
 
 

 

 

“Being Jewish in Scotland” 

Interim project report, March 2012 

Phase One: Survey 

Planning 

From the appointment of the project worker on 24 October 2011, the Being Jewish in 
Scotland project has progressed substantially according to the original project outline. 

The first six weeks were taken up with design and piloting of the project research tools, in 
particular the survey form, which was developed in consultation with Cathy Sharp of 
Research for Real.  This survey also formed the basis for pilot focus groups.  Other early 
tasks included publicising the project, and the project worker familiarising herself with 
SCoJeC’s constituent communities and other Jewish communal organisations. During the 
same period, a flyer publicising the project was designed and printed, making it clear that 
the intention is to reflect the full range of Jewish experience in Scotland, whatever people's 
Jewish affiliation or Jewish heritage. 7500 copies of the flyer were distributed to all public 
libraries around Scotland.  

Publicity 

Articles about the project appeared in the main newspapers of the UK Jewish Community, 
the Jewish Telegraph, Jewish Chronicle, and Jewish Tribune.  A more detailed article, 
together with a copy of the survey form, appeared in the December 2011 issue of 
SCoJeC’s newsletter Four Corners, of which around 1000 hard copies are distributed 
throughout Scotland.  As well as copies posted to individuals living throughout Scotland, 
from the Borders to the Shetlands, others are distributed through all the synagogues, the 
Jewish Community Centres in Glasgow and Edinburgh, and kosher grocery shops.  The 
electronic mailing list includes all Scottish synagogues, which then cascade the newsletter 
to their membership, and the University Jewish Chaplaincy Board, which cascades it to 
students studying in Scottish colleges and universities.  Electronic versions of Four 
Corners also go to people who have moved away from Scotland but wish to keep in touch 
with Scottish Jewish life. The Four Corners pages of SCoJeC’s website receive around 
800 hits each month, with each issue being downloaded around 350 times during the first 
month of publication.  

An article reporting some very early findings and requesting feedback appeared in the 
latest issue of Four Corners, which was distributed at the end of February along with 
another copy of the survey form, and which has already stimulated several additional 
responses. 

The survey was also made available online. A banner on the "Home" and “New on Site” 
pages of the SCoJeC website, which average 1600 hits per month, provided a clickable 
link to the Being Jewish in Scotland survey. The link to this was widely publicised, via 
communal e-mail lists, on SCoJeC’s Twitter and Facebook pages, through other Scottish 
Jewish facebook networks, and in the Association of Jewish Refugees (AJR) newsletter.   
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As a result, there have been 1100 hits on the Being Jewish in Scotland webpages since 
the beginning of 2012.   

The project worker also publicised the project at various meetings within the Jewish 
community including at the Edinburgh Jewish Literary Society, Dundee Synagogue’s 
Holocaust Memorial Day event, and a Kosher Food Fair in Glasgow where she ran a 
‘listening table’ and carried out interviews. She also attended a Voluntary Action Fund 
training event where she was able to raise the profile of the inquiry with people from other 
projects around Scotland.  

Initial data collection  

As of the end of February, 111 surveys have been returned (just under half on paper, the 
rest electronically) and 112 people have participated in 16 focus groups. Focus group 
participants have included older people in a care home, youth leaders, students, members 
of the Association of Jewish Refugees, and some expatriate Scots in Boston USA.  Focus 
groups have been held in the north east, Tayside, and the Borders, and surveys have 
been returned from across the whole of Scotland, including from north of Inverness and 
from a remote island, as well as a small number by Jewish people now living outwith 
Scotland. Allowing for some people who both attended focus groups and completed 
surveys, as of the end of February more than 200 individuals have participated in the 
project.  Of these just over half live in either Glasgow or Edinburgh, and the rest (apart 
from the small number received from outwith Scotland) either live in the smaller 
communities of Aberdeen or Dundee, or else in isolated rural areas. This reflects the 
known distribution of the Scottish Jewish population.   

Contribution to community  

As intended, many of the activities associated with the project have contributed directly to 
community development, not least because the Being Jewish in Scotland events were the 
first organised Jewish activity in that area.  For example, some of the participants at one of 
the focus groups in the north of Scotland did not previously know that there were any other 
Jewish people in the area; they have already met again, and plan further activities. A talk 
on Scottish Jewish immigration by a lecturer from the University of Dundee, which was 
followed by a focus group, was advertised in the Dundee Courier and the Evening 
Telegraph, and attracted a Jewish woman who had lived in Dundee for five years but was 
not even aware of the existence of the community – one of her students, who knew she 
was Jewish, had drawn her attention to the article.  The event also served an educational 
purpose by drawing the attention of non-Jewish people to the activities of the Dundee 
Jewish community: several interested non-Jewish people attended the lunch and lecture.  
New contacts in the north-east have enabled us to facilitate visitors to an isolated and 
house-bound individual.  During one focus group with members of the Association of 
Jewish Refugees, one member recounted, for the very first time, the detail of her journey 
from Vienna to Scotland, and at her request the recording of her story will be passed to her 
children. During one focus group in Edinburgh, several participants offered to help to set 
up events to enable Jewish people to socialise, enjoy Jewish cultural activities, and talk 
further about their Jewish identity. 

Several respondents to the survey have commented that their attention was drawn to it by 
non-Jewish friends, and the presence at some focus groups of non-Jewish partners and 
spouses of Jewish people has been most welcome and useful. However, the attendance 
of a small number of Christians with no Jewish connection at some focus groups has 
surprised many Jewish participants, and has, in some cases, made them feel 
uncomfortable. We have addressed this by making clear that while events are open to all 
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interested parties, so far as possible only those with a Jewish connection should 
participate in the focus groups.  

The leaflets in libraries have prompted a number of Jewish people or people with Jewish 
background with no previous contact with any Jewish communal organisation to contact 
SCoJeC.  One family had thought themselves “the only Jews in the North” for years, and 
were very happy to link up with the small but vibrant Dundee community less than half an 
hour away – though they are rather sad to think that they could have had that contact for 
many years.  A novelist, who had only discovered her Jewish heritage as an adult, 
contacted us after picking up the leaflet in her local library. She has offered her services to 
the project, and we hope to draw on her experience, and on the services of two other 
Jewish novelists who have also contacted the project, to put on a literature event in the 
north of Scotland to engage more Jewish people. 

Emerging patterns 

Responses to the survey and focus group discussions have included comments and 
concerns about both internal communal activity and relations with the wider Scottish 
society. It would be premature to draw conclusions at this stage, but early findings seem to 
indicate ten main themes: 

 A Jewish community in which many of the children leave Scotland after school or 
university, and are, in some cases, followed by their parents.  

 Greater acceptance of a wider variety of Jewishness in the smaller than the larger 
communities; as one person from Aberdeen put it, “if there’s only one shul, then 
that’s the shul you’ll go to.” 

 A desire for Jewish communal organisations to work more closely together.  

 Requests from young people and adults outwith the central belt for social events 
and other networking to enable them to connect with other Jewish people 
throughout Scotland.  

 Requests from people outwith Glasgow for easier access to kosher food and other 
Judaism-related items. 

 Requests from people outwith Glasgow for better access to Jewish education 

 Despite widespread respect for the “people of the book”, there appears to be a 
surprising level of ignorance amongst Scots about Judaism; many respondents 
commented that they were often the first Jewish person other people had met.  

 Abusive name-calling in schools is commonly reported; in particular, the expression 
“you Jew” is used as a general insult in the playground, and not all teaching staff 
respond adequately or effectively. 

 Parents wishing to withdraw their children from Christian prayers, Christmas 
activities, etc, and to keep their children off school to celebrate Jewish festivals, are 
sometimes met by incomprehension – or worse – from teaching staff.  

 A majority of respondents, especially in universities, commented on the hostile tone 
of anti-Israel sentiment and said this makes them feel insecure and vulnerable as 
Jews. Several respondents told us they refrain from mentioning their Judaism, and 
a significant proportion of Israelis in Scotland mentioned that they routinely tell 
people that they are French or Turkish, in order to avoid uncomfortable situations.   
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Next steps: Phase Two: Mid-February to April 2012 

SCoJeC's Director referred to the project during "Thought for the Day" on BBC Radio 
Scotland in early March, and articles about the project will appear in the forthcoming 
issues of the Edinburgh Star (the magazine of the Edinburgh Jewish Community), Giffnock 
Synagogue magazine, and the Church of Scotland magazine Life and Work.  The project 
worker has also been interviewed for BBC Radio Scotland’s ‘Sunday Morning’ programme.   

Preliminary findings were presented at meetings in Glasgow and Dundee during late 
February, and participants invited to help identify any missing issues. This process will 
continue during March and April.  

We are currently analysing the focus group and survey data, to look, for example, at 
differences in experiences between people living in the central belt and elsewhere, in 
urban and rural areas, and of different age-groups.  Initial findings reveal interesting meta-
data which we will investigate further, for example: 

 the significant number of people who have written in response to one question that 
there is no antisemitism in Scotland (not merely that they have personally not 
encountered any), but then go on to list several instances in response to a later 
question; and  

 families who wish their children could meet other Jewish young people from around 
the country, but who do not attend such events when they are organised.  

Certain groups are underrepresented in the inquiry, particularly students, those living in 
remote areas, and unaffiliated Jews.  We will be running events of Jewish cultural interest 
in Dumfriesshire and in Oban to attract Jewish people living in those areas, and the Project 
Worker will be joining the Jewish Student Chaplain at student events in Glasgow and St 
Andrews. Articles in the mainstream Scottish press, and two events in central Glasgow are 
planned, which we hope will enable us to engage with Jewish people not affiliated to any 
synagogue or community.  

In addition, we will investigate sources of funding to enable us to respond to the findings, 
in terms of capacity-building, supporting communities and individuals living outwith any 
settled community, and raising relevant issues with communal and statutory organisations.  

Phase Three: May–June 2012   

During this phase, we will focus on how best to respond to the issues raised, but will also 
continue to hold and support events outwith the central belt  in order to engage with the 
small communities and individuals living outwith any settled community. 

The question: ‘Is there anything that you could do personally to improve the experience of 
Jewish people in Scotland?’ has provided some very useful personal reflection and 
commitments, which we will follow up. We have also received interesting responses about 
what Jewish organisations and Scottish local and national organisations could do to 
improve the experience of Jewish people in Scotland.    

We will return to groups in the Jewish communities for further discussion of proposed 
actions, but, since the findings will be relevant to a wide range of communal and external 
organisations, we are currently also considering the possibility of a conference.  This 
would enable us to report our findings to internal and external stakeholders, including 
public agencies such as police, NHS, education authorities, etc, and would stimulate 
discussion and feedback, including practical suggestions for addressing respondents’ 
concerns.  
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It is intended that the project final report, and a special edition of Four Corners about the 
project, will be produced by June 2012.  

Wider learning 

The project has raised a number of issues of interest to the wider Scottish community and 
the methodology of the inquiry itself has provided a model for future such exercises in 
different communities.   

We believe that the project provides insights into effective engagement between the 
Scottish Government and minority communities. These relate to improvements in ‘cultural 
competency’ amongst professionals in, for example, education and health, and will have 
implications for other areas. Comments on the treatment of Jewish children in Scottish 
schools, for example, have relevance to all minority communities, as have the requests for 
increased support for networking opportunities.  

It is evident that, when faced with a minority that does not look visibly different from the 
mainstream community, people in professional roles may not always consider the differing 
needs of that community – nor that there may be differing needs even within a single 
community. We have heard about situations in which provision should be improved: the 
case of an elderly woman who, for the first time in her life, had to eat non kosher food 
when she was in hospital for a few weeks; the lack of understanding by medical staff as to 
why a family wanted their son to be circumcised; and the choice of a Christian hymn as 
part of a school choir’s otherwise secular programme, which resulted in the Jewish 
member of that choir feeling very uncomfortable.   

Despite – or perhaps because of – causing people to recall such experiences, we believe 
that the inquiry has already contributed to making the scattered Jewish community of 
Scotland feel safer and stronger, both by the simple fact of reaching out to them, and by 
signalling that there is somebody here to listen and help.   

Fiona Frank, Project Worker 
Ephraim Borowski, Director 

Scottish Council of Jewish Communities (SCoJeC) 
March 2012  


