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1. Introduction 

This report presents the results of a Census Test that took place in Northern Ireland 

in autumn 2017, covering all 11 local government districts.  The test involved 

sending a census-type questionnaire to a sample of 15,000 households, that could 

respond online or on paper.  The main objective of the Census Test was to inform 

decisions about the possible inclusion (and location in relation to the religion 

questions) of a sexual orientation question in the 2021 Census. 

This analysis is key as the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) 

needs to understand how this change in the questionnaire (in this case, the inclusion 

of a sexual orientation question) might affect the distribution of responses to the two 

established questions on religion.  The 2021 religion questions will be identical in all 

respects to the 2011 questions.  Therefore, NISRA must be able to demonstrate that 

any differences in the observed religion distributions are due to changes in the 

characteristics in the NI population, rather than due to any change in the 2021 

Census questionnaire. 

A secondary objective of the Census Test was to test the structure of the Knowledge 

of Irish/Knowledge of Ulster-Scots questions. 

2. Overview 

The Census Test used split-sample methodology with two versions of the 

questionnaire being tested: 

• Version 1: Sexual orientation question before religion questions (at Q6) (see 

Appendix 1), and 

• Version 2: Sexual orientation question after religion questions (at Q16) (see 

Appendix 2) 

Using this approach, NISRA were able to establish whether the relative location of 

the proposed new question on sexual orientation had any effect on the distribution of 

response to the two established religion questions. 
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A total of 15,000 households, chosen at random, were included in the 2017 Northern 

Ireland Census Test.  Half were allocated version 1 of the questionnaire and the 

other half were allocated version 2.  Up to two people per household (aged 16 and 

over) were asked to complete the questionnaire either online or on paper. 

An initial invite letter, which included an Internet-Access Code, was sent to each 

household.  The Internet-Access Code gave respondents access to their ‘version’ of 

the online questionnaire.  Two weeks later, all non-responding households were sent 

a reminder letter and then a further two weeks later, those households who had still 

not responded were sent a final reminder letter.  This final reminder contained a copy 

of the relevant version of the paper questionnaire. 

A range of systems to support the operational requirements of the Census Test were 

developed.  These allowed for the preparation, delivery and collection of the invite 

and reminder letters and questionnaires. 

They included an accredited online data collection system, a Contact Centre and a 

management information system.  These solutions worked effectively and enabled 

the public to respond to the questionnaire and, where necessary, obtain information 

from the helpline. 

The overall response rate was 40% (6,038 responding households with 9,077 

responding individuals).  The household response rates ranged from 31% (Belfast) 

to 48% (Lisburn and Castlereagh).  Of those that responded, 61% of households and 

60% of individuals responded online.   

All questions achieved a very high response rate, the lowest of which was 93%, thus 

providing a sufficiently complete sample for analysis purposes. 

Almost half (49.6%) of respondents completed Version 1 of the questionnaire (sexual 

orientation question before the religion questions), the remaining 50.4% of 

respondents completed Version 2 (religion questions before the sexual orientation 

question). 
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The Contact Centre experienced a small volume of calls following the initial 

invitation.  The peak number of calls immediately followed the first reminder letter.  

There was also an increase in calls after the final reminder letter. 

3. The data 

The returns from the 9,077 individuals were quality assured and a range of issues 

were identified such as duplicate returns and instances on paper questionnaires 

where respondents had selected multiple answers to questions that were ‘tick one 

box only’.  The work to resolve these issues resulted in a final dataset of 5,947 

households containing 8,960 individuals. 

A ‘religion belong to/religion brought up in’ variable was derived (using the 2011 

Census methodology) from each individual’s responses to the two religion questions.  

This approach ensured comparability of the Census Test outputs with previous 

Census outputs. 

As the test collected data from up to two adults only in each household there was an 

under-representation of young adults.  Data analysis also indicated that there was an 

over-representation of ‘Protestant and Other Christian’ respondents. 

To ensure that the results were representative of the Northern Ireland population, the 

dataset was weighted to the age, sex, and ‘religion belong to/religion brought up in’ 

profile of the 2011 Census outputs. 

4. Main findings 

4.1. Impact of the order of questions 

The main objective of the Census Test was to answer the question ‘Does the 

inclusion of a sexual orientation question affect response to the religion questions?‘. 

This analysis, using the weighted dataset, suggested that the response to the 

religion questions had not been affected by respondents encountering the sexual 

orientation question before it.  This finding was confirmed by the ONS Methodology 

Service who carried out an independent review of the analysis.  This finding is also in 
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line with that of a May 2009 ONS study entitled ‘Developing survey questions on 

sexual identity: Report on the General Lifestyle (GLF) split-sample pilot’1. 

Table 1 compares the distribution of the response to the religion questions between 

the two versions of the questionnaire. 

Table 1: Comparison of weighted responses by placement of sexual 
orientation question 

Religion belong to/Religion brought up in 
categories 

Version 1 
(Sexual 

orientation 
before 

religion) 

Version 2 
(Religion 

before 
sexual 

orientation) 

Overall 

Catholic 41.8 44.1 42.9 
Protestant and Other Christian 51.0 48.7 49.8 
Other Religion 0.9 0.9 0.9 
No Religion 4.5 4.2 4.4 
Not answered/Multiple answers selected 1.8 2.0 1.9 
Base 4,459 4,505 8,964* 
* Totals may not match due to weighting. 

4.2. Knowledge of Irish/Knowledge of Ulster-Scots 

Two questions were included to test a proposed new structure of the Knowledge of 

Irish/Knowledge of Ulster-Scots questions.  These are a development of the 2011 

questions and they now cover both ability (as in 2011) and frequency of speaking the 

language (new for 2021). 

These questions were included to test the respondent’s understanding of the filter 

(achieved by shading a section of the question) on the paper questionnaire.  The 

respondent’s path through these two questions online was automatically managed 

by the online system so testing was limited to those who responded on paper. 

The filter was designed so that only those who reported that they could speak 

Irish/Ulster-Scots would answer the subsequent section on how frequently they 

                                                           
1https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/classificationsandstandards/sexualide
ntityguidanceandprojectdocumentation/gsltrialreport_tcm77-181191.pdf 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/classificationsandstandards/sexualidentityguidanceandprojectdocumentation/gsltrialreport_tcm77-181191.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/file?uri=/methodology/classificationsandstandards/sexualidentityguidanceandprojectdocumentation/gsltrialreport_tcm77-181191.pdf
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speak Irish/Ulster-Scots.  On the paper questionnaire a shaded second embedded 

question was used to attempt to achieve the intended filter. 

A total of 3,451 respondents answered the Knowledge of Irish question on paper.  

An analysis of their responses showed that a valid answer could be derived for the 

vast majority (96%) of these respondents (See Table 2).  The analysis also showed 

that 95% of those who answered speak in the ‘ability’ section of the question, 

followed the filter correctly and went on to answer the ‘frequency’ section of the 

question.  Therefore, cases where respondents did not follow the filter in this 

question on the paper questionnaire, do not present any major issues for processing 

and valid and reliable outputs can be produced. 

Table 2: Analysis of the respondents who answered the Knowledge of Irish 
question on paper 

                  Knowledge 

Frequency of speak 

No ability 
(and no 

other 
option) 

No ability 
(as well as 

another 
option) 

Understand, 
read or write 

(or any 
combination 

of these 
options only) 

Speak only 
or speak 

with 
understand, 
read or write 

(or any 
combination 

of these) 
Daily/Weekly/Less often 101 0 961 144 
Never 1,560 111 72 25 
Missing 1,483 31 37 91 
Multiple answers ticked - 11 - - 
Total 3,053 15 205 178 

1 Valid answer could not be derived. 

Similarly, a total of 3,397 respondents answered the Ulster-Scots knowledge 

question on paper.  Again, an analysis of their responses showed that a valid answer 

could be derived for the vast majority (96%) of these respondents (Table 3).  The 

analysis also showed that 97% of those who answered speak in the ‘ability’ section 

of the question, followed the filter correctly and went on to answer the ‘frequency’ 

section of the question.  
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Table 3: Analysis of the respondents who answered the Knowledge of Ulster-
Scots question on paper 

                 Knowledge 

Frequency of speak 

No ability 
(and no 

other 
option) 

No ability 
(as well as 

another 
option) 

Understand, 
read or write 

(or any 
combination 

of these 
options only) 

Speak only 
or speak 

with 
understand, 
read or write 

(or any 
combination 

of these) 
Daily/Weekly/Less often 81 0 1031 105 
Never 1,516 161 157 15 
Missing 1,392 11 78 31 
Multiple answers ticked 11 - 11 11 
Total 2,917 17 339 124 

1 Valid answer could not be derived. 

These findings on the analysis of the Knowledge of Irish/Knowledge of Ulster-Scots 

questions suggest that the approach to asking both ability, and frequency of use, did 

not present any major issues for processing, and that valid and reliable outputs can 

be produced. 

5. Learning from the evaluation questions 

Three evaluation questions were included on the form to ask, at household level, 

why respondents decided to use a paper questionnaire rather than online, their 

feedback on any questions that they found difficult to complete and any general 

comments that they might have. 

On the choice to respond on paper, the most popular reason given was “I prefer 

paper” (50%), followed by “do not have a computer/internet connection” (29%) and “I 

am not confident in using the internet” (20%). 

On questions they found difficult to complete, the majority of households who 

answered this question replied ‘None’ (91%).  The questions that caused the most 

difficulty were those on health and disability (1.9%), and nature of long-term 

conditions (1.8%). 
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In the comments section a small proportion of households (0.4%) stated that they 

had technical difficulties with the online system. 

6. Recommendations 

The main objective of the Census Test data was to answer the question ‘Does the 

inclusion of a sexual orientation question affect response to the religion questions?’. 

Findings from the analysis of the data collected suggests that the response to the 

religion questions has not been affected by the inclusion of a sexual orientation 

question. 

On the Knowledge of Irish and Knowledge of Ulster-Scots questions, the analysis 

examined how those who answered these questions on paper completed them.  The 

analysis found that the design did not present any major issues (invalid responses 

can be managed) for processing and that valid and reliable outputs can be produced. 

A proposals paper will be published in April 2019 outlining the questions to be 

included and their positions on the form. 
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Appendix 1: 2017 Census Test questionnaire version 1 

Download version 1 of the 2017 Census Test questionnaire (PDF, 664 KB) 

 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/sites/nisra.gov.uk/files/publications/2017-census-test-questionnaire-version-1.pdf
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Appendix 2: 2017 Census Test questionnaire version 2 

Download version 2 of the 2017 Census Test questionnaire (PDF, 645 KB) 

 

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/sites/nisra.gov.uk/files/publications/2017-census-test-questionnaire-version-2.pdf
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