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29 January 2020 
 
Dear Joan 
 
Thank you for your letter of 16 January regarding preparations for the 2021 Census and the 
Census Order, which followed the evidence session with National Records of Scotland 
(NRS) on 9 January.  
 
Please find responses to the points raised in your letter.  
 
Which independent academics and other data users who use census data to support 
their research have expressly stated their support for a self-ID sex question to the 
NRS? 
 
The Census has always collected data using a binary sex question based on how people 
identify themselves when the self-complete the Census. The many users and varied use, of 
Census data, its consistency over time and across the UK, together with the high levels of 
completion and quality, provides strong evidence of the success of the current approach. 
 
Data users have made direct and in-direct use of Census data, including those who use the 
sex data to allocate health funding, inform the Barnett Formula or target public sector 
investment. In addition to these groups, NRS heard specifically from NHS ISD (Information 
Services Division) and NHS Health Scotland. NHS ISD confirmed that population estimates 
by age and sex are used for planning, modelling, profiling and resource allocation purposes. 
They advised that they are content with the NRS recommendation for the sex question and 
guidance. NHS Health Scotland also confirmed that the data gathered through the Census is 
a key data source for resource allocation and planning at a population level.  
 
In November and December 2018 NRS held events across Scotland (in Edinburgh, Glasgow 
and Aberdeen). This followed the publication of the Plans for Scotland’s Census 2021. 
Through these NRS updated stakeholders on question and outputs development and sought 
feedback.  
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NRS also took the recommendation for a sex question, with self-identification guidance, to its 
key local authority consultation group [Population and Migration Statistics (PAMS) 
committee]. No issues were raised.  
 
NRS has heard from a number of academics, researchers, practitioners and data users, 
across Scotland and the UK, who support the NRS recommendation. These include the 
group of 50 who wrote to the CTEEAC on the 20th September 2019, the Equality Network 
and LGBT Youth Scotland, and Stonewall Scotland.  
 
As you are aware, NRS has also engaged with stakeholders who do not support the 
recommendation for the sex question. This has included direct discussions with Scottish 
based stakeholders, and recent participation in an ONS meeting with two representatives of 
the signatories to Professor Alice Sullivan’s letter.  
 
Did those who identified as trans in the general population test answer the questions 
in a significantly different way from the self-selecting trans group of 75 and which 
organisations recruited the 75?  
 
In the general population survey, those who identified as trans answered in a similar way to 
those who took part in the separate trans/non-binary survey. 
 
To recruit the trans and non-binary participants, ScotCen identified 55 potential advertisers 
from a list of national and local charity organisations (these were included in recent 
correspondence to the Committee), gender identity clinics and groups likely to have contact 
with trans or non-binary adults living in Scotland. Recruitment posters and fieldwork dates 
were sent to advertisers who agreed to promote the survey in line with outlined criteria. The 
poster signposted participants to contact ScotCen to find out how to access the survey.  
 
The NRS testing suggested that 3% of the general population sample of 2000+ may 
refuse to answer a self-identified sex question. What consideration has the NRS given 
to the result of this testing when extrapolated across the whole population?  
 
The purpose of the testing NRS commissioned from ScotCen was to understand the manner 
in which respondents might make use of guidance for a binary sex question, and to gather 
information on the impact of two different versions of guidance.  
 
Previous Censuses across Scotland and the rest of the UK, and recent rehearsals, confirm 
that response rates to the sex question are routinely amongst the highest for any questions 
across the Census. For example in Census 2011, only ‘date of birth’ had a higher response 
rate. 
 
The context of completion rates to a mandatory Census backed by legislation is different to a 
research survey. As such the response to the ScotCen work that 2 % of respondents would 
skip the ‘what is your sex’ question (self – identification guidance) and 3 % (legal sex 
guidance) isn’t a direct read across to Census activity.  
 
It is clear from the ScotCen testing that the vast majority of respondents to the Census will 
not access guidance. In testing, only 0.5% of respondents to the general population survey 
actually accessed the guidance.  
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Guidance is, therefore, provided to meet the needs of a proportionately small number of 
respondents who expressed a need for guidance, and for data users who benefit from clarity 
on how the question has been asked.  
 
Is the NRS aware of whether the ONS and the Northern Ireland Statistics and 
Research Agency have done any testing on responses to the sex question based on a 
definition of „legal sex‟, self-ID or with no guidance? If so, how does that compare 
with the NRS‟ testing?  
 
NRS is not aware of ONS or NISRA carrying out such testing on the sex question. These 
bodies have been kept informed of the NRS testing. 
 
What consideration has the NRS given to concerns shared with it by data users that 
the self-identification of sex in the sex question may have an impact on the quality of 
data on certain sub sections of the population, such as young people in some cities?  
 
NRS has discussed these concerns with the stakeholders that hold them, specifically the 
meeting with Professor Bailey, Dr Ferrie and Professor McVie on 7 October 2019. As with all 
views shared with NRS,  they are gratefully received and considered. 
 
As stated previously, a binary sex question using self-identification guidance is the 
consistent approach to gathering information on sex by the Census. As always, the 
estimations produced from the Census data for various population groups and geographies 
will need to be considered by users within the context of estimation and imputation for 
missing data, statistical disclosure control and the self-completion nature of the form.  
 
Why does the table entitled “how NRS expect people to answer based on alternative 
versions of the guidance” on page 30 of the supporting information provided for the 
meeting on 9 January 2020 refer to cisgender? 
 
This appeared in a research report and as two tables of figures for comparative purposes in 
the NRS recommendation report. 
 
It is recognised that different people have their own preferred language. Cisgender is 
sometimes used to refer to people who are not transgender. This term of reference will not 
be used in the census questionnaire or accompanying guidance.  
 
I recognise that this is a sensitive area however there are, and will continue to be, occasions 
where it is necessary to distinguish between the experiences of trans people and those of 
people who are not trans. 
 
The Committee also seeks clarification from the NRS on whether the online census 
platform will require respondents to complete all mandatory fields before the census 
form can be submitted online. 
 
I can confirm that is correct. The submit option will only become available for online 
completion once all mandatory fields are completed. This is in line with the legal requirement 
to complete the census form.  
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Whilst the Committee recognises that minor changes to the guidance will be on-going 
until the summer and that the guidance does not form part of the legislative process, 
the Committee nonetheless requests that a substantive version of the accompanying 
guidance is provided when the Order is laid in Parliament later this month. 
 
The recent Census rehearsal included the question guidance as it had been developed at 
that point, and that was shared with the Committee in September 2019. Stakeholders have 
helped NRS in the development of the guidance across a number of questions to ensure it 
reflects the correct language, and that it will gather the data required. This is an ongoing 
process until the final version is agreed by the end of summer this year. 
 
I am due to meet the Committee on 30th January and I look forward to discussing issues of 
importance to Scotland’s Census 2021.  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fiona Hyslop 
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