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Ethnicity Information at Registration of Death 

Response from the Scottish Council of Jewish Communities 

The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities strongly supports the collection of data 
relating to ethnicity and religion, but, as we have argued in our response to a number of 
consultations including Health in our Multi-ethnic Scotland: Future Research Priorities1,2, 
we wish to draw attention to the importance of obtaining data that are unambiguous, 
intelligible, and useful. Although the work and recommendations of the Commission on 
Integration and Cohesion 3  relate only to England and Wales, the Commission’s 
recommendations are also relevant in Scotland. We particularly note the Commission’s 
view that progress will only be made “once national data is updated and trusted”, and we 
do not believe it will be trusted until all ethnic and faith communities believe that monitoring 
is designed to include rather than exclude. 

What is being monitored must be relevant and meaningful to those from whom data are 
obtained, as well as to those who require to use it. Ethnic monitoring poses particular 
difficulties in this respect since there is no single factor identifiable as “ethnicity”, but rather 
a variety of factors that contribute to an individual’s sense of “identity”, including the 
respondent’s nationality, descent, race, religion, culture, and language, among others. All 
of these must be taken into consideration if the data are to provide useful information in 
this complex and often sensitive area. For this reason, we strongly oppose the use of the 
2011 census ethnicity and religion questions to collect the data.  

Ethnicity Question 

The 2001 census ethnicity question, which offered what the last Registrar General himself 
described as an “irrational“ mix of colour, nationality and geography, supposedly as 
answers to a question about “cultural background”, resulted in classifications that were 
‘confusing, inconsistent and inaccurate’4 both as regards the question itself and the range 
and structure of the possible responses. Unfortunately many of these problems were 
perpetuated by the 2011 census question. These include: 

 Top-level headings of "White" and "Black" that alienate large sections of the 
population. Partly as a result of the 2001 census classifications, “Black” and “White” 
have come to be used as if they were synonymous with “minority” and “majority” 
communities.  

When “black” is used as if it were synonymous with “minority community”, non-black 
communities such as the Polish, Jewish, and Gypsy Traveller communities are 
excluded because they are not in any sense black. When “white” is used as if it 
were synonymous with “the majority community” these same communities are 
excluded once again because they are not part of the majority community. This 
double exclusion is particularly divisive and alienating. As a result, many minority 
communities are excluded both from the majority and from the officially recognised 

                                            
1  http://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/8248-Report%20-%20Health%20in%20our%20Multi-

ethnic%20Scotland.pdf  
 
2  http://www.scojec.org/consultations/2008/08xii_health.pdf 
 
3  “Our Shared Future”: final report of the Commission on Integration & Cohesion 

http://resources.cohesioninstitute.org.uk/Publications/Documents/Document/DownloadDocumentsFile.asp
x?recordId=18&file=PDFversion  
 

4  Ethnic Identity and the Census’, Scottish Executive, 2005 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/54357/0013571.pdf  

http://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/8248-Report%20-%20Health%20in%20our%20Multi-ethnic%20Scotland.pdf
http://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/8248-Report%20-%20Health%20in%20our%20Multi-ethnic%20Scotland.pdf
http://www.scojec.org/consultations/2008/08xii_health.pdf
http://resources.cohesioninstitute.org.uk/Publications/Documents/Document/DownloadDocumentsFile.aspx?recordId=18&file=PDFversion
http://resources.cohesioninstitute.org.uk/Publications/Documents/Document/DownloadDocumentsFile.aspx?recordId=18&file=PDFversion
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/54357/0013571.pdf
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minority, a particularly significant failing at a time when the largest communities of 
new immigrants are from Eastern Europe. 

 In any event, there is no single, clearly understood meaning of  "Black". In fact, the 
term is so ambiguous as not to be useful for identifying which group or groups are 
intended, and recent publications have used it variously to refer to: 

i)    all minority communities regardless of skin colour 
ii)   all visible minority communities (based solely on skin colour) 
iii)  visible minority communities excluding Asians  
iv) minority communities that are neither "white", "Asian", nor "Hispanic". 

It does not matter which, if any, of these uses is correct.  All that matters is that the 
term "black" is clearly multiply ambiguous, and that is sufficient to vitiate its use in 
categorising ethnicity. Since respondents can interpret the term differently, their 
ticks on a monitoring form may mean different things, so their responses cannot be 
aggregated to produce reliable data. There is no point in collecting unintelligible 
data, so acceptable classifications must be agreed before commencing the 
proposed scheme of monitoring.  

Both “white” and “black” are sometimes used as terms of abuse based on 
stereotyping that ignores the huge variety of ethnicity within each group.  

 The creation of an offensive apartheid-style hierarchy, by listing categories in order 
of  "White", "Mixed or Multiple", "Asian", "Black". This is particularly apparent from 
the position of "Mixed or Multiple" (analogous to the South African "coloured"), 
which should logically appear last since one must first be aware of all single 
categories before knowing whether a "mixed" category will apply. 

 The use of misleading categories such as "Asian Scottish". Research has shown 
that these have frequently been misunderstood as indicating multiple ethnicity, 
when what was intended was to capture data relating to people of Asian origin who 
feel Scottish. 

The Commission on Integration and Cohesion states that "increasingly, people are moving 
away from single identities to multiple identities not just based on race or ethnicity, but 
differences in values, differences in life-style, consumption, social class, differences across 
generations, gender etc. People now have multiple identities and adjust these to the 
situation they are in – and this seems particularly true for the children or grandchildren of 
migrants …".  This is not merely of theoretical interest, For example, since it is known that 
the incidence of heart attack is higher among South Asians in Scotland than in the rest of 
the population, and also that there is a higher than average incidence of BRCA2 mutation 
amongst Ashkenazi Jewish women, causing a greater risk of breast and ovarian cancers, 
it is evidently more useful to collect data that reveal the dual ethnic heritage of a woman 
with a South Asian father and Ashkenazi Jewish mother, than to require her to be placed 
in only one of these categories. 

The collection of information about ethnicity and religion at registration of death is thus not 
only of academic interest, but could potentially result in better targeted health care. That 
will only be achieved, however, if the questions are such that bereaved relatives can 
appreciate their relevance, and are not asked to classify their loved one according to 
standard classifications with which they do not identify.   
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Religion Question 

We note that at present Registrars do not record religion despite the significant 
sensitivities relating to speed of burial, method of disposal, mourning rituals, etc.  We 
believe religion should be recorded, and therefore wish also to make some observations in 
regard to this.   

The religion question in the 2011 census is also problematic since, in our experience, 
some people interpret “belonging” as paying membership fees to a formal religious 
community or place of worship. Thus people living outwith any local community were 
discouraged from recording their religion even though they may identify very strongly.  This 
problem was further exacerbated by the loss of the 2001 question about religion of 
upbringing, which provided information about ethnic background even where an individual 
was not religiously observant. In the case of the Jewish community, for example, there are 
formal communities only in the four major cities, and we know that Jewish individuals living 
in various parts of rural Scotland recorded – truthfully – that they do not “belong” to any 
religion, despite being in regular contact with, and receiving a range of support, from this 
Council.  This is particularly significant as the Government contemplates the “localisation" 
of service provision, since it gives the impression that religious minorities have no local 
presence when in fact there are significant numbers. This can affect, in particular, the 
provision of culturally sensitive registration services. 

Proposed alternative question 

In place of the 2011 census ethnicity categories that we understand that you propose to 
use, and a separate religion question, we therefore suggest the use of a single level list 
(i.e. not grouped into categories) headed by the instruction to "tick as many as apply". The 
list should include religions in addition to geographic identities, and could include both 
"White" and "Black" since we recognise that some people do choose to identify by these 
terms – indeed, their inclusion would provide valuable information about those groups that 
do so identify. 

Comparability 

Concerns have been raised about the loss of comparability with the general population 
statistics derived from the census. However, comparing unintelligible data will not produce 
intelligible information, and, whilst comparability is useful, it is more important that current 
and future classifications should be meaningful than that they should be unduly 
constrained in this way.    

Summary 

We support the collection of ethnicity and religion data at registration of death, but 
emphasise that this will only be of value if the questions are such as will elicit meaningful 
data. To be of any value, monitoring should seek to capture and map diversity, not to 
conceal it behind categories that have little reality in the lives of individuals. 
 
 
Note: The Scottish Council of Jewish Communities (SCoJeC) is the representative body of all the 
Jewish communities in Scotland comprising Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen, and Dundee as well 
as the more loosely linked groups of the Jewish Network of Argyll and the Highlands, and of 
students studying in Scottish Universities and Colleges. SCoJeC is Scottish Charity SC029438, 
and its aims are to advance public understanding about the Jewish religion, culture and 
community.  It works with others to promote good relations and understanding among community 
groups and to promote equality, and represents the Jewish community in Scotland to government 
and other statutory and official bodies on matters affecting the Jewish community. 


