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18 September 2019 
 
Dear Ms Wilson, 

 
Preparations for Census 2021 

 
I am writing on behalf of the Committee to provide feedback on the National Records 

of Scotland‟s preparations for the Draft Census Order following the evidence session 

on 12 September 2019. 

The Committee notes the evidence provided by the National Records of Scotland 

regarding the testing that is taking place on the guidance for the sex question, as 

follows–  

“It is not specifically for a no-guidance scenario, but the first part of the testing 

asks people to answer the question without any guidance, so we will see how 

they answer in that situation. Some of the follow-up questions ask whether the 

guidance changed the answer to the question and ask about acceptability.”1  

The Committee would welcome clarification on whether the National Records of 

Scotland is testing responses to the sex question without accompanying guidance. If 

such testing has not already taken place, the Committee requests that such testing is 

conducted and that the Committee receives an update on the outcome of that testing 

before the Draft Census Order is laid. The Committee also seeks clarification of how 

participants for any public acceptability testing on responses to the sex question 

(including with and without guidance) have been sourced (and will be sourced if 

further testing is to take place). The Committee would also welcome a note of the 

discussion from the International Census Forum held earlier this month that outlines 

the approach being taken to the sex question and accompanying guidance in other 

comparator countries as far as this is known. 
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The Committee requests more information about how trans respondents have been 

sourced to participate in the testing to date and will be sourced in any future testing, 

including through which organisations. 

The Committee notes that the current proposal for the 2021 Census is for guidance 

to be issued on all questions. The Committee therefore seeks clarification on how 

many and which questions had accompanying guidance in previous censuses in 

2011, 2001 and 1991. 

The Committee notes the evidence given on 12 September regarding the interaction 

between the Equality Act 2010 and the Draft Census Order, as follows– 

“Arguably, it would be wrong to completely hitch the census to the wagon of 

the Equality Act 2010, because the definition in that act does its job with all 

the things that are round about it…2 

…It does not necessarily follow that what they need and therefore what should 

be generated to support that wide spectrum of needs has to follow slavishly 

the terminology or the meaning of the Equality Act 2010.” 3 

The Committee notes the explanation given at the Committee meeting regarding the 

interaction between the Equality Act 2010 and the Census Order.  The Committee 

recognises the Equality Act 2010 as the cornerstone of UK-wide equalities 

legislation.  The Committee therefore seeks clarification of the National Records of 

Scotland‟s understanding of the interaction between the Equality Act and the Census 

Order. 

The Committee also seeks clarification on the approach to gathering data on 

ethnicity in the draft questions provided. In particular, the Committee notes that 

individual categories within Question 23 appear to use a mix of measures or 

concepts of ethnicity (e.g. physical appearance, geographic cultural heritage etc.). 

Accordingly, it is not clear to the Committee on what basis ethnicity data is being 

gathered in this question. The Committee seeks clarification on how this question will 

provide accurate information on ethnic diversity in Scotland that is fit for purpose 

whilst also ensuring consistency with previous censuses. The Committee also brings 

the National Records of Scotland‟s attention to correspondence it has received from 

members of the Sikh community and encourages the National Records of Scotland 

to undertake further engagement to ensure the census will capture data that meets 

the needs of Sikh people. 

The Committee also encourages the National Records of Scotland to give further 

consideration to the terminology used in Question 21 in respect of the options that 

invite individuals to respond with „Other Christian, please write in‟ and „Muslim, 

please write in‟. In this regard, the Committee notes that terms such as 

„denomination‟, or other meaningful terms for non-English speakers, may assist 

users to understand what is being asked. If this issue has already been tested or 
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consulted on, the Committee seeks clarification on the results of that testing or 

consultation, including who was invited to participate. 

The Committee notes that the National Records of Scotland intends to conduct 

accessibility testing for the form and guidance, including both the paper and online 

versions. The Committee seeks clarification on the outcome of that testing, including 

the results for people with visual impairment and dyslexia. The Committee also 

seeks clarification on which stakeholders were consulted in the census development 

and testing from an accessibility perspective. 

The Committee also notes in respect of Question 18 that „addiction‟ is listed in the 

accompanying guidance as an example of a mental health condition. The Committee 

seeks clarification of what testing or consultation the National Records of Scotland 

has undertaken, or will undertake, to understand how individuals are most likely to 

classify „addiction‟ in response to Question 18.  

The Committee also notes the timetable for completing the public acceptability 

testing (i.e. mid to end of December 2019) and the laying of the Draft Census Order 

(i.e. early January 2020) provided by the National Records of Scotland. The 

Committee seeks assurances from the National Records of Scotland that the 

Committee will be given the opportunity to consider the results of the testing at a 

meeting before the Draft Census Order is laid.  

Yours Sincerely,  

 

Joan McAlpine MSP  

Convener  

Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee  




