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The next UK census

• March 2021: England, Wales and Northern Ireland
• March 2022: Scotland (postponed due to Covid-19 workload pressures)
• Three UK census authorities:
• Office for National Statistics (ONS)
• National Records of Scotland (NRS)
• Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA)



The sex 
question



New, voluntary 
question on gender 

identity (England, 
Wales and Scotland)



Guidance for the sex 
question
All three UK census authorities intend to provide guidance to 
accompany the sex question



Guidance proposed by ONS and NRS



NISRA 
guidance



History of guidance for the 
sex question



Letter from Press for Change 
campaigner, December 1998

“Should there be the traditional question on the 
individual’s Sex in the 2001 Census, it would be 
reasonable for you to respond by ticking either 
the ‘Male’ or ‘Female’ box whichever you 
believe to be correct, irrespective of the details 
recorded on your birth certificate.” 

ONS, 14 December 1998



Press for Change advice on 2001 census



ONS planning for 2011 census

• ONS commission Diversity Solutions to undertake an equality impact assessment 
for the ‘development of question on sex/gender’

• “In the view of the assessor, it would be a disproportionate use of resources to 
conduct an equality impact assessment on the sex question.”

• “In drawing up guidance for 2011 Census respondents, ONS must consult with trans 
people, trans community groups and others to develop appropriate guidance on 
gender identity in relation to the sex question.”



Recommendations of Diversity Solutions (2008)



Recommendations of Diversity Solutions (ctd)



2011 census 
guidance on sex 

question



Fast forward to planning for 
the 2021 census...



Passage of the 
Holyrood census 

bill … [the question in 2011] “in effect, was a self-identified 
sex question. As the committee has heard, in 2011 the 1 
per cent of people who are trans were told to answer it 
according to the sex that they believed themselves to 
be. In fact, the Office for National Statistics issued 
guidance for the England and Wales census for 2001 
that said the same thing, so this has been going on for 
two decades.”

Evidence to Scottish Parliament, 6 December 2018
Tim Hopkins, Director, Equality Network



Passage of Westminster census bill
Baroness Barker tables a probing amendment to insert a clause stating that 

there should be “guidance on how the particulars relating to sex and gender 
identity should be answered...and whether this should be on the basis of 

self-identification”. She says she wishes to clarify “whether it will be the case 
in 2021 – as it has been for the two censuses in the past 20 years, if not 

before – that people answer on the basis of their lived identity”. 
Baroness Liz Barker (Liberal Democrat), Lords debate, 4 June 2019



Impact of 2011 
guidance on the 
quality of data 
collected on sex

“I think that the General Register Office for Scotland got it 
wrong when it redesigned the census in 2011 and 
conflated sex and gender identity into one question. 
Arguably, the measure of sex in the 2011 census data is 
not accurate.” 

Professor Susan McVie, Edinburgh University, 13 December 2018

“I do not think that we know how it affected the data in 
2011... we do not know how the guidance affected people 
and we do not know how many people actually looked at it 
in 2011.”

Amy Wilson, Director of Statistical Services, National Records of 
Scotland, 12 September 2019



Åhs et al. 2018: “Proportion of adults in the general 
population of Stockholm County who want gender-
affirming medical treatment”



The census as a 
standard setter



Robust data on 
sex is already 

being lost



Letter from Office for Statistics Regulation to 
the census authorities, September 2020

• “We are aware that some stakeholders have outstanding concerns with the guidance on the 
Census sex question. ONS has continued to engage with users and stakeholders about this 
and we recognise the efforts being made to provide answers or explanations on areas of 
concern. ONS should seek to address outstanding concerns raised by users within its 
further question testing and research on the guidance on the sex question. ONS should 
share the outcomes of this research in a transparent and open way.”

• “The assessment team thinks it essential for ONS to consider the concerns raised by users 
during its further testing and research on the guidance on the sex question, and consider 
the impact of data quality on the analysis of small sub-groups of the population.”



Thank you
Further information available at 
www.murrayblackburnmackenzie.org 


