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Constructing a queer population? Asking about sexual orientation in 

Scotland’s 2022 census 

 

For the first time, Scotland’s 2022 census will ask a question about sexual orientation. 

Correspondence between National Records of Scotland, the Scottish Parliament’s 

Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee and campaign groups 

present insights into decisions made, the uneasy relationship between queer identities 

and state data collection practices, and the question of who is counted when we count 

LGBTQ people. Building on Foucault’s critique of projects that construct population 

knowledge, the census is framed primarily as a tool to facilitate the state’s capacity to 

govern. My engagement in the design process enabled me to critically examine 

decisions made about the exclusion of non-binary identities and the use of predictive 

text technology. These decisions demonstrate how the design process constructed a 

queer population that ‘made sense’ to the heteronormative majority and ‘designed-out’ 

queer lives that the state did not wish to bring into being. 

 

Keywords: census; sexual orientation; LGBTQ; queer; data collection 

 

Introduction 

On 20 March 2022, the Scottish government will ask everyone aged 16 and over, roughly 4.5 

million people, to voluntarily disclose their sexual orientation. For the first time, Scotland’s 

census will present the opportunity for respondents to identify themselves as 

‘Straight/Heterosexual’, ‘Gay or Lesbian’, ‘Bisexual’ or ‘Other sexual orientation, please 

write in…’. Due to the covid-19 pandemic, the Scottish census takes place one year after 

other UK censuses in Northern Ireland, England and Wales, which also ask a question about 

sexual orientation for the first time. This article discusses the design of the sexual orientation 

question in Scotland’s 2022 census. It considers the work undertaken by National Records of 

Scotland (Scotland’s national statistical office with responsibility for delivery of the census), 

the Scottish Parliament’s Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs Committee 

(designated as the lead committee scrutinising legislation related to the census) and campaign 
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groups that supported and opposed proposals for a sexual orientation question. More widely, 

in both Scotland and across the rest of the UK, the design of census questions became a focus 

of heated discourse around trans inclusive data collection practices (Murray & Hunter 

Blackburn, 2019; Sullivan, 2020; Fugard, 2020; Hines, 2020; Cowan et al., 2020). As a 

result, discussions about ‘Who to count?’ contributed to a climate of increased scrutiny of 

trans lives and experiences, where trans people were expected to provide evidence of their 

existence in consultation exercises, stakeholder meetings and parliamentary evidence sessions 

to representatives who are overwhelmingly cis and straight/heterosexual.1 The voicing of 

‘legitimate concerns’ about trans lives and experiences had negative impacts beyond 

decision-making spaces. In their account of the design of census questions in England and 

Wales, Fugard (2020) highlights the 37% increase in recorded transphobic hate crimes 

between 2017/18 and 2018/19 and notes that ‘public debate questioning the ontological 

reality of trans people has consequences’ (p. 5). 

A census is conducted in Scotland every ten years and captures information on a 

range of topics, including individuals’ identity characteristics, employment, daily commute 

and type of housing.2 Unlike data collection approaches that capture information about a 

section of the population (such as household surveys, which collect data from a sample of 

households and then extrapolate these results to establish a national picture), legislation 

requires all people and households to participate in the census. Although this is never quite 

fully achieved, the collection of population-level data means that censuses can present a 

robust and representative account of people’s identity characteristics at a nationwide scale. 

The addition of a question about sexual orientation therefore marked a landmark moment, 

which followed decades of campaign activities by lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer 

organisations, activists and researchers.3 I was engaged in these developments as both a gay 

man living in Scotland and researcher who provided support to LGBTQ organisations to help 
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ensure questions reflected how LGBTQ people wished to be counted.4 I wrote policy briefs 

and disseminated them among Members of the Scottish Parliament, communicated with 

MSPs on the CTEEA Committee and blogged about developments related to the design of the 

census. The addition of a new voluntary question to Scotland’s census required an 

amendment to existing legislation, the Census Act 1920. This amendment was scrutinised by 

the CTEEA Committee and involved extensive evidence sessions, which discussed design 

iterations, rounds of research and testing, and consultations with stakeholders. My work in 

this area exposed to me the veneer of objectivity associated with censuses and a catalogue of 

contested decisions about the design of question stems, response options and supplementary 

guidance. This realisation positioned Scotland’s census within a wider body of scholarship, 

which describes census design as a political project where the invention of identity categories 

can come to organise people’s everyday experiences (Scott, 1998). For Lieberman and Singh 

(2017), the collection of ‘official statistics do not simply mirror, but help produce social 

realities’ (p. 1). The process is not one-directional as efforts to classify subjects within a 

population are often met by resistance and subversion as groups coalesce around particular 

identity groups and attempt to influence the design process (Starr, 1992). The passage of the 

Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Bill through the Scottish Parliament and its scrutiny by the 

CTEEA Committee left behind a trail of evidence that provides insights into decisions made, 

the uneasy relationship between queer identities and state data collection practices, and the 

question of who do we actually count when we count LGBTQ people. 

 

Constructing Scotland’s queer population 

Prior to the covid-19 pandemic, the UK’s 2021 and 2022 censuses were estimated to cost in 

excess of one billion pounds (Elliott, 2020). In the US, which has a population almost five 

times that of the UK, the estimated cost of the 2020 census was 15.6 billion dollars (around 
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11.8 billion pounds) and involved hundreds of thousands of staff (US Government 

Accountability Office, 2019). Research projects of this magnitude are unlikely to go 

unnoticed and, as the accuracy of a census relies on widespread public participation, the more 

people engaged in the process the easier it becomes for the state to present results as 

representative of the population. More so than other pieces of research, census data is framed 

by governments and policymakers as raw and objective information that reveals itself to 

society devoid of political biases (Browne, 2010). A census therefore not only claims to 

present a reflection of reality but, through the construction of knowledge about a population, 

strengthens practices of state governance. Developing this argument and building-on Michel 

Foucault’s concept of governmentality, Curtis (2002) has described the lack of discussion as 

to how Foucault’s theories apply in real-world contexts, such as the government’s 

construction of populations as intelligible objects. Ruppert (2011) has also noted how 

Foucault’s work on population management ‘did not investigate the specific practices that 

make it possible to know and then act upon populations’ (p. 219). Scheel (2020), hoping to 

address this gap in the scholarship, has examined the application of technologies used to 

enact populations and their contingency on bordered sites, a concept Scheel describes as 

biopolitical bordering. Conceptualising Scotland’s census as a project in governance, where 

the census is not a neutral representation of reality but a tool to construct a governable 

population, poses new questions as to the purpose of asking a question about sexual 

orientation. The census as a means to construct knowledge and bolster the state’s capacity to 

govern its population are not exclusive objectives. However, if knowledge construction is not 

the primary goal of those behind the design of the census this calls into question the need for 

a census to collect accurate data that authentically represents the lives and experiences of its 

respondents. 
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In Scotland, it is only very recently that some data about queer lives and experiences 

has entered public discourse. In their review of European surveys that captured data on sexual 

orientation, Schönpflug et al. (2018) found that ‘data-generating and data-clearing procedures 

are influenced by heteronormative presumptions about families or parenthood’ and ‘also 

protective motives concerning the private sphere of LGB(TI)Qs’ (p. 22). However, the border 

between public and private knowledge is shifting. In particular, social media has transformed 

the landscapes where many LGBTQ young people negotiate their public and private selves, 

and navigate the disclosure of identity characteristics (McConnell et al., 2018). We therefore 

stand a peculiar juncture: people appear more willing to share personal data about their sexual 

orientation, censuses in the UK now provide respondents with the opportunity to share this 

data, yet the motives that underpin censuses might mean that queer participation facilitates a 

project focused on governability, and the solidification of state power, above the construction 

of accurate knowledge.  

Writing about the US 2000 census and its omission of LGBTQ data, Krieger (2000) 

argues that ‘embodied in this question of counting is who counts, and how’ and that 

classifications and categories used ‘are enmeshed in the social and political realities of the 

society in which the census is conducted’ (p. 1687). Those in charge of the design of the 

census can deploy collection tools to locate data that confirms the identity characteristics they 

wish to bring into being. At the same time, the design of collection tools can ensure that 

particular characteristics, or ways of thinking about identities, are ‘designed-out’ of the 

process. For example, when a census only presents the binary sex options of male and female, 

those who identify as non-binary are unable to register their identity. Browne (2010) has 

discussed how not being counted in the census can further silence the demands of minority or 

marginalised groups and provide an ‘evidence-based’ justification for their exclusion. With 

the inclusion of a sexual orientation question in Scotland’s census, it may appear that queer 
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people are at last counted in a state exercise from which they have historically been ignored. 

This monumental moment, however, is more nuanced than one may assume. Although many 

potential positives come from being counted, the construction of a queer population that - 

above all else - is governable risks ‘designing-out’ queer lives and experiences that fail to 

match the identities that the state wishes to bring into being. 

 

The sexual orientation question in Scotland’s 2022 census 

Following my discussion of critical scholarship on national censuses and their potential 

incongruity with the collection of data about queer identities, I now want to turn attention to 

consider the design of the sexual orientation question in Scotland’s 2022 census. My focus 

moves from the general to the specific, with a brief discussion of the research activities that 

informed the question design. Although the geographical focus is narrower, the themes 

presented stretch beyond Scotland and apply to the collection of data about sexual minorities 

in other national censuses and population-level studies. 

There are many approaches to the collection of data about sexual orientation. Geary et al. 

(2018) and Mishel (2019) have noted how the concept of sexual orientation is an umbrella 

term for different dimensions including sexual identity, attraction and behaviour, described 

as: 

 

 Sexual identity – the label someone uses to describe their sexuality. 

 Sexual attraction - sexual feelings towards one specific sex or gender, to more than 

one sex or gender, or to no-one. 

 Sexual behaviour - whether someone has sexual partners of another sex or gender, the 

same sex or gender, or refrain from sexual behaviour. 

 

Using data from national probability sample surveys in the UK, Geary et al. have documented 

how the size of minority sexual orientations can fluctuate depending on the dimension of 
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sexual orientation asked about in the survey. For example, although 6.5% of men and 11.5% 

of women reported some experience of same-sex attraction, just 2.5% of men and 2.4% of 

women identified as lesbian, gay or bisexual. For Mishel (2019), those engaged in data 

practices ‘should let their research question drive their measure of sexual orientation, while 

being transparent and clear about the measure they use to indicate LGB identity, and address 

any potential limitations of their measure of choice’ (p. 877). 

Although the Scottish Parliament’s CTEEA Committee did not investigate the 

dimensions of sexual orientation captured by the 2022 census question, this consideration 

was investigated at length by the Office for National Statistics (the statistical office 

responsible for planning and carrying out the census in England and Wales) during discussion 

about whether to ask about sexual orientation in the English and Welsh 2011 census 

(Haseldon & Joloza, 2009) and previous research conducted for Scottish Executive Social 

Research (McManus, 2003).5 Major surveys of adults and households in Scotland (including 

the Scottish Household Survey, the Scottish Health Survey and the Scottish Crime and Justice 

survey) have also included a core question on sexual orientation since 2012 (NRS, 2017a). Of 

the multiple dimensions of sexual orientation, the question used in these surveys and in 

Scotland’s census most closely aligns with the concept of sexual identity: 

 

Which of the following best describes your sexual orientation? 

Straight/Heterosexual 

Gay or Lesbian 

Bisexual 

Other sexual orientation, please write in… 

 

Response options are ordered according to estimated population size, with 

‘Straight/Heterosexual’ understood as the most populous and ‘Other sexual orientation…’ the 

least populous. The question format does not allow respondents to select multiple options or a 
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‘Prefer not to say’ option (although the question is voluntary, we cannot assume reason why 

respondents might choose not to answer). LGBTQ organisations welcomed the provision of 

an ‘Other sexual orientation, please write in…’ option, although – as I discuss in the next 

section – decisions related to this option faced criticisms from opposition groups and some 

parliamentarians (see, for example, Equality Network & LGBT Youth Scotland, 2019). 

One reason for the selection of these response options is that they map onto labels 

used to describe sexual orientation in the 2010 Equality Act - a sweeping piece of legislation 

that provides protections for nine identity characteristics, including sexual orientation, in 

Scotland, England and Wales (Equality Act, 2010). The Equality Act describes sexual 

orientation as ‘a person’s sexual orientation towards (a) persons of the same sex, (b) persons 

of the opposite sex, or (c) persons of either sex’. However, the Equality Act does not present 

a definition for what it means by ‘sex’, aside from noting it is in ‘reference to a man or to a 

woman’ (Equality Act, 2010). Furthermore, there is no requirement for the questions asked in 

any UK censuses to mirror the wording or language used in the Equality Act. A review of the 

question set for Scotland’s 2022 census shows us that most questions asked do not relate to 

identity characteristics (NRS, 2020b). For example, the census asks ‘How do you usually 

travel to your main job or course of study (including school)?’ and ‘What type of central 

heating does [your] accommodation have?’ These questions provide important data for 

policymakers but do not align with anything in the Equality Act. Census questions also 

change to respond to the interests of policymakers and how phenomena are understood by 

society, most notably the evolution of response options provided for the question on ethnicity 

since its addition to UK censuses in 1991 (Fugard, 2020). As noted by the Equality Network 

and LGBT Youth Scotland (2019), even when we consider identity characteristics protected 

in the Equality Act, the language used in census questions on disability and religion do not 

map exactly to the coverage of the Equality Act. Furthermore, a reliable census has taken 
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place in Scotland since 1841, although various attempts to count the population were 

undertaken prior to this date (ONS, 2016). In contrast, the bringing into law of the Equality 

Act in 2010 is a comparatively recent event. It is hard to predict what will happen in the 

future but a census, in some shape or form, will likely outlive the Equality Act, as how we 

conceive of identities and their protections in law continues to evolve. 

NRS commissioned the research companies Ipsos MORI and ScotCen Social 

Research to undertake cognitive, quantitative and public acceptability testing of a question on 

sexual orientation in 2017. Although 14% of participants stated that they would not answer a 

sexual orientation question if it was included in the census, all those who responded provided 

a valid answer and almost all found the question acceptable and clear (NRS, 2017a). Almost 

nine in ten (88%) of those who participated in the quantitative testing identified as 

straight/heterosexual, an important consideration as questions in population-level surveys 

need to be phrased in ways that are understood by people who identify with both minority 

and majority groups (NRS, 2017a). The Gender Identity in US Surveillance Group (2014) has 

highlighted the risk that straight/heterosexual people skew data collected by wrongly 

identifying as a sexual minority group, a problem described as a ‘false positive’ error that can 

jeopardise the reliability of data collected. Although not typically a major issue in 

probability-based analyses, measurement errors are of greater concern when analysis of 

asymmetric groups is undertaken, such as LGB and straight/heterosexual populations 

(Mishel, 2019). While ensuring that collection methods capture meaningful information about 

minority groups, the testing of the sexual orientation question also demonstrates the need for 

an approach that ‘makes sense’ to the straight/heterosexual majority to help guarantee the 

quality of data collected and, in turn, its use for action. 
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Acceptable identities 

The dimension of sexual orientation measured must match the research question under 

investigation (Compton et al. 2015; Mishel, 2019). As the census captures population-level 

data and is primarily interested in how social experiences differ by sexual orientation (rather 

than specific health considerations, which might justify asking a question about sexual 

behaviour), the decision to capture data about sexual identity seems appropriate. However, it 

remains unclear where this decision was made and by whom? The design and execution of a 

census can help mask this missing step and, as is the case with the sexual orientation 

question, exclude those most likely be impacted by any changes (in this example, LGB 

people). Browne (2010) has observed that data collection exercises, like the census, can 

reveal differential privilege within the queer community as to ‘who can become lesbian, gay 

or bisexual citizens’ in the eyes of the state (p. 248). As with other identity characteristics, 

how people understand and define their sexual orientation is not always simple. The 

dimensions that contribute to sexual orientation are multiple and, for many people, do not 

neatly align. They can change over time, differ according to context and intersect with other 

identity characteristics. Finding a question that can capture this complexity was always going 

to be difficult. With this in mind, I want to now focus on two specific examples from the 

design process for Scotland’s 2022 census that provide insights into decisions made and 

challenges the veneer of objectivity associated with the census. 

 

1) Non-binary respondents 

In 2017, Ipsos MORI and ScotCen also tested the potential effects of a non-binary sex 

question on how people complete the census and whether this might have a detrimental 

impact on response rate. Their research found that the inclusion of a non-binary sex question 

was not more likely to invite inappropriate answers or negatively impact the response rate 
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(NRS, 2018). Results from Ipsos MORI and ScotCen’s research informed NRS’s decision to 

propose changing the sex question in Scotland’s census so that it presented three response 

options: female, male and other, with a write-in box. The introduction of a non-binary sex 

question to the census would follow the lead of other countries, such as Nepal (Knight et al., 

2015), and enable people who neither identify exclusively as male nor female to accurately 

record themselves in the national count. 

The Census (Amendment) (Scotland) Act 2019 was introduced to the Scottish 

Parliament on 2 October 2018. During the Bill’s stage one reading, the Convener of the 

CTEEA Committee, Joan McAlpine MSP, expressed her opposition to the inclusion of a non-

binary sex question and noted that the Committee had voted on the proposal and 

recommended maintaining a binary sex question in the census. McAlpine explained to the 

Scottish Parliament that the Committee voted ‘by a majority, that the sex question should 

remain binary in order to maximise response rates’ (Scottish Parliament, 2019). However, 

McAlpine’s rationale appeared to contradict the findings from research commissioned by 

NRS. Ipsos MORI’s research, which involved surveys with binary and non-binary sex 

questions being sent to 15,579 individuals at randomly selected residential addresses in 

Scotland, found that ‘the inclusion of the non-binary question does not significantly increase 

the level of item non-response in comparison to the binary sex question’ and that ‘regardless 

of the version of the sex/gender identity question received by respondents, there was no 

evidence of invalidating or tampering with these questions in Scotland’ (NRS, 2018, p. 45). 

ScotCen undertook additional quantitative testing to assess whether respondents understood 

and could answer a non-binary sex question. Of the 1,530 responses received, ScotCen’s 

research found that less than 1% of respondents stated that they had found the non-binary sex 

question difficult to answer (NRS, 2017b). When we view the findings from research 

conducted for NRS alongside McAlpine’s explanation as to why sex question should remain 
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binary, a tension emerges between census data as an exercise in knowledge construction 

versus the protection of governable identity categories. Although testing by Ipsos MORI and 

ScotCen did not uncover any concerns about response rates, question invalidation or 

respondent comprehension, these findings were discounted at the expense of maintaining a 

status quo that held in place the binary sex categories of female and male. 

Although distinct from the sexual orientation question, the recommendation of the 

Scottish Parliament’s CTEEA Committee to abandon plans for a non-binary sex question 

presents a window into the motives that underpinned the design of Scotland’s census. Claims 

that departing from the binary options of female/male, and introducing a third option 

(other/write-in), might tempt respondents to obfuscate the count were discounted by the 

research conducted by Ipsos MORI and ScotCen. Yet, this did not appear to matter. 

Something else was happening here. Browne (2010) argues that ‘counting is always a 

qualitative decision of what and how to count, the creation and legitimisation of particular 

groups is a political as well as productive decision’ (p. 233). Debate over the design of the 

sex question in Scotland’s census highlighted the existence of two schools of thought: one 

understood the census as an exercise in accurate, data collection; the other, understood the 

census as a method to construct and/or protect governable identity categories. Although the 

two understandings are not exclusive, if the primary purpose of the census is the 

enshrinement of particular identity characteristics - transforming messy realities into 

something material and fixed – we must critically examine what we might lose when the state 

collects, analyses and uses population-level data on sexual orientation. 

 

2) Predictive text technology 

A second example, directly related to the sexual orientation question, concerned the use of 

predictive text for the ‘Other sexual orientation, please write in…’ response option. To aid 



13 

 

analysis of online census responses, NRS proposed using a technology that would predict and 

auto-populate a response option for people who started typing a sexual orientation in the 

‘Other’ write-in box. In a letter to the CTEEA Committee, NRS (2019a) explained how this 

approach would improve the respondent experience (it would be easier to complete the 

census), improve data quality (auto-populated options would be matched to a coding list, 

which would reduce the risk of error from manually matching free-text options to a coding 

list), and improve efficiencies in the coding of the data (more of this work could be 

automated). Respondents completing the question would have the option of accepting the 

auto-populated text or writing-in something different. NRS (2019a) explained, ‘use of 

predictive text minimises errors such as spelling mistakes and abbreviations, which means 

clean codeable data is collected’ (p. 15). This meant that the provision of suggested options 

for respondents who start typing in the write-in box would help maximise the usability of 

data collected on sexual orientations ‘Other’ than straight/heterosexual, gay or lesbian, or 

bisexual. 

The provision of an ‘Other’ option with a write-in box was welcomed by LGBTQ 

organisations in Scotland and reflects increased identification with a greater diversity of 

sexual orientations, particularly among younger people (Stein, 2010; Risman, 2018). The 

Equality Network and LGBT Youth Scotland (2019) described its inclusion in the census as 

‘vital’ and explained that, in their own equality monitoring, between 10% to 20% of the 

people they engage with identify as a minority sexual orientation other than lesbian, gay or 

bisexual (p. 2). Following the announcement of NRS’s proposal, media attention focused on 

the draft list of 21 sexual orientations that would auto-populate the write-in box for the sexual 

orientation question (see, for example, Musson & Archibald, 2019; Davidson, 2019). The 

sexual orientations included on the list were drafted with input from LGBTQ organisations 

and included identities such as asexual, bicurious, pansexual and queer (NRS, 2019a). 
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Organisations including the Christian Institute and Catholic Church expressed their 

opposition to this proposal, while LGB Alliance (2019) (a UK trans-exclusionary LGB 

organisation) argued the NRS proposal ‘would suggest that other sexual orientations exist 

beyond attraction to the opposite sex, same sex or both sexes’ (p. 2) and requested that the 

census not include the term ‘Other sexual orientation’ as a response option. McAlpine, who 

also opposed the NRS’s use of predictive text for the sexual orientation question, cited the 

letter sent from LGB Alliance to the Committee, arguing that ‘sexual orientation, as defined 

in the Equality Act 2010, might be undermined and trivialised’ (CTEEA Committee, 2020, p. 

31). 

On 2 April 2020, NRS (2020) wrote to the Committee to announce that it had taken 

the decision not to use predictive text technology for the ‘Other’ category of the sexual 

orientation question. The letter also noted that this decision did not universally apply to other 

census questions on identity characteristics, and that NRS would continue to use predictive 

text write-in boxes for the questions on religion, national identity and ethnicity. Although the 

lists of predictive options were still a work-in-progress, this included 116 religions, 274 

national identities and 241 ethnic groups (NRS, 2019b). Like the proposed list of sexual 

orientation options, these lists were based on previous censuses, other surveys, statistical desk 

based research and engagement with stakeholders. Considering the complexity of religious, 

national and ethnic identities, what does this decision tell us about understandings of the 

sexual orientation question in Scotland’s census? Again, we return to deliberations over 

whether the census functions as a tool to construct knowledge or facilitate the state’s capacity 

to govern its population. The census can bring into being a population that ‘makes sense’ to 

the heteronormative majority, yet this risks ‘designing-out’ queer lives and experiences that 

fail to match these ideals. Lastly, we cannot overlook the discrepancy in the degree of 

scrutiny the Committee directed at questions related to sex and sexual orientation, in 
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particular where they pertained to the lives and experiences of trans people. The limited 

discussion of predictive text in questions on religion, nationality and ethnicity suggests that 

concerns expressed were less to do with the census technology deployed and more to do with 

hostile attitudes towards trans inclusive data practices.  

An examination of the areas investigated (and not investigated) during the passage of 

census legislation through the Scottish Parliament indicates that members were more 

interested in a sexual orientation question that shored-up particular ideas about gender, sex 

and sexuality rather than the accuracy of data collected. By narrowing the dimensions of 

sexual orientation counted, the decision not to purse consideration of a non-binary sex 

question and push-back over the proposed use of predictive text for the ‘Other’ write-in box 

demonstrates limited interest in a census question that might capture the nuances of queer 

lives and experiences. This paper’s critical account of the process problematises participation 

in data practices that fail to fully reflect the richness of queer lives and experiences. At a 

statistical level, a flawed count risks undercounting or misrepresenting Scotland’s queer 

population as people are unable to participate in the exercise or forced to register in way that 

fail to reflect their identities. Rather than a milestone for LGB inclusion, there exists a danger 

that asking about sexual orientation in Scotland’s census fortifies the borders of what it 

means to be queer. 

 

Discussion 

Although I have presented a critical account of Scotland’s sexual orientation question and 

identified the census as primarily an exercise in governance above knowledge construction, I 

want to conclude by casting this discourse within real world contexts. Philosophical sparring 

over the ontologies of sex and gender risks distracting attention from what should be the 

focus of those working on the census: the lives of individuals impacted by changes to, or 
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failure to change, legislation. In Scotland, the years preceding the 2022 census witnessed an 

upsurge in scrutiny directed towards queer people where they were forced to justify their 

lives and experiences to representatives of the heteronormative majority. This compounded 

an already difficult environment where LGBTQ people disproportionately experienced 

mental health problems, depression and thoughts of taking their own life (see, for example, 

LGBT Youth Scotland, 2018; Stonewall Scotland, 2019). The size of Scotland’s LGBO 

population is likely to be small. In 2016, the ONS estimated a UK LGBO population of 

around 2.5% (Government Equalities Office, 2018). For this reason, any minor errors in the 

count will likely have a disproportionately large effect on findings. With an eye towards the 

future, it is therefore important that those engaged in the use of data about queer people for 

action (such as campaigns for legal equality) critically examine the biases, assumptions and 

political manoeuvres that informed where we are today. 

This leaves us with the thorny question of queer participation in Scotland’s census. 

Rather than pitch a Foucauldian account of state data collection practices and the construction 

of an authentic queer population as competing priorities that cannot be bridged, Velte (2020) 

promotes a practical way forward where people engage in data practices but remain 

conscious of their limitations and inherent dangers. As Velte explains, ‘if the government is 

in the business of creating identity through data collection, and distributing life chances 

through those categorical identities, LGBT people should be a part of that regime’ (p. 124). 

With this in mind, the census is a reflection for how some groups see themselves, present to 

others and transform identity characteristics into constituencies that form the basis for action 

to address inequality and injustice. The application of governmentality to the real-world 

context of census design, cast within the biopolitcal borders of Scotland, reminds us that this 

process does more than simply enable the state to construct a governable population. 

Counting queer lives in the census is an act of being seen and fight-back against campaign 
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groups who call for the exclusion and erasure of particular queer identities. A diversity of 

fluid genders, sexes and sexualities exist - a refusal to count them in the census will not make 

them disappear (Hines, 2020). Having confidence to disclose information about your sexual 

orientation to the state means that datasets used to make decisions will become more diverse 

and, although imperfect, offer a sharper representation of Scottish society. 

 

Conclusion 

This article has presented an in-depth account of discussions involving NRS, the Scottish 

Parliament’s CTEEA Committee and campaign groups around the design of the sexual 

orientation question in Scotland’s 2022 census. My engagement in the design process helped 

me see beyond the veneer of census data as raw and objective, critically examine decisions 

made about the design of questions and the lines of scrutiny pursued (and not pursued) by 

figures in positions of power. The value of a census is not found in what it says about 

individuals but how it conceptualises what groups of people are included and excluded from 

an imagined population. As a project intended to construct a population that is both knowable 

and governable, the design of the census partly facilitates the state’s capacity to govern. This 

conclusion highlights the uneasy relationship between data about queer lives and state data 

collection practices, and poses the question of who is actually counted by the census. 

Although it is too early to say whether asking a question about sexual orientation in 

Scotland’s census has changed queer lives for the better, we should not lose sight of the 

historical milestone: for the first time, a national count of people who identify their sexual 

orientation as lesbian, gay, bisexual or in a way ‘Other’ than straight/heterosexual will exist. 

However, alongside a consideration of what was gained, we must equally consider what was 

lost along the way and ensure that the richness, nuance and diversity of queer lives are not 

diluted through by asking about sexual orientation in the census.  
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List of acronyms 

CTEEA – Culture, Tourism, Europe and External Affairs committee 

LGBO – Lesbian, gay, bisexual and other 

LGBTQ – Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer 

MSP – Member of the Scottish Parliament 

NRS – National Records of Scotland 

ONS – Office for National Statistics 

 

Notes 

1. Discussions about LGBTQ identities in the census occurred against a backdrop of wider debate 

around the collection of sex and gender equality monitoring data, the Scottish Government’s 

formation of a Sex and Gender in Data Working Group and proposals to reform the Gender 

Recognition Act in the Scottish and UK Parliaments. 

2. The website Scotland’s Census provides further information on the question set and relevant 

legislation, https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/news/question-set. 

3. I use the terms LGBTQ and queer interchangeably to reflect the fluid and porous nature of these 

identity categories. When citing work undertaken by other researchers, I deploy the terms used by the 

original author such as LGB, LGBO and LGBT. 

4. In Scotland, the main LGBTQ organisations involved in discussions related to the 2022 census 

include the Equality Network, Scottish Trans Alliance, LGBT Youth Scotland and Stonewall 

Scotland. 

5. The devolved administration established in Scotland in 1999 was described as the Scottish 

Executive until 2012 when the name was formally changed to the Scottish Government.  
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