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What is ethnicity?



Data collection



1960s



1960s

“Old Commonwealth” vs

“New Commonwealth” 

Decreasing value of information 

about an individual’s country of 

birth



1970s



1970s

Census and names analysis

Police and arrests data

Census field trials for ethnicity 

question begin



1971 General Household Survey



1971 General Household Survey



1980s



1980s

Census (no); LFS (yes)

Parliamentary ‘regrets’

Field trials continue



1990s



1991 Census



2000s



2001 Census



2010s



2011 Census

Can you understand, speak, read or write W elsh?

  Tick all that apply.  

  Understand spoken Welsh

  Speak Welsh

  Read Welsh

  Write Welsh

  None of the above
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How would you describe your nat ional ident ity ?

  Tick all that apply

  English

  Welsh

  Scottish

  Northern Irish

  British

  Other, write in What is your main language?

  English

  Other, write in (including British Sign Language)

How well can you speak English?

Very well Well Not well Not at all 

    

This quest ion is

intent ionally lef t  blank

White

  English / Welsh / Scottish / Northern Irish / British

  Irish

  Gypsy or Irish Traveller

  Any other White background, write in

Mixed / mult iple ethnic groups

  White and Black Caribbean

  White and Black African

  White and Asian

  Any other Mixed / multiple ethnic background, write in

Asian / Asian Brit ish

  Indian

  Pakistani

  Bangladeshi

  Chinese

  Any other Asian background, write in

Black / African / Caribbean / Black Brit ish

  African

  Caribbean

  Any other Black / African / Caribbean background,   

  write in

Other ethnic group

  Arab

  Any other ethnic group, write in

What is your ethnic group ?

  Choose one section from A to E, then tick one box  

  to best describe your ethnic group or background

A

B

C

D

E

One year ago, what  was your usual address?

  If you had no usual address one year ago, state    

  the address where you were staying

  The address on the front of this questionnaire

  Student term time / boarding school address in    

  the UK, write in term time address below

  Another address in the UK, write in below

  Outside the UK, write in country

What is your religion?

  This question is voluntary

  No religion

  Christian (including Church of England, Catholic,   

  Protestant and all other Christian denominations)

  Buddhist

  Hindu

  Jewish

  Muslim

  Sikh

  Any other religion, write in

OR

15

18

19

17

16

21

20

Go to 18

Go to 20

Postcode
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Results



1966 – 1991

Population estimates



1991 – 2011 (England and Wales)

Population estimates

0

2,200,000

4,400,000

6,600,000

8,800,000

11,000,000

1991 2001 2011

(9%)

(20%)

4.5m

(13%)

6.5m

10.9m

(14%)

7.8m

Non-White

Ethnic 

minority

Non-White

Ethnic 

minority

Non-White

(6%)

2.9m



Challenges



Politically and personally sensitive



Loss of consistency over time due 

to change of questions and 

perceptions



Different approaches across the 

UK



Some ethnic groups are small, so 

sample surveys can’t generate 

much data for analysis



Administrative sources use a 

range of classifications and are 

expensive to change



Policy and operational 

interventions often need granular 

data for small areas



Harmonisation



Unknown ethnicity



Uses



Inform and monitor immigration 

policy



Monitor the extent of racial 

discrimination, and inform Race 

Relations policy



Measure equality of opportunity, 

informing work to reduce ethnic 

disparities



Providing the baseline for targets



Inform resource allocation and 

prioritisation

(eg addressing the health needs of 

a particular ethnic group)



Monitor compliance with the Public 

Sector Equality Duty



Inform the marketing of goods and 

services targeted at particular 

ethnic groups



What next?



Shift in emphasis  from colour and 
country to language, culture and 
religion



Greater variation in ancestry of 

those of Mixed origin



Possible merging of some 

‘traditional’ ethnic groups



Is there a demand for projections?



GSS themes



Harmonisation / coherence



Increased use of statistics to 

improve society and the economy



Professionalisation:

GSS expertise in ethnicity and 

data collection

RDU as data/digital/policy



Stimulate informed debate, 

including by better dissemination 

and cross-cutting products eg 

Social Trends, 

www.ethnicity-facts-

figures.service.gov.uk



Thanks


