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What can the 2021 Census Really Tell us about
the Religious Composition of England and

Wales?
Leslie J. Francis

This article draws on the headline statistics from the religion question in the 2021
census for England and Wales in order to examine what can and what cannot be
deduced from these statistics, and to explore why the religion question remains an
important part of mapping the ‘social and civil condition’ of the population in the 21st

century. The inclusion of this question in the census is evidence of the continuing
public significance of religion.

Specification links:
(as background to)
AQA Component 2 Study of religion and dialogues 2B Christianity: Christianity and the
challenge of secularisation, Christianity, migration and religious pluralism
EDEXCEL Paper 4, Option 4B Christianity: Topic 4.2 Secularisation a) Religion in
today’s society, declining numbers; Topic 6 Religion and society, 6.1 Pluralism and
diversity a) The sociological reality of multicultural societies
OCR 2c. Content of Developments in Religious Thought (H573/03–07): 6 The
Challenge of Secularism

Introduction
Headline figures
The headline figures issued by the Office
for National Statistics (2022) seem at first
glance to be self-evident. The question
on the census form looks straightforward.
It asks the simple question ‘What is your
religion?’, adding ‘This question is
voluntary’. The question is followed by
the following eight options (in this order):

• No religion
• Christian (all denominations)
• Buddhist
• Hindu
• Jewish
• Muslim
• Sikh
• Any other religion, write in.
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In 2021 the headline figures for
England and Wales considered together
were, in descending order of
endorsement:

• Christian 46.2%
• No religion 37.2%
• Muslim 6.5%
• Hindu 1.7%
• Sikh 0.9%
• Other 0.6%
• Jewish 0.5%
• Buddhist 0.5%
• Declined to answer 6.0%

Headline trends
The religion question was introduced into
the census for England and Wales for the
first time in 2001, and the same question
was repeated in 2011 and 2021. This
allows trends to be identified. These are
the headline trends for the ten-year
period between 2011 and 2021:

• The proportion reported as Christian
declined from 59.3% to 46.2%, a drop
of 13.1%.

• The proportion reported as no religion
increased from 25.2% to 37.2%, a
rise of 12.0%.

• The proportion reported as Muslim
increased from 4.9% to 6.5%, a rise
of 1.6%.

• The proportion reported as Hindu
increased from 1.5% to 1.7%, a rise
of 0.2%.

(In 2001 the proportion reported as
Christian stood at 71.7%, while the
proportion reported as no religion stood
at 14.8%.)

Headline comparison
While the key trends in England and
Wales were in the same direction, they
were stronger in Wales than in England:

• Wales had a greater decrease in
people reporting their religion as
‘Christian’, from 57.6% in 2011 to
43.6% in 2021, a decrease of 14.0%,
compared with a decrease of 13.1%
for England (from 59.4% to 46.3%).

• Wales had a greater increase in
people reporting as ‘no religion’ from
32.1% in 2011 to 46.5% in 2021, an
increase of 14.5%, compared with an
increase of 12.0% for England (from
24.7% to 36.7%).

In other words, while the largest group in
England and Wales combined remained
as ‘Christian’ at 46.2%, the largest group
in Wales was now ‘no religion’ at 46.5%.

Key questions
These headline statistics, however, may
raise more questions than they seem to
answer. The key issues that we now
need to explore are:

1. What counts as religion in the
census?

2. What are the shortcomings with the
religion question in the census?

3. How are we to interpret the ‘no
religion’ responses?

4. Why is a religion question about
affiliation of public benefit?

What counts as religion in the
census?
A question about religion was introduced
into the census in England and Wales for
the first time in 2001, and not without a
great deal of controversy (see Sherif,
2011). It was introduced because it was
becoming increasingly obvious that
religion remained a key component of
social identity. It was not possible to map
social inequalities without taking religion
into account. It was controversial
because religion is a complex issue, and
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some would argue that it is a highly
personal issue into which the state has
no right to enquire.
The core point to recognise is that the

religion question in the census is a
question about religious affiliation. The
Office for National Statistics (2022)
defines religious affiliation as the religion
with which people identify, rather than
their beliefs or practices. In this sense
religious affiliation is conceptualised as
part of social identity, like age, sex and
ethnicity. Religious affiliation is a matter
of public and social concern and is of
relevance to creating fair and equitable
societies – just as much as age, sex and
ethnicity. The ethnicity question was
introduced to the census for England and
Wales for the first time in 1991, and it
was in part the introduction of the
ethnicity question that prompted minority
groups to press for the inclusion of the
religious question. For some, religious
identity was felt as more important than
ethnic identity in shaping who they really
are and what really matters to them.
By contrast, religious belief and

religious practice belong to the personal
and private domain. They are also crucial
in shaping personal identity. But, like
political belief and political practice,
people can properly request that they be
protected from some forms of public
scrutiny.
Social scientists have long recognised

that religious affiliation is a poor proxy
measure for religious belief and religious
practice. It is totally reasonable for people
to claim their social identity as Christian
without engaging in religious practice (for
example church attendance) and without
holding religious beliefs (for example
belief in God). At the same time, it is
totally reasonable for people to claim
affiliation with no religion and yet engage
in religious practices (for example prayer)
and hold religious beliefs (for example

belief in God). These are crucial points to
keep in mind when interpreting statistical
output from the census.

What are the shortcomings with the
religion question in the census?
There are six immediate puzzles posed
by the religion question in the census.
Why is the religion question voluntary?
Why is the same question not asked in
Scotland and Northern Ireland? Why is
the list of religions limited to six? Why are
Christian denominations not
differentiated? What about world-views?
How are we to interpret the write-in
responses?

The voluntary question
A number of attempts were made to
frustrate the introduction of a religion
question into the 2001 census. Among
these attempts was the suggestion that
the 1920 census act specifically
precluded asking about religious
affiliation. The Act made provision for
questions about the ‘social and civil
condition’ of the population. The
legislation branch of the Office for
National Statistics advised that neither
‘civil’ not ‘social’ encompass the notion of
religion. Specifically, ‘civil’ is defined as
‘secular’ or ‘non-ecclesiastical’ and
‘social’ applies ‘more to earthly than
heavenly things’ (see further Francis,
2003, p. 49). Following a concerted
campaign by faith communities, the
government took the option of amending
primary legislation in order to ensure the
legality of including the religion question
in the 2001 census. Marking the question
voluntary seemed to be a way of side-
stepping further controversy (or of
wrecking the usefulness of the data).

What about Northern Ireland and
Scotland?
The simple answer is that the Office for
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National Statistics carries responsibility
for England and Wales, while
responsibility for Northern Ireland and for
Scotland comes under two further
separate jurisdictions: the National
Records of Scotland and the Northern
Ireland Statistics and Research Agency.
The religion question has been long-
established in Northern Ireland and offers
a close differentiation of Christian
denomination. The religion question was
introduced to Scotland at the same time
as to England and Wales (2001) and
differentiated among three Christian
streams: Church of Scotland, Roman
Catholic and ‘other Christian, please write
in below’.

Why limited to six religions?
The Religious Affiliation Subgroup that
organised the case for the inclusion of
the religious question in 2001 included
voices from across a number of faith
traditions. In particular, the case was
advanced for including nine traditions
(involving the addition of Baha’i’, Jainism
and Zoroastrianism). In the event, the
case was won by the argument to save
space on the census form. The problem,
however, remains that faiths not listed on
the census form may be under counted,
since open text responses may be less
easy for some participants.

Why not subdivide Christian
denominations?
The Religious Affiliation Subgroup
advanced six arguments as to why it
would be a mistake not to subdivide the
Christian category (as happens in
Northern Ireland and in Scotland). Key
among these reasons concerns the
different lifestyle choices that are firmly
encased within residual Christian
affiliation (see Francis, 2003, p. 53).
Thus, the social values of non-practising
Catholics and of non-practising Baptists

may be quite different, for example in
respect of abortion and of alcohol
consumption. The case for the
subdivision of the Christian category was
well supported by the Muslim community
(although they did not seek subdivision
for Muslims) but was not well appreciated
by the Christian community.

What about world-views?
The religious question in the census has
been criticised by some pressure groups
for not reaching beyond religions to
include other non-religious belief systems
and world-views, including humanism
and atheism. These pressure groups
have overlooked the specific and precise
remit of a religion question concerned
with religious affiliation. Religious
affiliation has earned its place within the
census precisely because it is not a
measure of religious belief.

When it comes to the study of belief
(rather than affiliation) it is here that the
canvas has to be extended to embrace
other non-religious belief systems and
world-views. Those interested in
including such issues in the census need
to campaign for a world-views belief
question alongside the religious affiliation
question. Separate questions are needed
to deal with separate issues. It would be
a mistake to confuse categories and to
try to deal with affiliation and belief in the
same question. However, putting side-by-
side a religious affiliation question and a
world-views belief question in the census
would really expand our understanding of
British society.

How are we to interpret the write-in
responses?
0.7% of the overall population in England
and Wales chose to write in a response
to the ‘Any other religion’ option. The
main religions recorded were:
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• Pagan (74,000)
• Alevi (26,000)
• Jain (25,000)
• Wicca (13,000)
• Ravidassia (10,000)
• Shamanism (8,000)
• Rastafarian (6,000)
• Zoroastrian (4,000)

The Office for National Statistics chose to
comment on just one of these groups and
noted an increase in those identifying
with Shamanism from 650 in 2011 to
8,000 in 2021. No mention is made,
however, of the 390,127 people who self-
identified as Jedi in the 2001 census for
England and Wales. This category seems
to have disappeared entirely from the
2021 census.

Others chose to write in what the
Office for National Statistics describe as
‘a non-religious group’. The largest
numbers here were:

• Agnostic (32,000)
• Atheist (14,000)
• Humanist (10,000)

How are we to interpret the ‘no
religion’ response?
The census itself can offer no clear
insights into the interpretation of the ‘no
religion’ response. Helpfully a quantitative
survey of 5,153 UK adults conducted by
YouGov on behalf of Theos and The
Faraday Institute for Science and
Religion between 5 May and 13 June
2021, a month or so after the census,
was designed to illuminate this question.
The results of this survey are presented
in the report The nones: Who are they
and what do they believe? by Waite
(2022).
This report identified three distinctive

types or clusters of people who described
themselves as ‘no religion’,
characterising these three types as:

• campaigning nones, people who are
self-consciously atheistic and hostile
to religion;

• tolerant nones, people who are
broadly atheistic but accepting of (and
sometimes warm towards) religion;

• spiritual nones, people who are
characterised by a range of spiritual
beliefs and practices.

The analysis suggests roughly equal
numbers within each of these three
types: campaigning nones (34%), tolerant
nones (35%) and spiritual nones (32%).

Why is a religion question about
affiliation of public benefit?
Two criteria were set out by the Office for
National Statistics for including a
question in the census. The Indicative
Business Plan advanced by the Religious
Affiliation Subgroup demonstrated how
the religion question met both criteria
(see Francis, 2003, pp. 51-52).
The first criterion was ‘information that

is required in order to implement or
comply with legislation’. An obvious
example of such legislation was identified
in section 11 of the Education Reform Act
1988 (as amended by the Education Act
1993).
The second criterion was information

which ‘would result in a benefit to the
nation’. The religion question met this
criterion in two ways. First, scientific
research in areas (for example) of
psychology, sociology, gerontology and
health care point to the importance of
religious indicators for predicting a range
of practical outcomes, including: the
different pattern of social support
required by the religious elderly, the
speedier recovery rate from certain
illnesses among some religious subjects,
the different patterns of substance abuse
among religious teenagers. In other
words, knowing about the distribution of
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1 Religion is a complex construct for which social scientists need to find accessible indicators. Behavioural
measures like religious attendance and prayer can provide helpful indication of individual differences in
religiosity. In this sense, by comparison, religious affiliation is a poor proxy measure for religiosity. The
correlations between religious affiliation and either attendance or prayer tend to be low.

Internet links
Official data and analysis on religion
from the 2021 Census:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/
culturalidentity/religion/articles/
religioninenglandandwales2011/2012
-12-11

https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/
culturalidentity/religion/bulletins/
religionenglandandwales/
census2021

https://www.gov.wales/ethnic-group-
national-identity-language-and-
religion-wales-census-2021-html

Glossary
Proxy measure: an approximation.1

religion within society could promote the
more effective targeting of resources and
indicate the presence of fresh partners in
provision.
Second, religious communities are

themselves major providers of a range of
services in the community. Some of these
services are comparatively overt, as for
example the role of religious communities
in the provision of sheltered
accommodation for the elderly and in

hospice care. Other services are
comparatively covert, as for example the
role of religious motivation in prompting
voluntary community services in areas
like the provision of informal caring
networks. In other words, knowing about
the changing distribution of religions in
society could help predict movements in
the availability and provision of voluntary
initiatives, with consequent implications
for the provision of statutory services.
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Discussion points
1. What do you see to be the public

and social significance of the
decline in religious affiliation as
Christian between 2011 and 2021?

2. What do you see to be the public
and social significance of the rise in
‘no religion’ between 2011 and
2021?

3. How strong is the case for the
religion question in the 2031
census?

4. Would you support a question on
world-view beliefs in the 2031
census? Why or why not?


