population living in such
areas.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Detached housing

Two or more car households

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Public renting

Private renting

Terraced housing

Flats

No central heating

Supergroup 5
These areas are to be found around cities, and Scotland espe-
cially has a high concentration of this area type. Across the UK,
10.9 per cent of the population live in Supergroup 5 areas.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Public renting

Flats

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Detached housing

Two or more car households

Higher education qualifications

Supergroup 1
These areas are found all across the UK with high
concentrations in the North East, South Wales, and cities
around Scotland and Midlands. Overall, 16.7 per cent of the
UK population live in Supergroup 1 areas.
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Figure A2.1 Supergroup 7
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The members of this Supergroup can be found concentrated around major cities of England, in particular London and
Birmingham. The Supergroup comprises two groups, 7a (three Subgroups) and 7b (two Subgroups). There are 67 wards
across the UK that have all their Output Areas classified in this Supergroup including 60 in London, four in the West Midlands,
two in the North West and one in the South East. Within this Supergroup:

The variables with proportions far above the national average
are3

• Rent (private) 

• Public transport to work 

• Rent (public)

• All flats 

• Born outside the UK 

• Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi

• Black African, Black Caribbean or Other Black

The variable with a proportion far below the national average
is1

• Detached housing

The variables with proportions close to the national average
are2

• Routine/semi-routine occupation 

• Work from home 

• Health and social work employment 

• Wholesale/retail trade employment

The radar chart below shows range-standardised difference from the UK mean. Positive values show an above average level of
the population and negative values show a below average level.

1 For a variable to be ‘far below average’ it must have a difference of more than 0.15 below the UK mean.

2 For a variable to be ‘close to the average’ it must have a difference of no more than 0.015 either below or above the UK mean.

3 For a variable to be ‘far above average’ it must have a difference of more than 0.15 above the UK mean.
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London contains output areas that are classified to each of
the Supergroups. Generally, high concentrations of
Supergroup 7 areas are seen throughout London, with
Supergroup 2 areas found in concentration in central and
south west London. Supergroups 4, 5 and 6 are found
around the periphery of London while Supergroup 1 features
less prominently and mainly in certain pockets in the East End.

Similar maps showing the location of the Supergroups within
the other regions are available via
www.statistics.gov.uk/regionalsnapshot

The distribution of the Supergroups across
the UK

Every household in the UK is located within a specific output
area. Under the classification each output area can be
categorised as a certain Supergroup, Group and Subgroup.
Therefore, using census data, it is possible to calculate the
population living within similarly classified areas across a
larger geography such as the UK and each of its regions.

Table A2.2 shows the proportion of each region’s population
living within each of the seven Supergroups at the time of the
2001 Census.

The table shows that the population living in output areas
categorised as each Supergroup is to be found in differing
proportions across the UK. The table also shows that each
region has a different population distribution compared with
the UK as a whole. The North East and Northern Ireland have
been selected to highlight this and the different
characteristics.

Supergroup 6
Supergroup 6 areas are to be found throughout the UK.
Overall, 19.3 per cent of the UK population live in Supergroup
6 areas.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Terraced housing

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Public renting

Supergroup 7
These areas are to be found in concentrations around major
cities such as London and Birmingham. Supergroup 7 areas
have 11.5 per cent of the UK population residing in them.

Variables with proportions
far above the UK average

Minority ethnic population

People born abroad

Flats

Public renting

Private renting

Use of public transport to work

Variables with proportions
far below the UK average

Detached housing

Mapping the classification

The geographic distribution of the Output Area Classification
can be more easily visualised using a map. Map A2.3 shows
the distribution of the seven Supergroups within the London
Government Office Region.

Table A2.2 Population living within Supergroups 1 to 7, 2001

Percentages and thousands

Total Percentage
Percentage of individuals in each Supergroup population of UK

(thousands) population 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 (=100%) within region

United Kingdom 16.7 6.1 12.5 23.1 10.9 19.3 11.5 58,789 100.0

North East 34.4 3.0 4.9 23.8 16.4 15.0 2.6 2,515 4.3
North West 19.7 3.3 7.2 26.3 13.0 24.0 6.5 6,730 11.4
Yorkshire and the Humber 21.2 3.3 10.6 22.5 11.4 23.2 7.7 4,965 8.4

East Midlands 19.2 2.3 17.6 30.6 7.7 16.3 6.3 4,172 7.1
West Midlands 18.7 2.4 11.5 24.9 10.9 17.4 14.3 5,267 9.0

East 15.3 4.0 18.0 27.4 9.2 21.7 4.3 5,388 9.2
London 2.7 18.1 0.1 8.4 2.2 10.7 57.8 7,172 12.2
South East 12.0 6.9 13.1 28.9 8.1 27.0 4.0 8,001 13.6
South West 13.3 5.6 25.4 19.8 8.3 26.3 1.2 4,928 8.4

England 15.6 6.2 11.7 23.3 9.1 20.6 13.5 49,139 83.6
Wales 25.6 2.7 20.3 19.4 10.5 19.8 1.6 2,903 4.9
Scotland 18.9 9.4 10.4 21.7 29.4 9.8 0.6 5,062 8.6
Northern Ireland 27.2 1.3 26.8 26.8 9.9 7.9 0.1 1,685 2.9
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Map A2.3 The distribution of the Supergroups within London
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North East
Figure A2.4 shows that at the time of the 2001 Census, 34.4
per cent of the population within the North East lived in areas
classified as Supergroup 1 whereas only 16.7 per cent of the
total UK population did so. The summary of characteristics on
Supergroup 1 shows that these areas have higher proportions
of terraced housing, public renting, lone family households and
unemployment than the UK average. The population living in
these areas had fewer higher education qualifications and a
lower minority ethnic proportion than the UK in general.

Conversely, only 2.6 per cent of the North East population
lived in Supergroup 7 areas compared with 11.5 per cent of
the whole UK population. Supergroup 7 areas have higher
than average proportions of minority ethnic groups and
people born outside the UK. These areas also have more flats
and rental properties and a propensity for the resident
population to use public transport to travel to work.

Northern Ireland
Similarly for Northern Ireland, a high proportion (27.2 per
cent) of its population were living in Supergroup 1 areas and
a very low proportion of the population (0.1 per cent) were
living in Supergroup 7 areas7 (see Figure A2.5). However,
Northern Ireland most markedly differs from the North East by

having a large percentage of its population (26.8 per cent)
living in areas classified as Supergroup 3.

Supergroup 3 areas contain more detached housing and
fewer flats than the UK average. There is a greater proportion
of homeworkers and people working in agriculture than for
the UK as a whole. The population density is lower than
average and there is a greater proportion of households with
two or more cars – leading to a reduced reliance on public
transport to get to work. High proportions of Supergroup 3
can be found in more rural areas.

Similar charts for each region will be available via
www.statistics.gov.uk/regionalsnapshot. These charts illustrate
that no region contains an identical population mix to the UK
overall, or indeed to any other region.

Area-based analysis

Area-based analysis is growing in popularity in both the public
and private sectors, and the use of area classifications is
becoming more widespread. Analysis using area classifications
can produce valuable insights by its ability to identify and
summarise patterns in large datasets of geographically
referenced data. However, as with many other analytical

7 There are very few Output Areas classified as Supergroup 7 in Northern Ireland, which means that only a small number of people will be residing in them.
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Figure A2.4 Percentage of population in the North
East living in each Supergroup
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8 Origin/Destination statistics at Output Area level. Census table MG301.

9 The total of out-migrants from an area is the sum of migrants who moved within the area plus the migrants who moved to elsewhere in the UK. The total of in-
migrants is the sum of movers into an area from elsewhere in the UK plus movers in from outside the UK plus movers in who had no fixed address in the previous
year plus movers who moved within the area.

Figure A2.5 Percentage of population living in each 
Supergroup in Northern Ireland, 2001
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techniques, insights drawn from analyses at larger
geographies such as the whole UK can differ from similar
analyses at smaller geographies such as for each country and
region. The following example on migration flows shows
some types of analysis which are possible using the Output
Area Classification, and highlights the increased detail
discovered by using the OAC at Group and Subgroup level.

Migration data example

Understanding migration flows is important to all the regions
of the UK, as changing profiles of population demographics
can have a large impact on the regional economy.
Infrastructure such as housing, schools, hospitals and
transport links needs to be planned for well in advance. For
example, planning is already well developed within the
Thames Gateway for the anticipated population increase
relating to the regeneration strategy to create 180 thousand
jobs by 2016, and build capacity to meet the needs of the
2012 Olympics.

Using migration data from the 2001 Census,8 Figure A2.6
shows the net rate of migration for similarly classified areas. It
shows the proportion of the population resident at the time
of the Census who moved into and from areas classified as
Supergroup 1 to 79 in the 12 months prior to the Census (i.e.
April 2000 to April 2001). Care is needed when interpreting

this simple migration model as it does not capture the
outward migration of people who left the UK during this
time. Such data could not be captured with the Census and
there are no reliable estimates of this effect reported at
Output Area level. The omission of migrants out of the UK
means that the rate of outward migration has been
underestimated and consequently the net rate of growth
overestimated. The official estimate for total UK outward
migration during the year 2001 is 308 thousand, and further
modelling of the migration data would be required to allocate
this to individual Output Areas and Supergroups.

Across the UK we can see that the total resident population
classified to each Supergroup showed an increase (the overall
UK population increase using this model is 1.5 per cent). This is
partly explained by the omission of emigrants from the UK, but
it is also known that the UK population has been found to be
increasing with the arrival of immigrants from outside the UK.

Ignoring for sake of example the underestimation effect of
outward migration, the model shows us that although all
Groups experienced an increase in their population, areas clas-
sified as Supergroup 2 have grown the most, with a net
increase of 7.1 per cent across the UK. The summary on Super-
group 2 areas tells us that these areas are concentrated within
the city centres of the UK, and so the analysis supports the view
that people are moving in greater numbers into the cities.
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We can also see that the numbers of people moving from and
to Supergroup 2 areas is strikingly high compared with the
other Supergroups (almost 30 per cent of the population in
Supergroup 2 areas moved in the year prior to the Census).
This gives evidence in support of a large population ‘churning’
effect which could give these areas a fast-paced and more
transient feel.

Migration effects at the Group and
Subgroup level

Analysis using the Supergroups of the OAC has given an
overview of the migration patterns across the UK. Reporting
similar aggregate out-migration rates by OAC Group level
gives more detail on these migration effects and even shows
that not all area types experienced growth.

Supergroup 2 areas can be further classified as being one of
two Groups, 2a and 2b. The analysis at Group level shows
that these two Groups have different ‘population churn’ and
net growth rates. Overall, Supergroup 2 areas had a net
growth in population of 7.1 per cent; however the results at
Group level show that Group 2a had a growth rate of 9.8 per
cent whilst Group 2b only increased by 5.5 per cent. The
cluster summaries for Groups 2a and 2b show that although
they both bear a similar profile to that for Supergroup 2,
there are some more extreme variables within Group 2a.
Group 2a areas contain higher than average proportions of
people aged between 25 and 44 and low proportions of
people older or younger than this range. There is a high

Figure A2.6 Simplified migration model: people 
moving in the 12 months prior to the 
2001 Census
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Figure A2.7 Migration flows in and out of areas classified as Supergroup 2 for each region of the UK

50

40

30

20

10

0

Percentage

% of population moving from
% of population moving to
% difference (net migration)
% difference UK

North
East

North
West

Yorkshire
and the
Humber

East
Midlands

West
Midlands

East London South
East

South
West

Wales Scotland Northern
Ireland

United Kingdom
average



proportion of people working in the finance sector and higher
than average usage of public transport to work. The
proportion of detached housing and terraced housing is
extremely low whilst the proportion of flats is extremely high.

Taking this analysis still further, areas classified as Subgroup
2a1 experienced a net growth of 11.1 per cent, with over 40
per cent of the population moving into these areas in the
preceding 12 months, while Subgroup 2b1 areas only
increased by 4.4 per cent and correspondingly had an inward
migration rate of just under 20 per cent.

Analysis at the Group level gives enough detail to show that not
all area types experienced growth. Group 4c areas actually had a
slight overall reduction of 0.1 per cent in population at the time
of the Census compared with the previous year. Given that
outward migration from the UK has not been captured, the total
reduction in population could be greater than that indicated.

How does geography fit in?

We have shown that output areas classified as Supergroup 2
have experienced the greatest rates of inward migration.
Examination of the distribution of this Supergroup shows that
it is present in high concentrations in city centres, especially in
London. We might therefore suppose that London is
experiencing the greatest rate of net inward migration of all
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the regions. Figure A2.7 shows the migration flows into and
out of Supergroup 2 areas in each region.

Figure A2.7 shows that the net inward migration rate for
London Supergroup 2 areas is only 5.6 per cent compared
with the UK figure of 7.1 per cent. All the other regions of the
UK had a higher net inward migration rate. Northern Ireland
Supergroup 2 areas grew the most, with a net population
increase of 13.5 per cent. This figure also shows that the
inward and outward migration rates (churn effect) for
Supergroup 2 output areas within all other regions is higher
than in London.

Conclusions

This classification is a powerful analytical tool which ONS has
made available for wider use.1 The area classification, along
with the other geographic classifications, enables many types
of analyses of Census data and helps to understand the
characteristics of the people within different types of areas.

Area classifications are used widely by the public sector and
private sector as being an effective means of targeting policies
and marketing campaigns. The classification has a multitude
of potential uses which range from aiding decisions about
strategies or policies down to understanding the area in
which you live.
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