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Dear T Kolek, 
 
 
Thank you for your email of  30 June 2010 asking under the Freedom of Information 
(Scotland) Act 2002 for information about non-returns in the Scottish Census 2001. 
 
In response to your questions:  
 
1) How many non-returns were there, based on the number of returns 
     there should have been?  
 
Figures on returns are complex as the General Register Office for Scotland (GROS) uses 
both household and communal establishment returns in the census, and individuals within 
households can opt to submit their details on Individual Questionnaires. (Communal 
establishments are properties where people live but which are not households – hotels, 
care homes, barracks etc.)  In the 2001 Census we distributed 2,528,083 Household and 
Communal Establishment questionnaires. We received back 2,144,984 Household and 
Communal Establishment questionnaires and 88,680 Individual Questionnaires before the 
processing cut-off date. The 383,099 addresses that did not return a questionnaire 
included 190,118 addresses which were non-residential, demolished or derelict properties 
and from which we would therefore not expect a return. 
 
2) In how many of these cases of non-return did you never receive a 
     return?  
 
The precise number of returns received after the cut-off date is not known, but it is thought 
to be small. 
 
3) In cases where returns were never received (if any) how long did 
     GROS pursue responses (in general) and by what method? 
 
Here is a basic summary of the steps we took to get responses from households (the 
procedures were similar for communal establishments): 
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[bookmark: 2]1.  the local enumerator returned on at least two occasions after census day to request 

a completed questionnaire from households who had not responded. 

 
2.  the enumerator completed a refusal report if the householder still refused to 

complete a questionnaire.  

 
3.  Field Managers reviewed refusal reports and re-visited households to attempt to 

persuade the householder to complete the questionnaire. 

 

4.  the Registrar General sent a letter to the householder where a refusal persisted 

warning that: 

 

•  failing to return a completed census questionnaire is an offence under the 

Census Act 1920 (which is punishable by a fine of up to £1,000).  

•  if a questionnaire was not received within seven days of the date of the letter an 

interview under caution would be arranged and details of the case would then be 
sent to the Procurator Fiscal to consider prosecution.  

 
5.   Field Managers were then responsible, if the questionnaire was not returned, for 

organising the interview, completing the associated paperwork and sending it to 
GROS to review and send to the Procurator Fiscal.  

 
If, after these procedures had been completed, a return was still not received from the 
household, we imputed the information about that household, so that it was not omitted 
altogether from the census statistics.  Imputation is a standard statistical procedure for 
entering a value for a specific data item where the response is missing or unusable.  We 
based our imputation on the characteristics of other households in the area. 
 
4) In how many cases where returns were made, did GROS (or any 
     other official) query information contained within a return with 
     the household/individual who completed the census form either in 
     relation to the accuracy of the information or 
     non-completed/non-answered questions?  
 
In 2001 enumerators checked questionnaires and would return to a household or 
communal establishment to query incomplete information. We do not hold details on the 
numbers involved.  
 
Errors were also picked up during the process that converts questionnaires into statistics. 
For example, if someone had ticked that their two-year-old was married and had 
educational qualifications GROS would adjust the responses to reflect the most likely 
correct response. This approach is internationally recognised as a way to produce reliable 
census statistics. The questionnaire itself, which is archived for release 100 years after the 
census, was not adjusted. 

5) How many prosecutions were there for non-return? 

     
This information is published in the fifth paragraph of section 2.6  of ‘Taking Scotland’s 
2001 Census – a review part 2’ at http://www.gro-scotland.gov.uk/files1/stats/cenop.pdf.  
(Similar information for previous censuses was published in 2005 in response to a 
parliamentary question, at 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/Apps2/Business/PQA/default.aspx?pq=S2W-14260.) 
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[bookmark: 3]6) Of these, what was the outcome if known? 
      
The information GROS holds is that the three 2001 census non-compliance cases where 
prosecutions were undertaken resulted in one fine of £200 and two of £50 each.  
 
 7) How long after Census night do GROS no longer accept returns in 
     relation to the input of data, assuming there is a cut-off period? 
  
In the 2011 Census all questionnaires returned by 15 August 2011 will be processed as 
statistics. Questionnaires received after that date will, like those received earlier, be 
archived and treated confidentially for 100 years. This builds on the arrangements in 2001. 
 
8) If households (or individuals) are out of the country on census 
     night for example on holiday, what can people do, especially if on 
     a long holiday? 
 
We ask people to fill in the 2011 Census questionnaire on, or around, Sunday 27 March. 
The guidance we will give is:  
 

•  If the address is unoccupied on the night of 27 March 2011 because the whole 

household is away, the questionnaire must be filled in as soon as possible when 
they return.  

 

•  If nobody lives in the property but the questionnaire is picked up by a friend, 

neighbour or factor we ask that person to fill in questions H6 to H9 only.  

 

•  If someone is temporarily away on the night of 27 March 2011 from their permanent 

or family home, the householder or joint householder should include them in 
household questions H1 to H3 and H13 and individual questions 1 to 38. This 
includes people who are: 

o  staying, or expecting to stay, in a residential establishment such as a 

hospital, care home or hostel, for less than six months 

o  living away from home while working, on holiday or travelling (unless outside 

the UK for 12 months or more) 

o  members of the Armed Forces staying at their second address 

o  visiting friends or relatives; or 

o  in prison on remand (for any length of  time), or sentenced to less than six 

months in prison 

If a property appears unoccupied – for example the windows are boarded up, mail 
uncollected or other evidence – then our enumerators will record it as vacant and a census 
return will not be expected. 
 
The actual date when the household returns home will determine how a questionnaire is 
subsequently treated as outlined above.  
 
The equivalent guidance for the 2001 Census was available on the questionnaire.  
http://www.gro-scotland.gov.uk/files/hseform.pdf  
 
I hope that this has answered your questions. If anything is unclear, or prompts further 
questions, please reply to this email. 
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[bookmark: 4]The information supplied to you continues to be protected by the Copyright, Designs and 
Patents Act 1988. You are free to use it for your own purposes, including any non-
commercial research you are doing and for the purposes of news reporting. Any other re-
use, for example commercial publication, would require the permission of the copyright 
holder. Most documents supplied by the Scottish Government will have been produced by 
government officials and will be Crown Copyright. You can find details on the 
arrangements for re-using Crown Copyright material on the OPSI website 
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/click-use/index.htm 

 

Information you receive which is not subject to Crown Copyright continues to be protected 
by the copyright of the person, or organisation, from which the information originated. You 
must ensure that you gain their permission before reproducing any third party (non Crown 
Copyright) information. 
 
 
If you are unhappy with this response to your request, you may ask us to carry out an 
internal review by writing to: 
 
Ms Audrey Robertson  
Head of Corporate Services  
General Register Office for Scotland  
Ladywell House  
Ladywell Road  
Edinburgh  
EH12 7TF  
 
Your request should explain why you wish a review to be carried out and should be made 
within 40 working days of receipt of this email. We will reply within 20 working days of 
receipt. If you are not satisfied with the result of the review, you then have the right to 
make formal complaint to the Scottish Information Commissioner.  
 
Yours sincerely  
 
 
R Dunbar 
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