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The UK Censuses
• Every ten years since 1801 except 1941 (WW2) and 1921 in Ireland

• Essential demographic information

• Core tool for resource allocation and service delivery by central and 
local government

• A wealth of data on multiple aspects of life:

Age and sex, Ethnicity and religion, 

Employment and economic activity,

Education, Housing, Health, Deprivation, 

Migration…and more

• 2021 (England and Wales, NI); 2022 (Scotland)

• Future of Census



Census 2021/2022
Three main motivations: 

1. Understanding the population and the need for data to support decision-making

2. Shaping government policy

3. Equalities monitoring

HM Government (2018: 2-48)

“…decision-makers need to be able to address unfairness and inequality in society. For 

example, in 2017 ‘Ethnicity Facts and Figures’ showed that monitoring of ethnicity across public 

services does not happen consistently and in some areas does not happen at all. Data on religion 

are rarely collected. Many communities are concerned about ensuring that the needs of their 

communities should be understood and met on an ongoing basis… The census also 

provides information that is of fundamental importance for planning to meet these needs… 

The user need for data on ethnic group is higher than any other topic except age, sex 

and household relationships. The data are particularly important for local authorities, 

service planning, and meeting duties under the Equality Act 2010.”
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https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/


How diverse are we? Catney et al. (2023) 
The Geographical Journal



Where does ethnic diversity come from?
1. Immigration

UK Immigration Trends, 1940s-present

 Minority ethnic groups very small in Britain prior to the 1950s, concentrated 
mainly in dockland areas 

 Post-war immigration mainly from the Caribbean (‘Windrush generation’ 1948 to 
early 1970s)

 South Asian immigration – India, Pakistan (including Bangladesh)

 Layered on established and new immigration streams from Ireland and Europe

Dubuc (2012); Bijak et al. (2016). Image source: BBC (2020)



Example: immigration to Bradford

• Immigration from Pakistan in response to post-
war labour shortages 

• Britain used Empire links to encourage 
immigration to assist with labour shortages
 1950s: labour opportunities in textiles, engineering

 Mirpur District of southern Azad Kashmir - poor 
economic prospects

 Further immigration encouraged by labour 
migrants, through stories sent alongside 
remittances

• Conditions of over-crowding in cheap sub-
standard housing near employment, work difficult 
and long hours, cold climate

http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/immig_emig/england/bradford/



Example: immigration to Bradford

• 1960s: world’s largest earth-filled dam built in Mirpur -> 
further emigration

• Establishment of settled communities in Bradford, with 
families joining -> re-creation of Pakistan’s (now nearly 
empty) villages

• Many intended to return to Pakistan, but did not want to 
leave their UK-born children and grandchildren

• Links with GB evidenced in the Mirpur landscape – banks, 
travel agents, shops (‘Bradford shoe shop’, ‘British 
barbers’!). Investment from remittance funds. 

• Strong links reinforced through marriages and burials, but 
subsequent generations’ lives strongly rooted to the UK 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/immig_emig/england/bradford/



Example: immigration to Bradford

• 1960s: world’s largest earth-filled dam built in Mirpur -> 
further emigration

• Establishment of settled communities in Bradford, with 
families joining -> re-creation of Pakistan’s (now nearly 
empty) villages

• Many intended to return to Pakistan, but did not want to 
leave their UK-born children and grandchildren

• Links with GB evidenced in the Mirpur landscape – banks, 
travel agents, shops (‘Bradford shoe shop’, ‘British 
barbers’!). Investment from remittance funds

• Strong links reinforced through marriages and burials, but 
subsequent generations’ lives strongly rooted to the UK 

"Old people come over and build houses with the 

hope that their children will return and settle in 

Mirpur. But my own experience is that they are 

wrong. When their children are born in Bradford or 

Birmingham, they belong to that land. The parents 

want them to come back but the children say 'No, 

England is my country, I can't stay here. You were 

born here, you stay here, but I am going.‘”

http://www.bbc.co.uk/legacies/immig_emig/england/bradford/



UK Immigration Trends, 1940s-present

Labour-motivated, subsequent  family reunification, alongside new immigration 
streams from China, Africa, Europe

Changes to balance of European in- and out-migration

 UK joins European Economic Community (EEC) 1973 

 EEC transforms into European Union (EU) early 1990s

 EU enlargements in 2000s

 Rapid growth immigration to UK, especially from Poland and Romania

Student immigration steadily increasing, particularly from India and China

Alongside flows from multiple African countries 

New flows

Catney and Lloyd (202); Dubuc (2012); Bijak et al. (2016); Blinder (2018); Sumpton et al. (2023)



Why immigration to the UK?

Most has been for formal study, work and family reasons, 
with a comparatively small proportion migrating for 
humanitarian/asylum reasons

ONS Digital (2015); Blinder (2018); Kone (2018), Sumpton 
et al. (2023). Image Source: Migration Observatory (2020)



Sumpton et al. (2023)











Where does ethnic diversity come from?

2. Natural change
Balance of births and deaths

Generally high fertility for new immigrant groups 
(young age structures, family reunification) and low 
mortality

 Ethnic groups whose origins were in immigration 
over a generation ago grew more through fertility 
than migration (Pakistani, Bangladeshi)

 Indian group an exception – grew more through 
immigration

 Immigration main component of growth for: Other 
White (Eastern Europeans included in this group), 
Chinese (students), African

 Mixed groups very youthful – grew through natural 
change

 White Irish declined (ageing population, less 
immigration, except by younger people)

Jivraj and Simpson (2015)





https://www.ons.gov.uk/people

populationandcommunity/cult

uralidentity/ethnicity/articles/

ethnicgroupbyageandsexengla

ndandwales/census2021

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021


3. Internal migration

In 2021, 5.9 million people in England and Wales 
had a different address in the UK one year before 
Census Day 

• 10.1% of usual residents aged one year and over

• Decrease from 6.1 million (11.1%) in 2011 

In the year prior to Census 2021, London was the 
only region with a net outflow, where more people 
had moved away from London to elsewhere in 
England and Wales (3.8% of the population of 
London) than had moved from elsewhere in 
England and Wales into London (1.7% of the 
population of London)

ONS (2023: 3)Where does ethnic diversity come from?



Neighbourhood-level geographies
of ethnic diversity, and how these 

have changed over time

Catney et al. (2023) 
The Geographical Journal



Pronounced declines in 
spatial unevenness 

between all ethnic groups: 
White and minority

Change in ethnic residential segregation
N

e
ig

h
b

o
u

rh
o

o
d

se
gr

e
ga

ti
o

n

Catney et al. (2023) 
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How diverse are we? Catney et al. (2023) 
The Geographical Journal



In England and Wales in 2021, 10.1% (2.5 million) of households 
consisted of members identifying with two or more different 
ethnic groups

Increase from 8.7% (2.0 million) in 2011

15% of multi-person households were ethnically mixed 

Catney et al. (forthcoming); ONS (2022)





Pronounced declines in 
spatial unevenness 

between all ethnic groups: 
White and minority

Change in ethnic residential segregation
N

e
ig

h
b

o
u

rh
o

o
d

se
gr

e
ga

ti
o

n

Catney et al. (2023) 
The Geographical Journal



Settlement, networks, support, shared culture and practice

Traditional ‘immigrant settlement areas’ 
• Major cities: London, Birmingham, Manchester
• ‘Gateway areas’: Liverpool
• Historic labour opportunities: Bradford 

Maintained residential patterning because of voluntary 
(preferential) and forced (protective) factors

• Strong links with place of origin 
• Support and social networks: information about access to 

housing, jobs, etc. (especially important for new arrivals)
• Religious institutions and other services (e.g., specialist retail - 

culinary, clothing)
• Protection from racism/discrimination
• Sense of community and neighbourhood belonging

Catney (2016)



Housing and labour market barriers to mobility

Initial clustering in areas of cheap inner-city housing 

Studies expose biased treatment by housing institutions (estate 
agents, housing providers) 

 Exclusion from full array of housing options, stereotyping of 
neighbourhood preferences: “Asian areas”, “White areas”

Common housing and locational aspirations across ethnic groups

 Movement out of inner city to suburban and rural locales 

 Attracted by more space, better schools, and lower crime rates 
(e.g. of Leeds and Bradford)

 Constrained by economic position - persistent ethnic 
inequalities

(Phillips 2006; Stillwell and Phillips, 2006; Reeve and Robinson, 2007)



“As one young man of Pakistani origin explained: “Your average Pakistani person wants 
to move... . I know people who want to move out of this area as soon as possible... , but 
they can't really do anything about it.” Another told us: “I went to look at a house [in the 
suburbs] last week ... £135,000, on my salary. Am I dreaming ... ? I've got to be realistic 
... . For me to move out of the inner-city I'd have to work for another ten years without 
spending a penny.”” (Phillips, 2006: 34)

“Everything is here, our culture, our shops, mosque... and the best thing about this area 
[Manningham]: no racism.” (Phillips, 2006: 36)

““I went back to live in Liverpool 8 with my children because I know racism can exist 
anywhere, but I think the likelihood of it happening […] is a lot less likely when you’re 
living in a diverse area such as Liverpool 8. That was the ultimate reason why I moved 
to Liverpool 8 with my kids” (40–49, Female, Black mixed heritage)” (Frost et al., 2022: 
1580)

““I was seeing people from mixed race families who looked like me. Who had a Black 
father but looked like me. […]. It was great. It had its problems […] poverty and 
education and housing … [but] there was a community there […] that didn’t judge me 
and […] encouraged me to be me, that was just fantastic as a young person growing 
up.” (50–59, female, Mixed heritage Irish and Chinese)” (Frost et al., 2022: 1582)





Catney and Sabater (2015)



“Immigration created Britain’s ethnic diversity, 
but its legacy of settlement and home-making, 
subsequent mobility within the country, new 
generations of UK-born ethnic minority groups, 
and inter-group mixing, continue to shape the 
geography of that diversity” 
(Catney and Lloyd, 2020: 220)



Highlights from 2021 NI Census

3.4% of the NI pop. belonged to a minority ethnic group (65.6k people) 

Nearly doubled since 2011 (1.8%; 32.4k)

4x 2001 pop (0.8%; 14.3k)

As the population has become more ethnically diverse, it has also 
become more ethnically mixed

The largest minority ethnic group is Mixed

Nearly 14,400 people ticked the 'Mixed ethnic group' box 

1.2% of Belfast's population (>4k people) identified as Mixed

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/statistics/census-2021-main-statistics-

for-northern-ireland-phase-1-statistical-bulletin-ethnic-group.pdf



Belfast has the highest level of ethnic 
diversity in NI

7% of Belfast's population identified with 
an ethnic group other than White in 2021 
- increase from 3% 2011

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/st

atistics/census-2021-main-statistics-for-

northern-ireland-phase-1-statistical-

bulletin-ethnic-group.pdf



Each Local Government District has seen 
a marked growth in ethnic diversity

"the least diverse LGD in 2021 
(Causeway Coast and Glens, 1.4%) is 
now more diverse than was the most 
diverse LGD in 2001 (Belfast, 1.3%)" 
(NISRA, 2022)

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/st

atistics/census-2021-main-statistics-for-

northern-ireland-phase-1-statistical-

bulletin-ethnic-group.pdf



Ethnic diversity in NI is growing 

(but remains very low: 96.6% White)

https://www.nisra.gov.uk/system/files/st

atistics/census-2021-main-statistics-for-

northern-ireland-phase-1-statistical-

bulletin-ethnic-group.pdf



Check out NISRA’s 
Census Area Explorer tool

https://explore.nisra.gov.uk/area-explorer-2021/N09000003/



The first analysis of the changing 

geographies of ethnic diversity and 

segregation in England and Wales 

using 2021 Census data

Published 16th January 2023

The Geographical Journal 189(1): 63-77

Open access at: 
https://rgs-

ibg.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/geoj.12507





Website: gedi.ac.uk

https://gedi.ac.uk/


URLs in 
presentation

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandco
mmunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnic
groupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/ 

www.gedi.ac.uk   

https://youtu.be/pJGb8hTnndM and 
https://www.ourmigrationstory.org.uk/

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/articles/ethnicgroupbyageandsexenglandandwales/census2021
https://gedi.ac.uk/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/census/maps/
http://www.gedi.ac.uk/
https://youtu.be/pJGb8hTnndM
https://www.ourmigrationstory.org.uk/
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