
2021 Census of Population and Housing in England and Wales 
Summary of White Paper 
 
Introduction 
The White Paper sets out the independent UK Statistics Authority’s proposals for the 2021 Census 
for England and Wales which will be presented to Parliament. After consultation with Welsh 
Ministers, the Government will lay before Parliament an Order in Council for approval in accordance 
with the Census Act 1920.  
 
ONS has worked and consulted extensively with community groups, charities, governmental bodies 
and business in preparation for this census, to make sure the statistics it produces are of benefit to 
all communities. This census will not only shed light on long-term trends, but will also reflect the 
society in which we live today, with a mixture of traditional and new questions. 
 
Census Day will be Sunday 21 March 2021. For the first time, it will be a primarily online census but 
with provision made for those unable to fill in the census online. To ensure that this census will be as 
inclusive as possible for all, ONS will offer a full range of support services, including face-to-face 
assistance, a contact centre that will provide guidance and help via telephone and digital services 
such as web chat and social media, census questionnaires in Braille and British Sign Language, and 
targeted supporting materials as well as organised completion events. ONS has a target to achieve a 
75% online return rate. 
 
Census content 
Continuity of data over time is very important to users, who need to be able to track changes over 
time to evaluate the effectiveness of policies and improve planning. The majority of topics to be 
covered by the census will therefore remain unchanged from 2011. A summary of the type of 
information that will be collected from households, communal establishments and residents is set 
out in the table below. 
 
Proposed new topics 
In addition to continuing to collect information ONS has gathered before, consultation showed 
strong needs from decision-makers for new questions to be asked in the census, each of which 
reflect the identity of particular groups in the population. The needs identified were to collect 
information on: 
 

1. gender identity, in addition to the current question on sex, to meet the needs for better 
quality information for monitoring and for supporting anti-discrimination duties under the 
Equality Act 2010. The question will be voluntary and only asked of people aged 16 and over. 
 

2. sexual orientation to meet the needs for better quality information on the lesbian, gay and 
bisexual population for monitoring and for supporting anti-discrimination duties under the 
Equality Act 2010. The question will be voluntary and only asked of people aged 16 and over.  
 

3. veterans of the UK armed forces to support users to meet their commitments under the 
Armed Forces Covenant – a promise between the country and those who serve or have 
served it. 

  



Topics to be covered in the 2021 Census 

For residents in households and communal 
establishments 

For residents in households and communal 
establishments (continued) 

Name  Address and type of second residence 
Sex Second residence 
Date of birth Students’ term-time addresses 
Marital/legal civil partnership status Armed forces [New] 
Ethnic group Gender identity [New] 
National identity Sexual orientation [New] 
Amount of unpaid care provided For residents in communal establishments 
General health Position within the establishment 
Long-term health problem or disability For households 
Qualifications Relationship within the household 
Long-term international migration Type of accommodation 
Short-term international migration Self-containment of accommodation 
Address one year ago Number of bedrooms 
Citizenship (via passport held) Type of central heating 
Religion Tenure and type of landlord (if renting) 
Welsh language skills (only in Wales) Number of cars or vans 
Main language used For communal establishments 
English language proficiency Type of establishment 
Economic activity For visitors in households 
Occupation Name 
Industry Sex 
Method of transport to place of work Date of birth 
Supervisory status Location of usual residence 
Address of place of work  
Note: The questions will be set out in the Census Order due to go before parliament in Autumn 2019. 
 
Other changes 
Just as new topics are added to the census to reflect changes in society, so some are removed. This 
time it is recommended that the census does not have questions on the number of rooms for each 
household, or on the last year worked by respondents. For number of rooms, ONS intends to use 
alternative sources for the data, and for year last worked ONS intends to gather the data by adapting 
another census question (the “ever worked” question). 
 
In addition to these main changes, ONS has been looking at possible improvements in the way some 
questions are asked in the census: 
 
 Long-term health and disability - subject to ongoing testing and stakeholder engagement, 

ONS intends to base the question on long-term health and disability on the Government 
Statistical Service (GSS) harmonised standard. 
 

 Qualifications - the suite of questions on educational qualifications will be simplified 
 



 Marital and civil partnerships - ONS has been reviewing the question on marital and civil 
partnerships in light of the passage of the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act 2013 to ensure it 
remains up to date, and will to ensure that all legally recognised statuses are covered.  
 

 Amount of unpaid care provided - the question used for the 2011 Census will be revised so 
that it meets the Digital Service Standard set by the Government Digital Service (GDS). ONS 
also aims to amend the response “Yes, 20-49 hours a week” so that the census can gather 
information on carer’s allowance as requested by data users. 

 
 Ethnicity, national identity and religion - ONS has been considering which response options 

will be available as specific selections. It is not possible to provide a specific response option 
for all the groups that would like one. However, the 2021 Census will use “search-as-you-
type” capability, together with provision of communications, community engagement, and 
advice and help from field force and contact centre staff, to ensure people can tell us how 
they wish to identify themselves. 

  
Ethnic group question 
Following the topic consultation, a further exercise was held to gather evidence of the need for new 
response options within the ethnic group question. Requests were prioritised initially against 
strength of need, and further against additional criteria including the availability of alternative data 
sources, data quality, and comparability. In this exercise, 55 possible new response options were 
requested, with four of those taken forward for further investigation. The four areas with highest 
user need were Roma, Somali, Sikh and Jewish. The case for each of these has been examined in 
depth. ONS will meet the user needs for all four groups but in the following different ways following 
testing: 

 
1. For the Roma population - ONS recommends including include a tick-box for “Roma” within 

the “White” category under “Gypsy or Irish Traveller”. 
 

2. For the Somali population - ONS does not recommend inclusion of a Somali tick-box. This is 
because the addition of a specific Somali response option was seen by some of the Somali 
population and some Black Africans as singling out only one African ethnicity and was 
unacceptable. ONS recommends including an option for those selecting “African” within the 
“Black, African, Caribbean or Black British” category to write in a more specific ethnic 
background. 

 
3. For the Sikh population - ONS does not propose adding an additional specific response 

option to the 2021 Census ethnic group question because of the evidence that this would 
not be acceptable to a proportion of the Sikh population. ONS considers that the estimates 
of the Sikh population can be met through data from the religion question. 
 

4. For the Jewish population - ONS does not recommend the inclusion of a specific Jewish 
response option in the ethnic group question for the 2021 Census. Research has shown that 
the Jewish population would prefer to have a Jewish option only in the religion question. 
 

Online, the ethnic group question will be split into two stages to reduce respondent burden and, for 
both online and paper versions, the readability of the question will be increased by removing slashes 



between terms. In addition, online “search-as-you-type” functionality will help to ensure that people 
can tell us how they wish to identify themselves. The ethnic group question has previously included 
a write-in option, to allow respondents to self-identify as they wish when a tick-box is not available. 
With the online questionnaire, a comprehensive list of suggestions, including “Somali”, “Sikh” and 
“Jewish”, will be available. Respondents will, however, still be able to state identities not listed. 
 
ONS will offer these communities strong publicity and communications especially in areas of a large 
local need, to encourage participation and raise awareness of how to record their chosen identity. 
These measures enable people of all communities to be sure they are included in the 2021 Census. 

 
Questions ONS does not propose to ask 
Each topic included in the proposals for the 2021 Census satisfies evaluation criteria. The UK 
Statistics Authority is grateful to all those who made suggestions for new topics and regrets that it 
has not been possible to accept all of them. In cases where sufficient evidence has been provided, 
detailed assessments have been undertaken to understand the new information requirements. 
However, there were a number of topics where evidence of user requirements was relatively lower 
than for other topics, and, as a result, ONS does not recommend their inclusion. The topics are: 
 
 technology 
 pet ownership 
 mental health 
 health conditions and incapacities 
 factors affecting health 

 reason for migration 
 address of place of study 
 place of birth 
 maiden name 

 
In contrast there were two topics where there was evidence of a higher user requirement, but which 
ONS nevertheless does not recommend including in the 2021 Census. These topics were income and 
volunteering.
 
Further information 
 
 2021 Census White Paper 
 Equality Impact Assessment for the 2021 Census  
 For more information on ONS research into gender identity, sexual orientation and ethnic 

groups 2021 Census topic research update: December 2018 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/765089/Census2021WhitePaper.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/763638/Equality_Impact_Assessment_for_the_2021_Census.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/censustransformationprogramme/questiondevelopment/2021censustopicresearchupdatedecember2018

