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Introduction 
In the production of statistics, Public Health Intelligence makes use of a large number of 
geographical breakdowns to meet the needs of customers and stakeholders. This document aims to 
provide guidance on how those geographies fit together and the best ways to aggregate them for 
use in analysis. 
 
It is recommended that analysts use only standardised geographies, i.e. ones that have been 
assigned a standard 9-digit S code (e.g. S080000XX for NHS Boards). These have been subject to 
testing and consultation and are deemed reliable for the purposes of analysis. In some cases a 
customer may ask for a geographical breakdown that has not been standardised – it is advised that 
this considerable care is taken when producing analyses.  Lower geographical breakdowns increase 
the risk of disclosure, and as such, it is not advisable to publish data below data zone level. If you 
have any questions regarding analysis based on a non-standardised geography, please contact the 
GPD team. 
 

Standardised Geographies 
There are several layers of standardised geography within Scotland – these are illustrated in Table 1: 

Table 1: Standardised Geographies in Scotland* 
Code Geography Name Source Number of units 9 Digit Code† 
PCI Postcode Centroids 2011 NRS 145,690  
COA Census Output Areas 2011 NRS 46,351 S00xxxxxx 
DZN Data Zones 2011 Scottish Government 6,976 S01xxxxxx 
IZN Intermediate Zones 2011 Scottish Government 1,279 S02xxxxxx 
MMW Multi Member Wards 2007 OS Boundary Line 353 S13xxxxxx 

SPC Scottish Parliamentary Constituencies 
2014 OS Boundary Line 73 S16xxxxxx 

LA Local Authorities (also known as Council 
Areas) 2011 OS Boundary Line 32 S12xxxxxx 

HIA Integration Authorities 2016** Scottish Government 31 S37xxxxxx 
HBA Health Board Areas 2014 Scottish Government 14 S08xxxxxx 

UR6 Urban/Rural Classification, 6 fold 
2013/14 Scottish Government 6  

 
* All geographic codes and names can be found on the Scottish Government's Standard Geographic Codes 
Register - Scotland. 
**Integration Authorities are also known as Health and Social Care Partnerships. 
† The S at the beginning of the code indicates it’s a Scottish standardised geography; English codes begin with E 
and Welsh codes begin with W. 
 

Please not that the focus of this paper is on the main geographical areas of interest used 
for analysis within PHI.  
For details on the most recent version of each, please see Appendix 1. 
Postcode 

 
3 

 

mailto:NSS.isdGPD@nhs.net
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/sns/SNSRef/StanGeoCodeRegister
http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/sns/SNSRef/StanGeoCodeRegister


National Records of Scotland (NRS) Geography first began plotting postcode boundaries in 1973. The 
Post Office (as it was at that time) assigned addresses to postcodes and NRS Geography staff 
manually traced the boundaries around the addresses using Ordnance Survey (OS) 1:10,000 and 
1:50,000 maps to reference the boundary lines. The postcode boundary dataset represents the 
smallest plotted unit in Scotland. NRS releases Scottish Postcode Directory [opens .sav file] 
biannually around April and October. For further information please see the NRS Background note.  
 
Output Area 
The main building bricks for census areas are Output Areas (OAs). Most OAs are created by 
aggregating a small number of neighbouring postcodes, although some postcodes are large 
enough to become a single-postcode Output Area (OA). A single Output Area contains at least 
50 people and 20 households, but can contain more. For further information please see 
Background Information on 2011 Census Geographies.  
 
Data Zones  
Data Zones are used as the 'building block' for the higher level geography such as intermediate zone. 
Data Zones are a composite geography based on aggregates of 2001 and 2011 Census output areas. 
Where possible, they have been made to respect physical boundaries and natural communities, have 
a regular shape and contain households with similar social characteristics. 
 
Intermediate Zones 
Intermediate Zones are a composite geography created from Data Zone aggregates and largely 
fitting within Council Area boundaries. They have been created in order to provide a suitable small 
area geography for the release of potentially sensitive data where Data Zone level data may prove to 
be disclosive. On the 6th November 2014, the Scottish Government released the redrawn Data Zone 
and Intermediate Zone boundaries. The new redrawn Data Zones are known as Data Zone 2011 and 
the new redrawn Intermediate Zones are known as Intermediate Zone 2011, as they have been 
created following the release of the 2011 Census results.  
Due to population shift, the impact of redrawing Data Zones and Intermediate Zones from 2011 
Census was quite significant. The challenges presented as a result of the redraw have been outlined 
in this paper found on geNSS1. The Scottish Government have also produced a document outlining 
the differences.  
 
Health and Social Care Partnerships 
Integration Authorities/Health and Social Care Partnerships (HSCPs) were formed as part of the 
Public Bodies (Joint Working) (Scotland) Act in 2014. Their aim is to bring together NHS Boards and 
local council care services under one partnership arrangement for each area.  
Currently there are 31 Health and Social Care Partnerships in Scotland. They share the same 
boundaries as the 32 Council Area/Local Authorities, with the exception of Stirling and 
Clackmannanshire who have merged to form one HSCP. 
 
Health and Social Care Partnership Localities 
Please note that HSCP localities are not yet standardised and therefore caution is advised when 
producing analyses using them. Please contact GPD team (NSS.isdGPD@nhs.net) whenever doing 
analysis at this level. 
 
 
Council Areas/Local Authorities 

1 If you cannot access this file, please contact GPD team. 
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Scotland has been divided into 32 areas designated as 'council areas' (also known as Local 
Authorities). Each of these areas is governed by a unitary authority known as a 'council'.  
 
NHS Boards 
NHS Boards are responsible for the healthcare of the Scottish population and report to the Scottish 
Government.  Since 31 March 2006 there have been 14 NHS Board areas (also known as Health 
Board areas) in Scotland, based on groups of the local government regions and districts that existed 
before the introduction of council areas in 1996. On 1st April 2014, NHS Board boundaries were 
changed to align with those of Council Area/Local Authorities. The purpose of the change was to 
help NHS Boards and Local Authorities work closer together in the provision of care in the local 
community. 
For appropriate use of NHS Boards 2014 and NHS Boards 2006, please see this paper found on 
geNSS1. 
 
For more information please visit GPD website at http://isdscotland.org/Products-and-Services/GPD-
Support/Geography/. 
 

How Geographies Fit 
As noted previously, the geographies used for analysis within PHI often complement one another. 
For instance, within NHS Lothian [HB2014] there are four Council Areas/Local Authorities 2011, 
namely, Midlothian, City of Edinburgh, West Lothian and East Lothian. These four Council Areas fit 
exactly into the boundaries of NHS Lothian, as illustrated in Figure 12. Please note that earlier 
versions of the geographies described below may not necessarily fit exactly within each other.  
 
A lookup for Council Area 2011 to NHS Board 2014 can be found on cl-out1 [opens .sav file]. 
  

2 Maps were created using http://www.mapshaper.org with files from spatialdata.gov.scot, SASPAC and NRS. 
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Figure 1: NHS Boards 2014 and Council Areas/Local Authorities 2011 

 
N.B. NHS board boundaries are shown in grey; council area boundaries are shown in green. 
 
Within each Council Area 2011 there are a number of Intermediate Zones 2011, used for planning 
and resource allocation purposes. The number of Intermediate Zones 2011 within Council Areas 
2011 ranges from 6 to 139. Within Council Area 2011 “City of Edinburgh” there are 111 Intermediate 
Zones 2011. These are illustrated further in Figure 2. A lookup for Intermediate Zone 2011 to Council 
Area 2011 can be found on cl-out1 [opens .sav file]. 
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Figure 2: Council Areas/Local Authorities 2011 and Intermediate Zones 2011 

 
N.B. council area boundaries are shown in grey; intermediate zone boundaries are shown in green. 
 
Council Areas 2011 and Health and Social Care Partnerships 2016 largely follow the same borders, 
with one exception: Stirling and Clackmannanshire have combined to form one HSCP 2016 (see 
Figure 3), but each area still has a separate Council Area 2011. Therefore there are 31 HSCPs 2016 
and 32 Council Areas 2011. A lookup for Council Area 2011 to Health and Social Care Partnership 
2016 can be found on cl-out1 [opens .sav file]. 
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Figure 3: Health and Social Care Partnerships 2016 and Council Areas 2011 

 
 
Within each Intermediate Zone 2011 there are a number of Data Zones 2011. The number of Data 
Zones 2011 within Intermediate Zones 2011 ranges from 2 to 9. Within Intermediate Zone 2011 
“Dalry and Fountainbridge” there are 8 Data Zones 2011. These are illustrated in Figure 4. A lookup 
for Data Zones 2011 to Intermediate Zones 2011 can be found on cl-out1 [opens .sav file]. 
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Figure 4: Intermediate Zones 2011 and Data Zones 2011 

 
N.B. intermediate zone boundaries are shown in grey; data zone boundaries are shown in green. 

Within each Data Zone there are a number of Output Areas. The number of Output Areas 2011 
within Data Zones 2011 ranges from 1 to 14. Within Data Zone 2011 “Dalry and Fountainbridge - 04” 
there are 11 Output Areas 2011. These are illustrated in Figure 5. A lookup for Output Areas 2011 to 
Data Zones 2011 can be found on cl-out1 [opens .sav file]. 
 
Figure 5: Data Zones 2011 and Output Areas 2011 

 

N.B. data zones boundaries are shown in grey; output area boundaries are shown in green.  
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Best Fit Methodology3 
The above geographies do not always fit together exactly. To determine their fit, a population based 
methodology is used. For example, if linking Data Zones to Council Areas, the fit would be calculated 
as the percentage of the population in each Council Area who are covered by Data Zones linked to 
that Council Area. This is illustrated in Figure 6:  

Figure 6: Population Based Best Fix Methodology

 

 
Table 2: Percentage of initial geographies that fit to aggregated geographies 
  'To' Geography* 

    DZN IZN MMW SPC LA HIA HBA UR6 

 'F
ro

m
' G

eo
gr

ap
hy

* 

COA 100.0 100.0 99.4 99.8 100.0 100.0 100.0 99.6 
DZN   100.0 97.1 99.3 100.0 100.0 100.0 97.6 
IZN     90.4 98.2 100.0 100.0 100.0 93.9 
MMW       95.5 100.0 100.0 100.0 75.4 
SPC         92.6 93.0 98.8 49.0 
LA           100.0 100.0 45.4 
HIA             100.0 44.8 
HBA               36.8 

 

 
 
*The acronyms in the table correlate to the geographies described in Table 1. 
 
Table 2 shows the percentage of all initial geographies within Scotland that fit to higher level of 
aggregated geographies, e.g. at Scotland level, 93% of Scottish Parliamentary Constituencies fit 
within Local Authority boundaries. This may be different at local level. Where the fit is 100%, the 
geographies are sharing a common boundary which can be called “conterminous”. Where the fit is 
97% and above, the geographies can be matched for data analysis. Analysis for geographies with a fit 
of 90-96.9% is acceptable that matching of geographies is appropriate though there is some level of 
acceptable error. It is not recommended to provide analysis where the fit is below 90%. 

3 The methodology and graphics have been taken from a paper “Best-Fit Matrix Summary Report - Version 2” 
written by Lynne Addison and Felicity Rollings from Geographic Information Science and Analysis Team (GI-
SAT) in Scottish Government.  
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Summary 
This paper illustrates the definitions of different levels of geographies and how they can be 
aggregated together in analysis. Here are some points to remember:  
 

· The majority of geographies that analysts within PHI use are conterminous, and can be 
aggregated up to produce accurate analyses, e.g. Data Zones can be summed to produce 
Council Area figures. 

· The order most often used within PHI is described in the following figure: 
 
Figure 7: Order of Best Fit within PHI 
 

 
 

Please note: for geographies not included above (e.g. Parliamentary Wards), please refer to Table 2 
 
If you are unsure of how geographies fit together, please refer to Table 2, or contact the GPD team 
in PHI.  
 
 

Appendix 1: Current data releases 
 
Geography Name Current Release 
Postcodes 2017_2 
Output Areas 2011 
Data Zones 2011 
Intermediate Zones 2011 
Council Areas/Local Authorities 2011 
Health & Social Care Partnerships 2016 
NHS Boards 2014 
 
 

Postcodes Output Areas Data Zones 

Intermediate 
Zones Council Areas 

Health & 
Social Care 

Partnerships 

NHS Boards Scotland 
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