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The Ethnic Question in the Census

The nature of the question and its historical context 

Changes in the structure of the question between 1991 and 2001:

•1991 – 10 distinct categories with write-in answers for Black Other and Other
•2001 – 5 broad categories with sub-sections within each category

‘British’ 

•Changes in its application in 1991 and 2001
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1991 Ethnic Group Categories

Chinese

All other Ethnic group

Other Asian

Bangladeshi

Pakistani Indian

Black Other

Black African

Black Caribbean

White 
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2001 Ethnic Group Categories

White British
White Irish

White Other

Mixed  - White/ Black 
Caribbean

Mixed - White/  Black 
African

Mixed - White Asian

Mixed - Other

Black/ Black British - 
Caribbean

Black/ Black British - 
African

Black/ Black British - 
Other

Asian/ Asian British - 
Indian

Asian/ Asian British - 
Pakistani

Asian/ Asian British - 
Bangladeshi

Asian/ Asian British - 
Other Asian

Other Ethnic Group

Chinese 
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What influences the way the ethnic question is answered?

Individual Structure of question

Both are susceptible to change over time

Both are inter-related

Ultimately the census results reflect the way in which 
a QUESTION was ANSWERED!
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The Patel Family

Age: 22
British Born

Mr Patel
Ugandan Born

Family origins: Gujarat, India
Relgion: Hinduism

Age: 19
British Born

Age: 17
British Born

Mrs Patel
British Born

Family Origins: Gujarat, India
Religion: Hinduism
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What data we need and what data 
we have

Ideally, Individual level information on respondents and their 
answers for both 1991 and 2001 

In reality what do we have: 

Coding frames from 1991 and 2001

Census Commissioned tables

SARs

Longitudinal Survey
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What end product would we like?

Moving from 1991 to 2001  - possibly backwards too

Matrix of 2001 categories and how they are 
apportioned to 1991

Formulae

Grossing factors

Usability and ease
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To conclude

Exciting time for ethnic demographers
More data 
• Expanded ethnic categories
• Religion

Working together – Ethnic Data Users Group
Guidance/collaboration with ONS
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