1st Letter to Chief Executive of National Statistics on census test questions

on national identify, ethnicity and religion attached to be used in May 2007 in

preparation for the full 2011 census attached.

census.customerservices@ons.gov.ukwww.statistics.gov.uk/census2001/cn_154.asp
12 November 2006

Dear Chief Executive,

You appear to have got yourselves into a serious pickle in the just published national identity, ethnicity and religion questions (12-14) that you have chosen for the May 2007 census test in England and Wales. Perhaps being English you seem not to understand nationalism, or at least other people’s, despite your (NS) title.

Question 12 reads ‘What do you consider your national identity to be?’. 

‘British’ is the fifth choice of national identity for answer. This is a mystifying placing. The order seems only partly comprehensible. It is not alphabetic (‘Scottish’ comes before ‘Northern Irish’), and effectively means most of those answering have to consciously reject ticking ‘English’. which comes first, in order to offer themselves as ‘British’. The ‘British’ numbers will be diminished as a consequence and the interpretation of the results distorted or nearly impossible. 

All this depends on what is being sought and why, but ‘national loyalty’ or ‘predominant national identity’ would surely be a better phrasing, or more than one tick permitted, as happens in the US. Another solution is a simple question ‘Is your national identity British?’, then if so, please distinguish whether you are also English, Welsh, Scottish or from Ulster, and. if not, write in your national identity?

Also, given that those who are ‘Asian’ or ‘Black’ etc. and living in England will have to choose the option of ‘English’ or ‘British’ etc., in question 12, why are ‘Irish’ tickers alone of migrants being offered a specified option not to be ‘British’? 

This is especially inappropriate as the ‘Irish’ get a second, separate chance in question 13 to offer that as their ethnicity (where the ‘Northern Irish’ don’t!), rather than have to write it in. 

One has to ask what is the purpose of giving ‘Irish’ as a distinct national identity answer in question 12 when no other non-UK country is so provided and it must be inscribed if needs be? Irish groups who wish to enumerate the Irish in England must accept that those who see themselves as primarily British or English cannot properly or usefully be enumerated as Irish.

If ‘Irish’ people (in England) do not want to tick ‘Other British’ as their ‘White’ ethnic group answer in 13A, surely they can again inscribe it (‘Irish’) under ‘Any other white background’ like several million other ‘White’ people, such as Spaniards, Poles and any other EU citizens from outside the UK, not to mention Albanians and Russians etc., will have to. 

Indeed why is Irish both a national identity and later an ethnic group when ‘Welsh’ and ‘Scottish’ can only manage the former and have therefore to describe themselves as ‘Other British’ ethnics in 13A? Consistency and common sense seem to have disappeared entirely the more you look at question 13.

The ‘national identity’ phrasing option in question 12 of ‘Northern Irish’ is inappropriate. There is no such identity in Northern Ireland. ‘Ulster’ is the nearest approximation to a national identity there. ‘Ulster-Scots’ would be unsuitable as it identifies only a small proportion of Ulster Protestants. (N.B. The Ulster migrants to America in the 18th century called themselves Irish initially and it was not until the mass Catholic migration in the mid-19th century that they changed their nomenclature to Scots-Irish.)

Many books and pamphlets have been written to ascertain if the Ulster Protestants are a distinct nation and the strongest view, in that regard, is that they have the potential to be a separate nation in Ireland, but are not. Rather they are (conditionally) British in national identity. However it is accepted that they are not (outside of Republican fantasy) part of the Irish nation.

‘Northern Irish’ is a nationalist phrase (probably unwittingly chosen) implying the person is Irish, and simply being qualified as of the ‘Northern’ variety, but still definitely Irish. Most Protestants in Northern Ireland do not self-name themselves, first, as Irish (at least when in Northern Ireland) as it implies a united-Ireland-seeking outlook.

The better phrase to discover if someone has a national identity of (or originates from) Northern Ireland and usefully enumerate them would be ‘Ulster’ which may be considered politically incorrect, or possibly ‘Northern Ireland’. 

Having the alternative ‘Irish’ answer option in question 12 anyway means most of those from a Catholic background who originated in Northern Ireland would tick that box rather than ‘Northern Irish’ and the statistics will be clouded. 

That ‘Irish’ and ‘Northern Irish’ between them get three bites at the census cherry in questions 12 and 13 (not to mention a fourth mention in the case of ‘Irish Traveller’) is indefensible in enumerating terms and seems to indicate a non-statistical influence has prevailed which has proved difficult to incorporate seamlessly.

In question 13, ‘What is your ethnic group?’, it is odd that in the options (13B-D), ‘Mixed’, ‘Asian’ and ‘Black’ merit capital letters in the ‘Any other Mixed background’ option, for example, when ‘white’ does not. Surely consistency is necessary here unless the distinction is meaningful. 

As phrased also, those with a ‘Mixed’ ethnicity, who are, I imagine and you imply, overwhelmingly British or English, are not so categorised in the sub-option question title, unlike in the ‘Asian or British Asian’ and ‘Black or Black British’ titling. The ethnic subgroup answer (13B ‘Mixed’) would therefore be more accurate and useful with a sub-option ‘Mixed and British’ instead of simply ‘Mixed’ as well as, for example, ‘White and Black African’ and ‘White and Asian’. 

In the sub-option 13E, ‘Arab’ ethnicity, alongside only ‘Gypsy/Romany/Irish Traveller’ merits a box. Surely Turkish, including Kurdish, also does, given that most people from that country do not see themselves just as ‘Asian’ or ‘White’ and are probably as numerous as Arabs, not to mention the problem of what Turkish Cypriots might currently have to inscribe? 

Perhaps Turkish could be added to Asian alongside other single nation groups like Bangladeshi etc., in the 13C ‘Asian or Asian British’ answer sub-option?

In the religion question (14) ‘Christian’ is historically now the only answer you allow (if Christian), as opposed to breaking up into perhaps half a dozen ‘Christian’ sub-options. Given that Jews, Sikhs and Buddhists will hardly merit half a million positive answers each, unless most Chinese opt for ‘Buddhist’ as the best of an inadequate set of religious (philosophical?) options for them, it would be vastly more instructive for Christians to be offered sub-options.

Is it too late to change the wording of those questions for the 13 May 2007 test census? At least the differing capitalisations for ‘white’, ‘Mixed’, ‘Asian’ and ‘Black’ in relation to ‘Any other white background’ could surely be corrected by your printer. 

When it comes to the full census in 2011, I hope you will be able to take a historically-based and statistically sensible approach to the wording of questions in the light of the results of this 2007 test census, and what I suspect will be the confusion and inaccuracy apparent in its figures.

I would welcome a full answer to my proposals.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon.

REPLY

Thank you for your letter dated the 12th November 2006, which has been

passed on to me for response.

The national identity question that has been proposed for the 2007 Census

test is a multiple tick question and asks respondents to tick all the boxes

that apply to them. Therefore it is not necessary to choose between

'English' and 'British' as you suggest, because people can tick both. When

testing the order effect of the categories, our research showed that

putting 'British' as the first option tends to result in few people ticking

any of the other categories that appear below such as 'English', 'Welsh'

and 'Scottish', for example. It is for this reason that 'British' has been

placed lower down the list of categories.

In terms of the other points you raise, the Office for National Statistics

is currently reviewing the ethnic group, national identity, religion, and

language questions for the 2011 Census.  The questionnaire for the 2007

Test (www.statistics.gov.uk/censustestquestionnaire), published on 31st

October 2006, shows the questions on ethnic group, national identity,

religion and language at the latest stage of development.  However, these

questions are by no means finalised.  We will shortly be carrying out a

consultation on these topics to get further input from users and

stakeholders to inform the question development.  We will ensure that you

are included on the mailing list for this consultation.  We will also be

carrying out question testing research with members of the public in 2007.

ONS will make recommendations in 2008 on the questions for the 2009

Rehearsal and 2011 Census, which will then need to be agreed by Parliament

in early 2010.

I hope this helps.

Kind regards,

Sharon Adhikari

Ethnicity and Identity branch

Jeffrey,

----- Forwarded by Penny Wilkinson/CEND/CPSG/TITCHFIELD/ONS on 13/11/2006 10:03 -----

                      jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com    To:     Census CustomerServices@ONS                                                   

                                               cc:                                                                                     

                      13/11/2006 08:29         Subject:  PENDING 0188/11/06/IN Letter to Chief

Executive on census questions on national identiy, ethnicity etc 
   2nd letter

December 2006

Dear Sharon Adhikari/Frances Forsyth

Executive, Ethnicity&identity@ons.gov.uk

I received a reply from Sharon Adhikari in which my misapprehension about Question 12 and the fact that it is a multiple choice option was corrected. 

I have reworked my questions accordingly and ask that you as Census Topic Lead for Ethnicity, Identity, Language and Religion consider my letter. 

Pending the questionnaire just issued, the other questions I posed were not answered. The recent questionnaire is essentially one for commercial, government or funding users and is not appropriate to my queries and proposals which are of a more political nature. A strong and substantive reply would also obviate the need for ministerial or parliamentary correspondence etc.

These then the questions I would appreciate discursive answers to:

Question 12 - What do you consider your national identity to be?

The order for possible answers, with ‘British’ so far down the list, the fifth choice of national identity after ‘English’ etc, is going to distort your results. The ‘British’ numbers will be diminished as a consequence and interpretation. I appreciate the reason given for its placing, but feel you will just get the opposite problem in that very many people who may identify as British will stop after ticking ‘English’, for example, rather than after ‘British’, if ‘English’ is placed first. Normally we work down a list from the greatest,

One solution is a first question - ‘Is your national identity British?’ then secondly, ask ‘If so, please tick if you also have an English, Welsh, Scottish, or Ulster national identity? If none of the above, write in your identity’.


Given that those who are ‘Asian’ or ‘Black’ etc. and living in England will have to choose the option of ‘English’ or ‘British’ etc., in question 12, why are ‘Irish’ tickers, alone of migrants/foreigners, being offered a specified option not to be ‘British’? This only encourages a positive answer where no such option requires more thought.

This is especially inappropriate as the ‘Irish’ get a second, separate chance in question 13 to offer that as their ethnicity (where the ‘Northern Irish’ don’t!), rather than have to write it in. 

One has to ask what is the purpose of giving ‘Irish’ as a distinct national identity answer in question 12 when no other non-UK country is so provided and it must be inscribed if needs be? Irish groups who wish to enumerate the Irish in England must accept that those who see themselves as primarily British or English cannot properly or usefully be enumerated as Irish.

If ‘Irish’ people (in England) do not want to tick ‘Other British’ as their ‘White’ ethnic group answer in 13A, surely they can again inscribe it (‘Irish’) under ‘Any other white background’ just as several million other ‘White’ people, such as Spaniards, Poles and any other EU citizens from outside the UK, not to mention Albanians and Russians etc., will have to. 

Indeed why is Irish both a national identity and later an ethnic group when ‘Welsh’ and ‘Scottish’ can only manage the former and have therefore to describe themselves as ‘Other British’ ethnics in 13A? Consistency and common sense seem to have disappeared, the more you look at question 13.

The ‘national identity’ phrasing option in question 12 of ‘Northern Irish’ is inappropriate. There is no such identity in Northern Ireland. ‘Ulster’ is the nearest approximation to a national identity there. ‘Ulster-Scots’ would be unsuitable as it identifies only a small proportion of Ulster Protestants. (N.B. The Ulster migrants to America in the 18th century called themselves Irish initially and it was not until the mass Catholic migration in the mid-19th century that they changed their nomenclature to Scots-Irish.)

Many books and pamphlets have been written to ascertain if the Ulster Protestants are a distinct nation and the strongest view, in that regard, is that they have the potential to be a separate nation in Ireland, but are not. Rather they are (conditionally) British in national identity. However it is accepted that they are not (outside of Republican fantasy) part of the Irish nation.

‘Northern Irish’ is a nationalist phrase (probably unwittingly chosen) implying the person is Irish, and simply being qualified as of the ‘Northern’ variety, but still definitely Irish. Most Protestants in Northern Ireland do not self-name themselves, first, as Irish (at least when in Northern Ireland) as it implies a united-Ireland-seeking outlook.

The better phrase to discover if someone has a national identity of (or originates from) Northern Ireland and usefully enumerate them would be ‘Ulster’ which may be considered politically incorrect, or possibly ‘Northern Ireland’. 

I have asked your Northern Ireland opposite numbers why they also use ‘Northern Irish’ as I assume they have advised you to do the same. Have they?

Having the alternative ‘Irish’ answer option in question 12 anyway means most of those from a Catholic background who originated in Northern Ireland would tick that box rather than ‘Northern Irish’ and the statistics will be clouded. 

That ‘Irish’ and ‘Northern Irish’ between them get three bites at the census cherry in questions 12 and 13 (not to mention a fourth mention in the case of ‘Irish Traveller’) is indefensible in enumerating terms and seems to indicate a non-statistical influence has prevailed which has proved difficult to incorporate seamlessly.

Question 13 - What is your ethnic group?

In the question ‘What is your ethnic group?’ it is odd that in the options (13B-D), ‘Mixed’, ‘Asian’ and ‘Black’ merit capital letters in the ‘Any other Mixed background’ option, for example, when ‘white’ does not. Surely consistency is necessary here, unless the distinction is meaningful. 

As phrased those with a ‘Mixed’ ethnicity, who are, I imagine, and as you imply, overwhelmingly British or English, are not so categorised in the sub-option question title, unlike in the ‘Asian or British Asian’ and ‘Black or Black British’ titling. The ethnic subgroup answer (13B ‘Mixed’) would therefore be more accurate and useful with a sub-option ‘Mixed and British’ instead of simply ‘Mixed’ as well as, for example, ‘White and Black African’ and ‘White and Asian’. 

In the sub-option 13E, ‘Arab’ ethnicity, alongside only ‘Gypsy/Romany/Irish Traveller’ merits a box. Surely Turkish, (including Kurdish?), also does, given that most people from that country do not see themselves just as ‘Asian’ or ‘White’ and are probably as numerous as Arabs, not to mention the problem of what answer Turkish Cypriots might want to provide? 

Perhaps Turkish could be added to Asian alongside other single nation groups like Bangladeshi etc., in the 13C ‘Asian or Asian British’ answer sub-option?

Question 14

In the religion question ‘Christian’ is historically now the only answer you allow (if Christian), as opposed to breaking up into perhaps half a dozen ‘Christian’ sub-options. Given that Jews, Sikhs and Buddhists will hardly merit half a million positive answers each, unless most Chinese opt for ‘Buddhist’ as the best of an inadequate set of religious (philosophical?) options for them, it would be vastly more instructive for Christians to be offered sub-options.

Is it too late to change the wording of those questions for the 13 May 2007 test census? At least the differing capitalisations for ‘white’, ‘Mixed’, ‘Asian’ and ‘Black’ in relation to ‘Any other white background’ could surely be corrected by your printer. [CHANGED TO cap W]
When it comes to the full census in 2011, I hope you will be able to take a historically-based and statistically sensible approach to the wording of questions in the light of the results of this 2007 test census, and what I suspect will be the confusion and inaccuracy apparent in its figures.

I would welcome a full answer to my concerns and proposals.

Yours sincerely

Jeffrey Dudgeon

‘Unfortunately it is not possible to include response categories for every possible ethnic, national, religious or linguistic group in the relevant Census question because of the space constraints of the form. We aim to cover groups which make up a reasonably large proportion of the population, and smaller groups for which there is an extremely strong need for information. This means the ethnic group labels and categories need to be meaningful, recognisable and acceptable to those to whom they refer. Ideally they should reflect the terms people use to describe their own ethnicity. This can lead to apparent inconsistencies in the category labels, as different individuals or groups may emphasise different factors when describing their ethnic identity, for example using terms relating to ancestry, geographical origins, nationality, country of birth, language, or physical characteristics such as skin colour (among others).’
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