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Country of birth 

2001 Census question 

Background 
The ‘country of birth’ question appears on the front page of the individual form and is 
considered key information. Listed country answer options are used to help make the 
task easier for respondents. 

The format for this question was introduced in the 1986 Census. The listed options 
were determined by the percentages of people in each in the previous census. There 
have been few changes in the order of the country options since that time, although 
the numbers of people from each country have changed between 1986 and 2001. 

During the redevelopment process for the 2001 Census the People's Republic of 
China was considered as a listed response option based on the numbers recorded in 
the previous census. However, cognitive testing showed respondents tended to write 
in ‘China’ and ignored the full country name in the list of options. Due to space 
constraints on the form China was not listed in 2001. 

The Cook Islands has been considered important to list as a response option due to 
the high number of errors recorded. Cook Islanders tend to write in the name of 
individual islands such as ‘Aitutaki’ rather than ‘Cook Islands’. Therefore, despite the 
relatively low numbers of people in this category, Cook Islands remains on the list. 

Development objectives/plan
The objectives identified for the 2006 development were to: 

• review the listed country response options 
• test whether respondents used the text boxes to write in countries that were 

already listed. 

To meet these objectives a comprehensive programme of testing was conducted 
including cognitive testing, analysis of data from field tests and consultation with key 
stakeholders. 
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The ‘country of birth’ question was not included in the cognitive testing programme 
because field testing was more likely to produce adequate samples and provide 
results that would be more conclusive for this question. 

Field test results 

Field test: November 2003 
Overall, the number of people who gave China as their country of birth was slightly 
higher than in 2001. However, more respondents were expected to report they were 
born in China for the November test as it was held in an area with a higher than usual 
representation of Asian communities. 

Almost all respondents who gave China as their country of birth marked the listed 
response option to specify this, rather than writing in ‘China’ (or an equivalent). This 
uptake of the listed country options was comparable to the uptake by those born in 
South Africa and the Cook Islands. 

Field test: June 2004 
Results of the June test found that no respondents marked 'other' and wrote in a 
country that was already listed. 

Dress rehearsal: 8 March 2005 
A very small number of people wrote in a country of birth that was also available as a 
listed option, and the highest percentage of those responses were for China and 
South Africa. 

The number of individual forms that had more than one birth country ticked was 
insignificant, and some of those cases may have been due to software 
misrecognition.

The pattern of unnecessary text responses (ie when a relevant tick-box country 
response option was available) was similar to that of other questions. The results 
indicated that there did not appear to be anything to be concerned about. 

Changes made for the 2006 Census 

For 2006 the response options ‘China (People’s Republic of)’ and ‘South Africa’ have 
replaced ‘The Netherlands’ and ‘Fiji’. 

Future development 
Evaluation of the 2006 data will determine the likely list for the 2011 Census. 


