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Introduction 

The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the European Convention on 

Human Rights, and in-depth agreements such as the International Convention on All Forms of 

Racial Discrimination, as well as European constitutions and laws, all call for the equal 

treatment of citizens, regardless of sex, age, disability, descent, origin, ethnicity, race or skin 

colour. But how can we identify equal treatment and discrimination on these grounds? What 

role does data collection for official statistics and research play? What are the international 

standards and what is the practice in European countries and in Switzerland? What 

conclusions and recommendations can be derived from this? 

These questions are at the heart of this report. The report focuses on the characteristics of 

origin, ethnicity and race. These aspects have become much more important as a result of the 

increased intermixing of European societies, caused by mobility, migration and cultural 

change.  

The impetus for this report came from a recommendation by the UN Committee on the 

Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) which noted in its concluding observations on the 

combined seventh to ninth periodic reports for Switzerland that reliable and complete data on 

discrimination were lacking. The Committee therefore recommended that Switzerland 

"establish an effective data collection system, using various indicators of ethnic diversity while 

safeguarding the anonymity and self-identification of persons and groups, to provide an 

adequate empirical basis for policies to enhance the equal enjoyment by all of the rights 

enshrined in the Convention and facilitate the monitoring thereof, as set out in the Committee’s 

revised reporting guidelines (CERD/C/2007/1, para. 10 and 12)”.1 

The Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights noted that data on racially-motivated crimes 

(including police violence in particular) were lacking and incomplete in Switzerland, and that 

consequently it was not possible to carry out a realistic assessment of the effectiveness of 

measures and recommendations as part of the universal periodic review of human rights in 

Switzerland.2 The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) of the 

Council of Europe also criticised the data situation in Switzerland on which to evaluate racism 

and discrimination. In its fifth report, it recommended better recording of racially- motivated or 

homophobic crimes and more systematic use of the indicator system to integrate migrants and 

their children (including projections on students with a migration background).3 

Finally, the Advisory Committee of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 

Minorities voiced the concern that following the change to the census system introduced in 

2010, small population groups (e.g. Romansh speakers) could no longer be reliably identified. 

It therefore recommended that the new census method be refined and that the census be 

supplemented with research findings.4 

The first chapter of this report looks at the tasks assigned to statistics and research under 

international conventions and directives, and what experience is available. The second chapter 

discusses the current practice of statistical data collection on origin, ethnicity and race, both 

internationally and within the European Union. The third chapter presents the legal framework, 

                                                

1  Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding observations on the combined seventh to 
ninth periodic reports of Switzerland, CERD/C/CHE/CO/7-9, 14 March 2014  

2  Swiss Centre of Expertise in Human Rights, Universal periodic review on human rights in Switzerland, ‘Eine 
Zwischenbilanz nach drei Zyklen’ (An interim review following three cycles; in German only), p. 25-26, Bern, 

2018  
3  ECRI, Report on Switzerland, 5th round of monitoring, CRI (2014)39, 19 June 2014  
4  Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, Fourth Opinion on 

Switzerland, § 32-33, ACFC/OP/IV (2018)003, Strasbourg, 10 December 2018 
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survey instruments and current practice of official statistics and social science research in 

Switzerland. The fourth chapter summarises the results and provides recommendations on 

how statistical data could in future do more to promote equal treatment and tackle 

discrimination in Switzerland.  
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1 International conventions and directives 

1.1 The UN’s anti-racism convention  

The International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD) 

entered into force in 1969 and was ratified by Switzerland in 1994. The Convention aims to 

ensure the principle of non-discrimination as set out in Art. 2 of the Universal Declaration on 

Human Rights is complied with, and to eliminate all forms of racial discrimination. The states 

parties undertake to initiate and implement a range of practical measures and to report on 

them to the Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination (CERD) every two years5. 

What is meant by racial discrimination? Article 1 of the Convention makes it clear that this is 

an umbrella concept. It refers to “any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference based on 

race, colour, descent, or national or ethnic origin, which has the purpose or effect of nullifying 

or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an equal footing, of human rights and 

fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural or any other field of public 

life”6.  

This concerns a wide variety of distinguishing characteristics that are associated with the origin 

and descent of individuals and groups, and which directly or indirectly can lead to the 

deprivation or restriction of human rights and fundamental freedoms in central spheres of life. 

Certain distinctions or restrictions made between citizens and non-citizens are regarded as 

legitimate, provided that individual citizens are not specifically discriminated against. Also not 

deemed discrimination under the terms of the Convention are measures taken to protect or 

promote the interests of certain disadvantaged individuals or groups (positive discrimination). 

Article 5 contains a list of the areas in which equal legal entitlements exist: before courts and 

other organs administering justice; in personal security and protection against violence; in 

political rights; in the right to education and training; in the right to work; in working conditions 

and unemployment protection; in the right to equal pay for equal work; in the right to housing; 

and in healthcare and social security.  

The UN Convention does not contain any explicit provisions on data collection and statistics. 

However, Article 2c stipulates that effective measures should be taken to review the 

effectiveness of legislative and political measures at national and local level, and that changes 

should be made where necessary. Empirical data are essential in identifying discrimination 

and the individuals and groups affected, and in defining and reviewing the effectiveness of 

measures to tackle discrimination.  

  

                                                

5 International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cerd.aspx 

6 The CERD has specified the groups requiring protection under the Convention in various General Recommen-
dations. These groups include indigenous peoples, members of certain castes, Roma, nomadic or itinerant 
people (Yenish people, travellers, or travelling Sinti and Roma), linguistic minorities or religious communities, 
internally displaced persons, general groups in a particularly exposed and vulnerable situation with regard to 
their rights, as well as non-citizens. Multiple discrimination has also attracted attention in recent years, particu-
larly from a gender perspective. See: https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CERD/Pages/CERDIndex.aspx. 

 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cerd.aspx
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/CERD/Pages/CERDIndex.aspx
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1.2 The recommendations of the CERD on reporting 

Back in 1978 in General Recommendation No. 4 and again in 1999 in General Recommen-

dation No. 24, the CERD stated that states are required to include in their periodic reports 

relevant information on the demographic composition of their population, in the light of the 

provisions of article 1 of the Convention, that is, as appropriate (author’s italics), information 

on race, colour, descent and national or ethnic origin”.7 Recommendation No. 24 also 

underscores that states should not selectively report certain information (e.g. skin colour, 

ethnicity or religion) for certain groups, but rather based on general criteria for all persons and 

groups in the territory. The Committee already set out in its Recommendation No. 8 in 1990 

that an individual’s belonging to a particular group should be based on their own self-

identification. 

In its guidelines on periodic reporting by states, the CERD further refined expectations 

regarding empirical data (author’s italics) in 2008:   

"10. The ethnic characteristics of the population, including those resulting from a mixing of cultures, are 

of particular importance in relation to the Convention. Indicators for assessing the implementation of 

human rights, including demographic indicators, should be provided…  

11. Many States consider that, when conducting a census, they should not draw attention to factors like 

race, lest this reinforce divisions they wish to overcome or affect rules concerning the protection of 

personal data. If progress in eliminating discrimination based on race, colour, descent, or national or 

ethnic origin (hereinafter racial discrimination) is to be monitored, some indication is needed in the 

CERD-specific document of the number of persons who might be treated less favourably on the basis 

of these characteristics. States that do not collect information on these characteristics in their censuses 

are therefore requested to provide information on mother tongues, languages commonly spoken, or 

other indicators of ethnic diversity, together with any information about race, colour, descent, or national 

or ethnic origins derived from social surveys. In the absence of quantitative information, a qualitative 

description of the ethnic characteristics of the population should be supplied. States are advised and 

encouraged to develop appropriate methodologies for the collection of relevant information. 

12. The Committee is also interested in information indicating whether groups, and if so which groups, 

are officially considered to be national or ethnic minorities, or indigenous peoples in the State party. It 

also recommends that descent-based communities, non-citizens and internally displaced persons be 

identified."8 

According to the guidelines, other quantitative data should be provided when reporting on 

implementation of the individual articles of the Convention: data on racist offences from crime 

statistics (Art. 4 para. D); and data on inequality/discrimination of groups in accessing services 

and positions (Art. 5 para. E) from labour market, housing, education & training and social & 

health statistics. 

These guidelines are relevant for various reasons: 

 In a departure from conventional usage, the term ‘race’ is no longer used, and ‘ethnicity’ is 

increasingly being used as an umbrella term instead. This is because ‘ethnicity’ is broader 

and can also be understood differently. In addition, the concept is not subject to the 

fundamental criticism of the race concept, although it does not exclude racial characteri-

stics per se (including skin colour).  

                                                

7 CERD, General Recommendation No 24 concerning Article 1 of the Convention, 27 August 1999 
8 Guidelines for the CERD-specific document to be submitted by States parties under article 9, paragraph 1, of 

the Convention, CERD/C/2007/1, 13 June 2008  
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 Individuals or groups who face discrimination can distinguish themselves through various 

characteristics. As the CERD emphasises, diversity should be broken down on a country-

specific basis (as appropriate) with a focus on individuals and groups who are particularly 

vulnerable in terms of their rights on account of their origin, cultural characteristics and 

social situation.  

 The CERD recognises that there are perfectly legitimate reasons not to collect data on race 

and other ethnocultural characteristics in statistical surveys. It explicitly supports plurality 

of sources and methods. This combines quantitative and qualitative information, surveys 

of official statistics and research centres, general reports and specific studies on individual 

groups and certain spheres of life. 

 The need for statistical data extends to general reporting on the composition of the 

population based on relevant diversity criteria on the one hand, and on analysing diversity 

and discrimination in specific areas of life on the other (justice and police, labour market, 

housing market, education system and health system etc.) 

1.3 European Commission against Racism and Intolerance 

The decision to set up the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) was 

made by the heads of state and government of the Council of Europe in 1993. The role of ECRI 

is to combat racism, xenophobia, antisemitism and intolerance in Europe from a human rights 

perspective. ECRI considers individuals and groups who are discriminated against on the 

grounds of their race, ethnic or national origin, colour, nationality, religion or language as 

particularly vulnerable9. 

ECRI issues general policy recommendations and is responsible for country-based monitoring 

of racism, discrimination and intolerance. Unlike the CERD within the United Nations, member 

states have no regular reporting obligation. However, ECRI produces its own country reports 

and submits recommendations every five years. 

Statistical data were already an issue in the ECRI’s first General Policy Recommendation back 

in 1996. The Council of Europe member states were called on:  

“to ensure that accurate data and statistics are collected and published on the number of racist and 

xenophobic offences that are reported to the police, on the number of cases that are prosecuted, on the 

reasons for not prosecuting and on the outcome of cases prosecuted;  

… to research the nature, causes and manifestations of racism, xenophobia, antisemitism and 

intolerance at local, regional and national level; 

… to collect, in accordance with European laws, regulations and recommendations on data-protection 

and protection of privacy, where and when appropriate, data which will assist in assessing and 

evaluating the situation and experiences of groups which are particularly vulnerable to racism, 

xenophobia, antisemitism and intolerance.” 10 

  

                                                

9  https://www.coe.int/en/web/european-commission-against-racism-and-intolerance/. In its latest reports, ECRI 
also deals with intolerance and discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. 

10 ECRI, General Policy Recommendation No. 1: Combating racism, xenophobia and intolerance, CRI (96)43, 
Strasbourg, 4 October 1996 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/european-commission-against-racism-and-intolerance/
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In 1998, ECRI issued a recommendation on national surveys on the experience and perception 

of discrimination and racism from the point of view of potential victims, including concrete 

guidelines on conducting such surveys.11 In the justification it states that data on racist and 

discriminatory acts and on the situation of minority groups are vital. It goes on to point out that 

such data should be supplemented by data on attitudes, opinions and perceptions. In addition 

to the relevant surveys among the general population, targeted surveys of potential victims of 

discrimination and racism are considered valuable, particularly if the data obtained can be 

compared with objective information from other sources. 

What criteria should be used to select the groups to include as categories in such surveys? 

ECRI lists the size of the target population, their vulnerability and the availability of information 

from other sources (e.g. population statistics, earnings and labour market statistics and crime 

statistics). Good population statistics that include information as appropriate about variables 

such as place of birth, migrant status, ethnic or national origin, religious confession, mother 

tongue and nationality are particularly important. It points out, however, that some groups that 

might be particularly at risk as regards discrimination (e.g. people without a residence or work 

permit, asylum seekers) may be impossible or hard to reach with such surveys.  

In its General Policy Recommendation No. 7, ECRI reaffirms the obligation of states to treat 

all people and groups equally, regardless of their race, colour, language, religion, nationality 

and national or ethnic origin. ECRI distances itself from race theories, but at the same time 

justifies the use of the term ‘race’: since all human beings belong to the same species, ECRI 

rejects theories based on the existence of different ‘races’. However, in this Recommendation, 

ECRI uses this term in order to ensure that those persons who are generally and erroneously 

perceived as belonging to ‘another race’ are not excluded from the protection provided for by 

the legislation.12  

What conclusions can we draw form this? 

 The list of characteristics that may lead to discrimination is formulated somewhat more 

broadly by ECRI than the ICERD. It explicitly comprises language, religion and nationality, 

as well as sexual orientation and gender identity. There is a much greater focus on migrants 

and their descendants. Accordingly, ECRI emphasises consideration of the country-

specific context when identifying the most important grounds for discrimination. 

 The ECRI’s recommendations provide a useful classification of the potential sources and 

issues that may come into play when conducting statistical surveys and analyses of the 

situations of persons and groups and on the way in which they experience discrimination:  

a) General demographic statistics on the size, composition and development of groups 

by place of residence, origin, migrant status, cultural characteristics, age, sex and 

household structure.  

b) Sector-specific statistics: living conditions and position of groups in important markets, 

in access to services and available resources (e.g. labour market and working 

conditions, housing market and living conditions, education and training, health, 

household income and social security). 

c) Statistics on relevant racist acts and cases of assault in the police and justice system 

(particularly in criminal matters).  

                                                

11 ECRI, General Policy Recommendation No. 4: National surveys on the experience and perception of discrimina-
tion and racism from the point of view of potential victims, CRI (98)306, Strasbourg, March 1998 

12 ECRI, General Policy Recommendation No. 7 on national legislation to combat racism and racial discrimination, 
CRI (2003)8 Rev., Strasbourg, 13 December 2002, revised 7 December 2017  
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d) Special surveys of certain groups on their living conditions (in more depth or because 

the information is not collected in a) or b) or is not identifiable). 

e) Surveys of the general population on attitudes, experiences and perceptions of 

diversity, discrimination and racism. 

f) Surveys of potential victims (and perpetrators) of racism and discrimination on their 

subjective experiences and perceptions.  

The main responsibility for data collection in areas a) to c) usually lies with official statistics. In 

areas d) to f) it makes sense to share responsibility with special agencies and research centres 

or institutions.  

1.4 The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities 

Groups who traditionally live on the territory of a state but distinguish themselves from the 

majority population through their language, religion and cultural heritage, are known as 

national or ethnic minorities. The Council of Europe drew up a Framework Convention in 1995 

which describes the potential rights of minorities in various spheres of life. The Framework 

Convention deliberately refrains from defining the term ‘national minority’ as there is no 

consensus on this among the member states. Each state that ratifies the Convention has a 

margin of discretion to designate which minorities fall under the protection of the Convention13.  

Switzerland ratified the Convention in 1998 and set out its understanding of the term ‘national 

minority’ in a declaration14. In concrete terms, the following groups are currently deemed to be 

‘national minorities’ in Switzerland: national linguistic minorities at federal level or in the 

cantons; Swiss ‘travellers’ that have been designated as Swiss Yenish and Sinti/Manouches 

since 2016; and the members of the Jewish community in Switzerland. There have been 

discussions as to whether Roma fulfil the criteria to be recognised as a ‘national minority’15, 

while no claim to recognition has so far been made by the Muslim community16. 

As with the ICERD, the states parties are required to report regularly on implementation of the 

Framework Convention. The Committee of Ministers at the Council of Europe evaluates the 

measures with the support of the Advisory Committee. The Advisory Committee also compiles 

commentaries on the Framework Convention and periodic country evaluations.  

For the purpose of this report it is of particular relevance that entitlements of national minorities 

are in some cases associated with numerical thresholds.  For example, they should be entitled 

to use the minority language in dealings with the authorities or be taught in the minority 

language in areas that “are traditionally inhabited by persons belonging to a national minority 

in substantial numbers” (Framework Convention, Articles 10.2, 11.3, 14.3). Demographic 

change and mobility of group members can cause the numbers to vary and thus also raise 

questions about legal entitlements.  

  

                                                

13 Council of Europe, Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, Strasbourg, 1995  
14 “In Switzerland national minorities in the sense of the Framework Convention are groups of individuals 

numerically inferior to the rest of the population of the country or of a canton, whose members are Swiss 
nationals, have long-standing, firm and lasting ties with Switzerland and are guided by the will to safeguard 
together what constitutes their common identity, in particular their culture, their traditions, their religion or their 
language.”  

15 https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-70977.html 
16 Fourth report of Switzerland on implementation of the Framework Convention of the Council of Europe for the 

Protection of National Minorities, ACFC/SR/IV (2017)003, Strasbourg, February 2017 

https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-70977.html
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Under the Framework Convention, the fundamental principle applies that every individual has 

the right to freely choose whether they wish to be considered a member of a national minority 

and whether or not they wish to be treated as such (Article 3.1). Self-identification is the 

determining factor, and not acquired or attributed characteristics, such as origin, religion, 

colour or language. In the view of the Advisory Committee, this also has consequences for 

statistical surveys. So, for example, participation in statistical surveys and answering questions 

on group membership must in principle be voluntary. Self-identification also requires open 

response options, and results should be interpreted accordingly. It should also be possible to 

express multiple affiliations and mixed identities (e.g. in terms of ethnic origin or language).17  

The Committee rejects the mandatory recording of characteristics such as ethnic origin or 

religion in identity documents or in internal records of administrative entities, including the 

police and healthcare facilities. If legal rights are linked to numerical thresholds, minorities must 

be fully informed about the importance of data collection exercises and must be included in the 

conduct of surveys. The Advisory Committee also stresses that automatic inferences and 

assumptions should be avoided, e.g. about a person’s ethnic origin based on the language 

they speak, about their religion based on their ethnic origin, or about their ethnic origin based 

on their first and last names. 

These principles should be understood in the light of decades of experience of statistical data 

collection among and about minorities. But they also show why reliable statistics about ethnic, 

religious or linguistic groups are often difficult to obtain, even when they have the status of a 

‘national minority’. The difficulties in data collection have various causes: 

 Administrative and population-based registries do not usually contain information on the 

self-identification of individuals according to ethnicity, religion, language, race, etc.  

 General sample surveys do not usually allow conclusions to be drawn about small 

population groups, particularly those that are territorially dispersed.  

 Group members who feel disadvantaged or discriminated against are not always willing to 

provide truthful information on their origin and identity to authorities. 

 Individuals increasingly have multiple affiliations as a result of mobility, intermixing and 

social change. Simple categorisations thus fall short and groups have become increasingly 

permeable.  

Statistics on minorities face a paradox. On the one hand, good data are important to protect 

the identity and rights of minorities. On the other, the boundaries between the groups are 

blurring, while minorities mistrust the majority (and vice versa). This undermines the value and 

relevance of statistics and is the basis of misunderstandings and misinterpretations.  

The Framework Convention Advisory Committee therefore cautions states against placing too 

much trust in data: “relying on official statistics and figures, as these, for a variety of reasons, 

may not fully reflect reality. Results should be reassessed periodically and analysed flexibly, 

in close consultation with minority representatives. Authorities should also further avail 

themselves of other sources of information, as well as independent qualitative and quantitative 

research”.18  

                                                

17 Advisory Committee, Framework Convention: a key tool to managing diversity through minority reports, 
Thematic commentary No. 4, Scope of Application of the Framework Convention for the Prevention of National 
Minorities, parts II and III, ACFC/56DOC (2016)001, Strasbourg, 2016 

18 idem, p. 13 
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1.5 EU race equality directive 

In June 2000, the Council of the European Union enacted the directive “implementing the 

principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of racial or ethnic origin”.19 The 

directive defines the principle of equal treatment as there being “no direct or indirect 

discrimination [of EU citizens] based on racial or ethnic origin” (Article 2). This concerns various 

spheres of life, such as access to education and employment, vocational and professional 

training, working conditions, social protection, access to goods and services, including housing 

(Article 3). In November 2000 the directive establishing a general framework for equal 

treatment in employment and occupation was enacted, which extended the grounds for 

discrimination to “religion or views, disability, age and sexual orientation” in the area of work 

and employment.20  

The two directives together form the EU’s legal framework on equality.21 Individual grounds for 

discrimination, in particular race and ethnic origin, are not described in more detail in the 

directives. Substantiation of the forms of discrimination, the measures to combat it and legal 

protection are left to individual member states.  Regarding the role of statistics, the two 

directives take the same view that statistical evidence should be permitted to appreciate the 

facts of discrimination cases by courts (among other evidence).22  

All member states are required to establish or designate bodies that promote equality and 

whose tasks include conducting independent surveys on discrimination and publishing 

independent reports. States are also required to report to the European Commission every five 

years on implementation of the directives. The Commission for its part then compiles a report 

for the attention of the European Parliament and of the Council. 

  

                                                

19 Council Directive 2000/43/EC of 29 June 2000 implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons, 
irrespective of racial or ethnic origin 

20 Council Directive 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in 
employment and occupation  

21 The Commission developed a draft for a third ‘horizontal’ directive on equal treatment in all areas of life in 2008, 
but it has yet to be passed by the European Council. Gender equality is the subject of specific directives: 
Directive 2006/54/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 5 July 2006 on the implementation of 
the principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of employment and 
occupation, and Council Directive 2004/113/EG of 13 December 2004 implementing the principle of equal 
treatment between men and women in the access to and supply of goods and services. 

22 See the identical preamble §15 
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2 Diversity and equal treatment: an international comparison 

2.1 Recommendations for the official statistics of the UN and EUROSTAT 

The recommendations of the Conference of European Statisticians (CES) of the UN Economic 

Commission for Europe and EUROSTAT on the content and methodology of national 

population censuses23 are an important reference for the collection of data on equal treatment 

in the European context.24 The recommendations are based on the UN’s global standards for 

conducting population and housing censuses and are aligned with these.25  

The recommendations distinguish between ‘core variables’ which should be included in the 

censuses of all member states, and ‘non-core variables’ which can be included if there is a 

domestic need. The recommendations cite a total of 44 core variables on topics such as place 

of residence, place of birth, internal migration, international migration, household and family 

structure, demographic and social characteristics, education, employment status, housing and 

ownership structure, connection to water, electricity and communication networks.  

The characteristics that are of interest in this context are considered ‘ethnocultural 

characteristics’ and belong to the ‘non-core variables’ group, which means collection is not 

compulsory. The UN recommendations of 2017 state the following, among other things 

(author’s italics) 26: 

"4.172. Countries with a culturally diverse population may wish to collect information on the ethnic 

identity (or composition) of the population, on mother tongue, on the knowledge and practice of 

languages and on religious communities and denominations. They are all characteristics that allow 

people the flexibility to express their ethnocultural identity in the way that they choose…  

4.173. Ethnocultural characteristics generally have a subjective dimension, as there is often no common 

understanding as to what characteristic or concept is really being measured in a particular census. 

Moreover, different countries will adopt different concepts. Ethnocultural characteristics can also be 

politically sensitive and may apply to very small, yet identifiable, population subgroups. The free and 

open declaration of the respondents is therefore of essential importance… In some cases, countries 

may even wish to collect such data on a voluntary basis if this is permitted by national legislation. 

4.183. The decision to collect and disseminate information on ethnic or national groups of a population 

in a census is dependent upon a number of considerations and national circumstances, including, for 

example, the national needs for such data, and the suitability and sensitivity of asking ethnicity questions 

in a country’s census …  

  

                                                

23 Conference of European Statisticians, Recommendations for the 2020 Population and Housing Censuses, 

United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, ECE/CES/41, New York, Geneva, 2015 
24 European Commission, European Handbook on Equality Data, 2016 Revision, p. 95-102, Brussels, 2016. The 

Advisory Committee on the Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities also refers to this: 
Council of Europe, The scope of application of the Framework Convention for the Protection of National 
Minorities, Thematic Commentary No. 4, p. 9, 2016  

25 United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division, Principles and 
Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, Revision 3, United Nations, New York, 2017 

26 idem., p. 203-205 
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4.184. Broadly defined, ethnicity is based on a shared understanding of history and territorial origins 

(regional and national) of an ethnic group or community, as well as on particular cultural characteristics 

such as language or religion. Respondents’ understanding or views about ethnicity, awareness of their 

family background, the number of generations they have spent in a country, and the length of time since 

immigration are all possible factors affecting the reporting of ethnicity in a census. Ethnicity is 

multidimensional and is more a process than a static concept, and so ethnic classification should be 

treated with movable boundaries. 

4.185. Ethnicity can be measured using a variety of concepts, including ethnic ancestry or origin, ethnic 

identity, cultural origins, nationality, race, colour, minority status, tribe, language, religion or various 

combinations of these concepts. Because of the interpretative difficulties that may occur with measuring 

ethnicity in a census, it is important that, where such an investigation is undertaken, the basic criteria 

used to measure the concept are clearly explained to respondents and in the dissemination of the 

resulting data…  

4.187. Because the ethnocultural composition of a country can vary widely from country to country and 

due to the diversity in the approach and the various criteria for establishing ethnicity, it is recognized 

that there is no single definition or classification that could be recommended that would be applicable to 

all countries…."  

What can we conclude from these recommendations? 

 For statisticians, ethnicity is not an umbrella concept, but is instead understood as an 

independent variable to record ethnocultural diversity alongside other aspects, such as 

language or religious affiliation. While ethnicity is often associated with these variables, it 

is not identical.  

 The recommendations focus on ethnic identity (not ethnic origin). Ethnic identity is a 

multidimensional concept that expresses a subjective sense of belonging to a particular 

group, based on shared cultural characteristics and/or a common origin. Ethnicity tends to 

be holistic (and thus also exclusive) and usually has both territorial and temporal 

references. ‘Ethnicity’ is therefore close to the concept of ‘nationality’ and often also has 

political dimensions.27 

 Because ethnic identity is subjective, multidimensional and variable, there are different 

forms, variations and approaches to its statistical recording. Race is not treated as an 

independent variable, but is at most deemed a dimension of ethnic identity. Internationally 

comparable classifications and comparisons of ethnic identity or group membership are 

difficult or completely impossible.  

 To record social diversity, a wealth of other standardised core variables are available that 

are more accurately defined and less changeable than ethnic identity. These include 

ethnocultural variables such as language (native language(s), language(s) spoken, 

language skills) or religion (affiliation to a religious community, religious practice).  

  

                                                

27 In his book on ethnic boundary making, Andreas Wimmer writes: "Ethnicity is more than an ‘imagined 
community’, a cognitive classification, or a discourse of identity. Ethnic boundary making is driven by hierarchies 
of power and prestige and is meant to stabilize and institutionalise these hierarchies." In: Wimmer Andreas, 
Ethnic Boundary Making: Institutions, Power, Networks, Oxford University Press, 2013, page 205 
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 In particular, they also include geographic variables to characterise origin or belonging, 

such as place(s) of residence, place(s) of birth of respondents or their parents, change of 

residence and internal migration, international migration, residence status, length of stay, 

nationality(ies) etc. For international comparisons, the focus is on geographical, legal and 

political, life course-related and socioeconomic core variables. 

This also explains why the Europe-wide surveys coordinated by EUROSTAT on the labour 

force (LFS), income and living conditions (EU-SILC) and household budgets (HBS) refrain from 

collecting information on variables such as ethnicity and race, but do collect data on place of 

residence, place/country of birth and nationality. The results are shown for the individual 

member states, and also aggregated by groups of states, e.g. the EU 28, other European 

countries, North Africa and the Middle East, East and South Asia, Latin America, North 

America and Australia/Oceania. 

2.2 The OECD’s overview of ‘diversity statistics’ 

In 2018, the OECD carried out a study on how member states collect data on ethnic, racial 

and indigenous diversity. Diversity statistics means: "… reliable data capturing population 

heterogeneity … to get a sense of the presence and size of different groups within society 

(diversity data for enumeration) and to address discrimination and inequalities (diversity data 

for assessing outcomes and inequalities)."28 The study consolidates the findings that underlie 

the current UN recommendations. 

Information on the ‘migrant status’ of the population is collected by all 36 member states in 

censuses, surveys and/or registers. They can refer to a person’s place of birth, their parents’ 

place of birth, the year they arrived in the case of migrants, their language skills, as well as 

their current nationality and the date they acquired it. These data often allow conclusions to be 

drawn on the children of migrants who were born in the host country.  

Information on ethnicity is currently collected by 17 member states (based on a wide range of 

criteria), information on race (usually connected to ethnicity) is collected by eight member 

states, and information on indigenous populations by seven member states. The study groups 

the countries into three clusters29, which show varying degrees of cultural diversity and/or have 

different concepts of recognition and legal status of ethnocultural groups.  Beyond the purely 

statistical observation of individual variables, the study thus shows the political and social 

context in which ethnic and/or racial categories have arisen and in some cases are still used. 

"§23. … Those countries collecting information on all types of diversity tend to have very heterogeneous 

populations due to their status as former colonies (Chile, Mexico, Colombia, Costa Rica), settler colonies 

with pre-existing indigenous populations (Australia, Canada, New Zealand), or their legacy of the slave 

trade from the African continent (e.g. to the United States and other American countries). Several of 

these countries also have long employed active immigration policies as an element of nation building 

and fostering human capital. 

  

                                                

28 Balestra, C. and L. Fleischer, Diversity statistics in the OECD: How do OECD countries collect data on ethnic, 

racial and indigenous identity?, OECD Statistics Working Papers, Paris, 2018/09 
29 This also includes Colombia, Costa Rica, Bulgaria, Romania and Russia, which are OECD partner countries. 
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§24. In the United Kingdom and Ireland, as well as in many Eastern European countries, race and 

ethnicity are familiar topics in their national discourse due to either their status as destination country 

for migrants from former colonies (United Kingdom) or due to the presence of significant national 

minorities (Eastern European countries and Ireland). On the contrary, most Western and Southern 

European countries only collect data on migrant status (author’s italics)." 

A detailed footnote refers to the historical background and the change in the concepts of race 

and ethnicity: 

"Race and ethnicity are terms that carry heavy intellectual and political baggage, and issues surrounding 

racial and ethnic identities are often contested within countries and across groups. Academic and 

popular understandings of racial and ethnic identities have changed dramatically over time. Prior to the 

20th century, racial groups were generally perceived as permanent and distinct entities, with biology 

greatly responsible for differences in the cultures and the political and economic fortunes of these 

groups. This perspective, rooted in the experience of colonialism and slavery, established a mode of 

classification based on a rigid hierarchy of socially exclusive categories (especially in the United States). 

Today, social scientists generally agree that race is a socially constructed rather than a scientific 

category, and that most genetic markers do not differ sufficiently across “races” to be useful in biological 

or medical research. Studies have also documented the processes by which ethnic and racial 

boundaries have changed throughout history…" (Page 8). 

Most OECD countries that use ethnic and/or racial concepts in their official statistics have a 

colonial past and/or the creation of their nations/states is based on immigration. In Central and 

Eastern Europe and in the Balkans, ethnocultural concepts in statistics date back to the 

multicultural composition of the great empires (Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Empire and Russian 

Empire), and the conflict-ridden and the (in some cases not entirely complete) process of 

building nation-states. Equally diverse, often incoherent and not comparable are the concepts 

based on which ethnocultural characteristics are collected and depicted in the OECD’s official 

statistics.  

Within the OECD, information on race or using the black-white distinction are almost 

exclusively used in the majority English-speaking countries of the former British Empire: the 

UK, Ireland, Canada and the USA30. However, they are increasingly being supplemented or 

replaced by categories that do not only refer to race or colour, but to the ethnic identity or 

geographical origin of immigrants. In Latin American countries, the term ‘Afro-descendants’ 

and the categories ‘Mestizo’ or ‘Mulatto’ are used for persons of mixed origin. Certain groups 

fall completely outside of this categorisation. So, for example, in the United States, ‘Hispanics’ 

or ‘Latinos’ are defined as an ethnic group with particular linguistic and cultural characteristics, 

while the indigenous American Indians are defined by ancestry.  

In Central, Eastern and South-East Europe, ‘ethnicity’ usually refers to ‘national minorities’ and 

(transnationally) to Roma and related groups. In addition, information is often collected on 

language and religion. In other countries, reference is made to the origin of immigrants and 

their children, and in some cases, they are contrasted with the ‘native population’. Indications 

of ethnocultural characteristics are usually derived in a simplistic fashion from the region or 

country of origin of the immigrants or their ancestors (German, Italian, English, Scottish, 

                                                

30  In its statement of September 1997 on race and ethnic standards in federal statistics and administrative reporting 
for the US Office for Management and Budget, the American Anthropological Association recalled that the 
concept of race has historically always carried more meaning than skin colour: "Perceived behavioural features 
and differences were inextricably linked to race and served as a basis for the ranking, in terms of superiority, of 
races" (AAA, September 1997). 
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Chinese, Bulgarian etc.). Israel only recognises religious affiliation in statistics as a classifi-

cation characteristic (Jewish, Muslim, Christian and Druze) and no different ‘races or 

ethnicities’.  

Various European countries (France, Sweden, Denmark, Germany) have opted to explicitly 

prohibit the collection of statistical data on ethnicity, race or religion (ethnicity-blindness) to 

emphasise the principle of equal treatment of all citizens before the State and in society more 

generally. Furthermore, certain minority groups in various OECD countries oppose the 

collection of ethnocultural characteristics because they fear or have already experienced 

stigmatisation and misuse of their data.  

 The OECD survey confirms that information can only be collected on ethnocultural 

variables in statistics if it takes into account the relevant political context, the real cultural 

diversity and includes the experiences and self-perception of minorities. There is no one-

size-fits-all approach. 

 It is equally clear that information on migration, migrant status and origin cannot be strictly 

separated from ethnocultural categories. The study concludes that the improvement of 

statistics on migration and integration is a priority. Where legally permissible and relevant, 

information on ethnocultural variables can be collected. 

 It specifically recommends: 

 Developing diversity statistics in a form that has a concrete benefit for equality and 

diversity policy.  

 Including relevant minorities in survey development (including question and response 

categories).  

 Opening up opportunities to allow respondents to state multiple identities to 

accommodate social intermixing.  

 Improving the representativeness of surveys among difficult-to-reach groups, such as 

indigenous populations or Roma, through innovative sampling techniques.  

 Where possible linking up information on relevant groups from censuses, sample 

surveys and administrative data.  

 Developing standards and guidelines on diversity statistics to improve the consistency 

and comparability between data sources. 

2.3 The situation in EU member states 

Although the EU Council enacted racial equality directives, solid and comparable data on 

discrimination are lacking in most member states. The European Commission’s Directorate 

General for Justice and Consumers therefore published the first European Handbook on 

Equality Data in 2007, which was revised in 2016. The handbook provides a comprehensive 

overview of the parameters and purpose of data related to equality and discrimination, potential 

data sources at European and national level, and comprises recommendations to reinforce 

and harmonise such data.31 

                                                

31  European Commission, European Handbook on Equality Data, 2016 revision, written by Timo Makkonen, 
December 2016. It should be noted that the handbook primarily refers to equal treatment irrespective of race, 
ethnic origin and sexual orientation, not gender equality and equality for people with disabilities. 
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In preparation for the revision of the handbook, the practices of the individual member states 

were analysed (legal bases, indicators, data surveys).32 Thematic in-depth studies were 

conducted on the topics of ‘ethnicity’, ‘sexual orientation’ and ‘gender identity’.33  

Just over half of the 28 EU member states say they collect data in relation to equality and 

discrimination based on ‘ethnic and/or racial origin’. The large majority do not use the concept 

of race in data collection, however.  The European Handbook on Equality Data recommends 

the following (for official statistics in any case):  “As a general rule, the use of the concept ‘race’ 

is not encouraged, as the use of this term in the context of official statistics may be taken as 

an indication of official recognition of racial theories, even if no such acceptance is intended”34.  

In contrast to the UN and EUROSTAT recommendations regarding official statistics, the 

handbook has a preference for the concept of ‘ethnicity’, or more precisely ‘ethnic origin’ as a 

framework for the various cultural or origin-related characteristics and grounds for 

discrimination, from national minorities to immigrants. Language and religion as ethnocultural 

characteristics are only mentioned – if at all – in passing as aspects of minorities policy.35  

Regarding the population groups of interest, in eastern and south-eastern Europe the focus is 

on national minorities as might be expected, while in western, northern and southern European 

countries the focus is mainly or exclusively on migration-related diversity and longer-term 

integration issues with non-EU citizens as a priority. States with a colonial past have a 

particular focus on immigrants and their ancestors from former colonies (e.g. the UK, the 

Netherlands, Portugal). The EU itself focuses on improving living conditions for Roma across 

the European Union.36 

Objective and process-related criteria for studying groups who may be exposed to 

discrimination are increasingly replacing the vague catch-all categories of ethnicity and race. 

In particular, geographical, socioeconomic and process-related characteristics play a role here, 

such as place(s) of birth and place(s) of residence over time (potentially over generations), 

legal aspects (nationality, residency status), migratory and educational paths, acquisition and 

change in cultural skills (including languages), changed living environments and housing, as 

well as income development and social security.  

  

                                                

32  European Commission, Directorate General for Justice and Consumers, Equality data: Legal framework and 
practice in the EU Member States, Brussels, 2017; European Commission, Directorate General for Justice and 
Consumers, Equality data indicators: Methodological approach, overview by EU Member State, Technical 
Annex, Author: Thomas Huddleston, Brussels, 2017 

33  European Commission, Directorate General for Justice and Consumers, Data collection in the field of ethnicity, 
Author: Lilla Farkas, Brussels, 2017. European Commission, Directorate General for Justice and Consumers, 
Data Collection in Relation to LGBTI People, Author: Mark Bell, Brussels, 2017. The situation in EFTA states 
was not analysed in the studies.  

34  Handbook on Equality Data", p. 56 
35  Instead of conceptual and definition-based clarifications, the EU handbook has a preference for what it calls 

proxies. For example, migrants are grouped together based on place of birth or citizenship in European statistics 
as proxies for racial or ethnic origin (p. 108). 

36  Roma are defined using the concept of the Council of Europe: “The Council of Europe uses ‘Roma’ as an 
umbrella term. It refers to Roma, Sinti, Kale and related groups in Europe, including Travellers and the Eastern 
groups (Dom and Lom), and covers the wide diversity of the groups concerned, including persons who identify 
themselves as Gypsies". 
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The handbook also mentions the growing importance of data collection that is not based on 

traditional population surveys.37 Examples include:  

 Analysis of victimisation, justice system and complaints data which is supplemented in 

some cases with information from NGOs and linked to victim or perpetrator surveys, as 

well as qualitative research.  

 Discrimination testing is an experimental way of highlighting discrimination (on the grounds 

of age, sex, origin, colour etc.) in recruitment processes, e.g. in the labour and housing 

market or in the education system, and it may even be used as evidence in courts. 

However, the methodological requirements for obtaining substantive statistical evidence of 

discrimination in this way are high.  

 ‘Diversity monitoring’ in businesses and companies in the private and public sector to gain 

a statistically valid picture of the composition of staff, management or customers, and to 

statistically substantiate the implementation of legal requirements or operational guide-

lines.  

The revision of the EU handbook revealed the following overall picture: 

 The EU’s data protection regulations (and those of the large majority of member states) in 

principle allow the collection of equality data, including on the grounds of race, ethnicity, 

religion, disability etc. provided that certain conditions are met: consent is obtained from 

respondents, data are anonymised, guarantee is provided that individuals won’t be 

disadvantaged as a result of the data collection etc.  

 In most of the 28 EU member states, however, the collection of equality data is poorly 

regulated and in practice such data are rarely used. 

 Only three countries (the UK, the Netherlands and Finland) have a well-developed equality 

data system in place to support policy, which records all key grounds for discrimination.  

 The situation is best with regard to data on discrimination on the basis of age, sex and 

disability, followed by ‘ethnic origin’ (synonymous with ‘nationality’, see footnote 35).  

 The national data sources are extremely heterogeneous in terms of the survey methods 

used, population covered, periodicity, characteristics, definitions, categorisations and data 

quality. 

 The standardised surveys conducted by EUROSTAT and the European Statistical System 

(EU-SILC, LFS, HBS, EHS), those of the European Commission (Eurobarometer) and 

social science research (ISSP, ESS) are considered the most important comparable data 

sources with variables and diverse ad hoc modules on migration and integration and 

experience of discrimination (see also Chapter 33 below on this).  

  

                                                

37  cf. Chapters 4-7 of the European handbook on equality data, p. 72-93. 
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The handbook provides the following recommendations to improve the data situation38:  

 Member states should primarily tap into existing data sources to avoid duplication and 

reduce costs. 

 Differences in concepts, definitions and categorisation need to be identified and addressed, 

both at EU and national level. 

 Existing EU-wide surveys conducted by EUROSTAT and the Commission should be made 

more equality and non-discrimination specific. 

 The individual states should carry out a mapping exercise on their national data sources to 

investigate whether the information relevant to equality could be improved and whether the 

group of variables could be expanded. 

2.4 Eurobarometer and the surveys of the European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights 

The European Commission commissioned two Eurobarometer Special Surveys on the topic of 

discrimination in 2012 and 2015 (Switzerland did not take part in these surveys). These are 

the only Europe-wide full-population surveys to date (in contrast to the surveys of the European 

Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, which deal exclusively with attitudes to and 

experiences of discrimination).  

While the standard Eurobarometer survey breaks the population down according to nationality, 

age, sex, education and socio-professional category, the discrimination surveys also include 

the category ‘ethnic origin’. The term is not defined in detail, however.39 The results are highly 

open to interpretation. In 2015, 64% of respondents said that ‘ethnic origin’ was the most 

important ground for discrimination in Europe. Presumably the respondents primarily meant 

third-country nationals, migrants and their descendants. It is unclear whether this also includes 

EU citizens from other states. At the same time, only 4% of respondents stated they 

themselves belonged to an ethnic minority and only 3% said they had experienced 

discrimination due to their ‘ethnic origin’ over the preceding year. 

As the samples for each country in the Eurobarometer are relatively small, a detailed 

identification of individuals and groups is not possible. Only Roma (as “Europe’s largest ethnic 

minority”) is identified as a specific group. Schematic categories are used to classify answers. 

In the question on preconceptions/defensive attitudes towards certain groups, e.g. ‘ethnic 

origin’ is primarily equated with skin colour: "white, black and... Asian"! Even so, classifications 

are used (as with religion) that cover the whole population. The Swiss survey on diversity and 

coexistence (see Chapter 323, questions on attitudes and experience of discrimination) singles 

out "black people, Muslims and Jewish people", without defining the groups. 

  

                                                

38 European handbook on equality data, p. 95-102 
39 European Commission, Special Eurobarometer 393, Discrimination in the EU in 2012; European Commission, 

Special Eurobarometer 437, Discrimination in the EU in 2015. See: 

 http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/SPECIAL/sur
veyKy/2077 

http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/SPECIAL/surveyKy/2077
http://ec.europa.eu/commfrontoffice/publicopinion/index.cfm/Survey/getSurveyDetail/instruments/SPECIAL/surveyKy/2077
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The European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights40 claims to incorporate the human rights 

conventions of the UN and Council of Europe as well as the EU directives.41 The Agency 

focuses on the key grounds for discrimination in the EU and/or individual groups of states and 

conducts surveys on the experiences of discrimination of particularly exposed population 

groups.  

In 2018, for example, the Agency conducted a survey on antisemitism (the second since 2012) 

in the 12 member states with the largest Jewish populations.42 The survey was carried out 

online among 16,000 people identifying as Jewish (on e.g. religious, ethnic, cultural grounds). 

On the point of representativeness, the report states: “In the absence of reliable sampling 

frames ... This method does not deliver a random probability sample fulfilling the statistical 

criteria for representativeness… However, the survey findings are reliable and robust…”43.  

In 2014/15 the Agency conducted the second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 

Survey (the first was conducted in 2008) of 25,500 respondents (EU-MIDIS II).44 

The survey only covered groups flagged as being particularly vulnerable by individual member 

states. In 16 of 28 EU member states this concerned immigrants (i.e. those born abroad) from 

one up to a maximum of three states/regions outside of the EU/EFTA area: Turkey, North 

Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and/or Asia/South Asia. In 14 EU member states, the descendants 

of immigrants were included, provided that at least one parent was born abroad. In six Eastern 

European countries, only indigenous Roma were surveyed as an ‘ethnic minority’45; in the three  

Baltic countries, only members of the Russian ‘ethnic minority’. Only in three Southern 

European member states were immigrants, their descendants and Roma surveyed. On close 

examination, the EU-MIDIS II is therefore a combination of surveys of different target groups 

with modified sampling methodologies but a largely identical set of questions.46 

  

                                                

40 https://fra.europa.eu/en 
41  See the “Handbook on European non-discrimination law” jointly published by the EU, the Council of Europe and 

the European Court of Human Rights: https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2018/handbook-european-law-non-
discrimination 

42 European Agency for Fundamental Rights, Experiences and perceptions of antisemitism, Second survey on 
discrimination and hate crime against Jews in the EU, 2018 

43  idem. p.7. More information on how this should be interpreted will be available in the Technical Report, which is 
due to be published in 2019.  

44  The survey method used was computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). In terms of content the survey 
focussed on subjective experiences of discrimination and violence in various areas of life (including harassment 
and hate speech); experience with police stops and criminal victimisation; societal participation; legal status; 
education; language skills; socioeconomic situation and coexistence with the local population; awareness of 
rights and access to support services. Besides ‘ethnicity’, skin colour and religion were included as potential 
grounds for discrimination. European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Second European Union Minorities 
and Discrimination Survey, Questionnaire and Main Results, 2017  

45  EU-MIDIS follows the Council of Europe definition of Rome, but includes only autochthonous Roma: "For the 
purpose of the EU-MIDIS II Survey, ‘Roma’ refers to autochthonous ‘Roma’ within selected EU Member States 
and does not focus on ‘Roma’ who have moved from one EU Member State to another.” Main Results, p. 12. 

46  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 
Survey, Technical Report, 2017. The sample of migrant groups and their descendants was selected by member 
states based on the available register or population data. The Roma sample in nine member states only 
extended to areas in which at least an estimated 10% of the local population is Roma (or one of the groups 
falling under the umbrella term). The surveyed households were selected on the basis of a declaration of at 
least one household member being ‘Roma’. The results should be representative for approx. 80% of the Roma 
population in the nine member states.  
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Accordingly, the results are different for individual EU member states and for different groups 

of people. For EU-wide overall results, the category ‘ethnic or migrant background’ was 

introduced. Purely numerically, however, immigrants from outside Europe and their 

descendants dominate within the Europe-wide overall results.   

The Agency also published reports exploring certain areas in more detail, such as a report on 

the discrimination experience and situation of indigenous Roma in the nine states in which the 

survey was conducted, on Muslims and on black people (specified in the report as “people of 

African descent”!).47  

The survey is particularly interesting in terms of the content of the questionnaire and the results 

for individual groups. However, some criticisms can be levelled at certain aspects that are 

inconsistent and not in line with international guidelines and recommendations. Randomly 

throwing together selected ‘national minorities’ and selected immigrant groups at pan-

European level appears bizarre and can only be explained through different priorities at 

national level. Members of EFTA states and EU citizens (including Roma who live outside of 

their country of origin) are in principle outside the statistical radar of EU-MIDIS II.  

Finally, there are questions about the impact of using supranational classifications for 

heterogeneous population groups based on a single characteristic defined by others (‘Blacks’, 

‘Muslims’, ‘Roma’, ‘Jews’) to describe the identity of group members themselves and to gauge 

stereotypes and preconceptions in the general population. This practice contradicts efforts to 

accommodate the multidimensionality of ethnocultural identity and to avoid simplistic 

classifications.48 Not only many members of minority groups, but also the majority population, 

on which no data are collected in EU-MIDIS, would presumably reject similar generalising 

attributions (‘Whites’, ‘Christians’ etc.).  

  

                                                

47  European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Second European Union Minorities and Discrimination 
Survey, Roma, selected results, 2018; Muslims, selected results, 2018; Being Black in the EU, 2018 

48  We should recall the warning in the EU handbook on equality data that the use of racial categories in statistics 
can inadvertently be understood as substantiating racist theories. Social science research emphasises (see 
chapter 33 below) that the use of ethnic criteria (and this is especially true of racial categories) may promote 
stereotypes and prejudice: "There is also the danger to reify or naturalize ethnic categories and for the wider 
public, the media and/or specific political groups to misinterpret ethnicity as an "objective" biological or 
instrumental characteristic". 
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3 Statistical and research context and practice in Switzerland 

3.1 Legal and political bases 

3.1.1 Principles of equality and anti-racism criminal law provision  

The Swiss Federal Constitution sets out in its purpose article that the Swiss Confederation 

“shall ensure the greatest possible equality of opportunity among its citizens" (Art. 2 para. 3)49. 

Article 8 states: 

Art. 8 Equality before the law 
1 Every person is equal before the law. 

2 No person may be discriminated against, in particular on grounds of origin, race, gender, age, 

language, social position, way of life, religious, ideological, or political convictions, or because of a 

physical, mental or psychological disability. 
3 Men and women have equal rights. The law shall ensure their equality, both in law and in practice, 

most particularly in the family, in education, and in the workplace.  
4 The law shall provide for the elimination of inequalities that affect persons with disabilities. 

The principle of non-discrimination set out in paragraph 2 is comprehensive and includes origin 

and race (in addition to characteristics such as language and religion) as inadmissible grounds 

for discrimination, in line with the provisions of the European Convention on Human Rights of 

1950 and the International Covenants on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and on Civil 

and Political Rights of 1966. Unlike in the European Convention on Human Rights and the UN 

international covenants, colour is not listed as a particular criterion. However, the list should 

be considered illustrative and should not be taken as exhaustive.50 

Switzerland has since refrained from enacting a comprehensive anti-discrimination law to 

implement Article 8, as regularly bemoaned by both the CERD and ECRI. It has instead opted 

for sectoral solutions, which are geared in particular to the legal establishment of gender 

equality, the elimination of discrimination of people with disabilities and the promotion of equal 

opportunities for foreign nationals.51 

                                                

49  Federal Constitution of the Swiss Confederation of 18 April 1999 (SR 101) 
50  By incorporating the term ‘race’ in the article on equality before the law in the fully revised Federal Constitution 

of 1999, legislators fell in line with international law, which has its roots in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights of 1948.  The term is also included in the Geneva Convention (or Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees) of 1951, which Switzerland ratified in 1955. It was incorporated in Swiss asylum law in 1978. There 
is no distinct Swiss doctrine for interpreting the term, at best a subsequent acceptance of the scientific criticism 
of the concept of race. The dispatch on Switzerland’s accession to the ICERD in 1992 assumes the existence 
of ‘race’ as a specific group characteristic. Karl Joseph Partsch, a German expert on international law, defines 
race as follows: "a race is – in the broad sociological sense – a group of people who see themselves and/or are 
seen as different from other groups, on the basis of inherent and unchangeable biological and physical 
characteristics.” A distinction is drawn between “national and ethnic origin” to which “linguistic, cultural and 
historic components are added” (Federal Gazette, 92.029, p. 279). The current understanding and criticism of 
the concept of race in international and Swiss law are discussed in the legal assessment by Pascal Mahon, 
Anne Laurence Graf, Federica Steffanini, La notion de "race" dans le droit suisse, Service for Combating 
Racism, Bern, 2018. With regard to Switzerland, the authors emphasise that the concept of ‘race’ has barely 
been substantiated, either in doctrine or in jurisprudence and that the term has still yet to be given a clear legal 
definition. (page 33). Doctrine still refers to the above definition from the Federal Council Dispatch of 1992. 

51  Federal Act on Gender Equality of 24 March 1995 (SR 151.1); Federal Act on the Elimination of Discrimination 
Against People with Disabilities of 13 December 2002 (SR 151.3); Federal Act on Foreign Nationals and 
Integration of 16 December 2005 (SR 142.20). 
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Racial discrimination is an offence under the Swiss Criminal Code (and under military criminal 

law). Art. 261bis SCC provides for sanctions in the event of public denigration, hate speech and 

active discrimination of persons or groups of people on the basis of race, ethnicity or religion.  

Art. 261bis Racial discrimination 

Any person who publicly incites hatred or discrimination against a person or a group of persons on the 

grounds of their race, ethnic origin or religion, any person who publicly disseminates ideologies that 

have as their object the systematic denigration or defamation of the members of a race, ethnic group or 

religion, any person who with the same objective organises, encourages or participates in propaganda 

campaigns, any person who publicly denigrates or discriminates against another or a group of persons 

on the grounds of their race, ethnic origin or religion in a manner that violates human dignity, whether 

verbally, in writing or pictorially, by using gestures, through acts of aggression or by other means, or any 

person who on any of these grounds denies, trivialises or seeks justification for genocide or other crimes 

against humanity, any person who refuses to provide a service to another on the grounds of that 

person’s race, ethnic origin or religion when that service is intended to be provided to the general public, 

is liable to a custodial sentence not exceeding three years or to a monetary penalty. 

The addition of Article 261bis to the Swiss Criminal Code coincided directly with Switzerland’s 

accession to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 

Discrimination in 1993, which calls for acts of racial discrimination to be offences punishable 

by law.52  

But the Federal Council and Parliament saw a need for action in domestic policy. In the 

introduction to the 1992 dispatch on Switzerland’s accession to the ICERD and the introduction 

of the criminal provision on racism, the Federal Council wrote: “current migration movements 

are provoking fear and increased resistance in many Swiss people”, which is expressing 

“deep-rooted racist prejudice and xenophobia” and in extreme cases criminal, racially-

motivated violence. This makes it impossible to have a constructive debate on Switzerland’s 

increasing mobility- and migration-driven diversity. 

The criminal provision on racism was already controversial when it was discussed in the 

preparatory phase. A referendum was called opposing its introduction on the basis that it was 

thought to breach freedom of expression and freedom of association. However, the 

referendum was rejected by voters and the criminal provision on racism became legally binding 

in 1995.53  

Recording, clarifying and legally assessing racial discrimination offences is procedurally 

complex and time-consuming (see also chapter 324 on grey areas and missing data). The 

criminal provision does, however, play a key role in terms of public discourse and sets limits 

on racist statements and behaviours that are intended to purposefully and profoundly violate 

the fundamental rights and dignity of persons and groups. In conjunction with Article 386 SCC, 

the federal government can adopt measures to prevent criminal offences connected to racial 

                                                

52  Joint dispatch of the Federal Council and Parliament of 2 March 1992 on Switzerland’s accession to the 
International Convention of 1965 on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination and on the 
corresponding criminal justice reform (Federal Gazette 92.029). The criminal provision on racism saw the 
introduction of the concept of  ‘Ethnie’ or ‘ethnicity’ in Swiss legislation, which deviates from the wording of the 
German version of the ICERD, which translates ethnicity as ‘Volkstum’ and ethnic group as ‘Volksgruppe’ to 
accommodate German sensitivities (see SR 0.104). The term ‘Ethnie’ is not used in the Geneva Convention on 
Refugees, or in the Swiss Asylum Act of 1978, or the applicable Act of 16 June 1998, but it is used in the Asylum 
Ordinance No. 1 on Procedural Matters of 11 August 1999 (SR 142.311). Article 1a lists nationalities and ‘Ethnie’ 
(ethnic origin) but not race, as potential markers of identity of asylum seekers alongside last name, first name, 
date of birth, place of birth and sex.  

53 For more on the criminal provision on racism and its interpretation, see the articles on the website of the Federal 
Commission against Racism, which the Federal Council appointed in 1995 as an extra-parliamentary 
commission to implement the criminal provision on racism, http://www.ekr.admin.ch/die_ekr/d598.html 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/die_ekr/d598.html
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discrimination. However, by definition, Swiss criminal law does not set out any concrete 

measures above and beyond this to promote and ensure equal treatment of groups with regard 

to work, education and training, health and living conditions. 

Practical steps to promote the equality of foreign immigrants and their descendants were 

introduced in the new Foreign Nationals and Integration Act of 16 December 2005, which 

replaced the Federal Act on Residency and Settlement of Foreign Nationals of 1931. Following 

a referendum, the law and associated Ordinance on the Integration of Foreign Nationals 

(FNIntO) entered into force on 1 January 2008.54 

The Federal Council’s report of 5 March 2010 on the development of the federal government’s 

integration policy represented a further milestone. The report featured a comprehensive 

assessment of Switzerland’s integration policy and contained proposals to further strengthen 

the provisions on integration in the Foreign Nationals Act. It noted “that the encouragement of 

integration which encourages migrants to take personal responsibility and which supports them 

in developing skills must be accompanied by an anti-discrimination policy.”55 

On 8 March 2013, the Federal Council issued a dispatch on extending the Foreign Nationals 

Act to include additional provisions on encouraging integration and to protect foreign nationals 

from discrimination. At the same time, the title of the Act was extended to become the ‘Foreign 

Nationals and Integration Act’ (Federal Gazette 13.030).  

The adoption of the popular initiative ‘Against mass immigration’ in the vote on 9 February 

2014, which called for the introduction of quotas on the number of foreign nationals (including 

those subject to the Agreement on Free Movement with the EU) was a game-changer.56 

Parliament called on the Federal Council to review the draft law and to issue a supplementary 

dispatch with proposed amendments that took into account the concerns of the initiative.57 The 

revised ‘Foreign Nationals and Integration Act’ was passed by Parliament on 16 December 

2016, and entered into force on 1 January 2019, at the same time as the new ordinance on 

integration.58  

The basic principle of the integration policy is to gradually improve the status of foreign 

nationals living in Switzerland in the longer term (regardless of whether they came to 

Switzerland for work, to join family members, or to seek asylum) through their willingness and 

ability to integrate, supported by the active provision of adequate opportunities for cultural, 

economic and social participation.  

                                                

54  It should be noted that the Foreign Nationals Act of 2005 also takes account of the Agreement on the Free 
Movement of Persons between Switzerland and the European Union of 1999 (followed by  the association 
agreements to Schengen and Dublin and the amendments within the framework of the EFTA), which 
emphasises the distinction between ‘EU/EFTA nationals’ and ‘nationals of third countries’.  

55  Federal Council report of 8 March 2013 on the development of the federal government’s integration policy, for 
the attention of the Federal Assembly (in response to the Fritz Schiesser motions 06.3445 ‘Integration: a core 
task of society and government’ of 25 September 2006; 06.3765 Social Democrat Group ‘Integration action 
plan’ of 19 December 2006). 

56 See: https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/abstimmungen/2014-02-09.html 
57 The Supplementary dispatch on the amendment of the Foreign Nationals Act of 4 March 2016, calling for the 

potential of the domestic workforce to be better tapped (in particular refugees and temporarily admitted foreign 
nationals) (Federal Gazette, 13.030).  

58 Federal Act of 16 December 2005 on Foreign Nationals and Integration (SR 142.20); Ordinance of 15 August 
2018 on the Integration of Foreign Nationals (FNIntO) (SR 142.205). The relationship between the integration 
of foreign nationals and the fight against racism is discussed in TANGRAM 42, Integrationsarbeit und Kampf 
gegen Rassismus (Integration efforts and the fight against racism; German, French and Italian only), Bulletin of 
the Federal Commission against Racism, Bern, December 2018.  

https://www.ejpd.admin.ch/ejpd/de/home/aktuell/abstimmungen/2014-02-09.html
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Residence permits should then only be issued to ‘integrated’ foreign nationals. The Swiss 

Citizenship Act of 2014 also sets out ‘successful integration’ as a requirement for the issue of 

a naturalisation licence by official decree (in addition to the acquisition of Swiss citizenship by 

descent and other legal grounds).59 

Article 4 of the Foreign Nationals and Integration Act states:  

Art. 4 Integration 
1 The aim of integration is the co-existence of the resident Swiss and foreign population on the basis of 

the values of the Federal Constitution and mutual respect and tolerance. 
2 Integration should enable foreign nationals who are lawfully resident in Switzer-land for the longer term 

to participate in the economic, social and cultural life of the society.  
3 Integration requires willingness on the part of the foreign nationals and openness on the part of the 

Swiss population. 
4 Foreign nationals are required to familiarise themselves with the social conditions and way of life in 

Switzerland and in particular to learn a national language.  

Article 53 sets out the principle that integration concerns must go hand-in-hand with protection 

from discrimination and equal opportunities. On this basis, anti-discrimination measures could 

be adopted not only to protect foreign nationals, but for all population groups potentially 

affected by discrimination. 

Art. 53 Principles 
1 In fulfilling their tasks, the Confederation, cantons and communes shall take account of integration 

concerns and of protection against discrimination. 
2 They shall create favourable regulatory conditions for equal opportunities and for the participation of 

the foreign population in public life. They shall make use of the potential of the foreign population, take 

account of diversity and encourage individual responsibility. 
3 They shall in particular encourage foreign nationals to develop their language skills and other basic 

skills, to advance professionally and to take preventive health care measures; they shall also support 

efforts that facilitate co-existence and mutual understanding between the Swiss and the foreign 

population.  
4 The authorities of the Confederation, cantons and communes, social partners, non-governmental 

organisations and expatriate’ organisations shall cooperate to encourage integration.  

Encouraging integration should primarily take place in the standard structures at federal, 

cantonal and communal level (particularly in pre-school and subsequent education, the world 

of work, healthcare and social security institutions, spatial planning and urban and neigh-

bourhood development, sport, the media and culture). This is supplemented by additional 

integration measures for persons with special integration needs where required.60 Article 56 

stipulates that the State Secretariat for Migration should coordinate the measures by the  

  

                                                

59 Federal Act on Swiss Citizenship of 20 June 2014 (SR 141.0) 
60 In accordance with the FNIntO this includes recognised refugees and persons admitted temporarily to 

encourage initial integration, and vulnerable persons with a residence permit.  
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federal offices to encourage integration and prevent discrimination, and that it should work with 

the cantons to periodically review and report back on the integration of the foreign population 

based on a list of integration criteria (Art. 58a).61 

To sum up, 

 The Swiss Federal Constitution stipulates equality for all and sets forth a comprehensive, 

general principle of non-discrimination. 

 To substantiate and implement the principle of non-discrimination, Swiss legislation 

currently contains in-depth provisions on: 

 ensuring gender equality 

 eliminating the discrimination of people with disabilities 

 supporting the integration and preventing the discrimination of foreign nationals living 

legally in Switzerland on a long-term basis 

 a ban in criminal law on public denigration, hate speech and active discrimination of 

persons or groups of people.  

 In terms of measures to promote and safeguard equal opportunities, the focus is on the 

following spheres of life: 

 educational opportunities and educational paths 

 integration in the labour market and career advancement 

 ensuring economic independence and social security 

 healthcare 

 preventing criminal offences 

 acquisition and command of a national language. 

 Concrete measures to encourage integration and to prevent discrimination should focus 

on at-risk groups and are defined as joint tasks of the federal government, cantons and 

communes, with the participation of the private sector and civil society.  

Regular statistical and research data are necessary to plan, implement, report on and review 

the effectiveness and scope of these legal instruments. This raises the question of the legal 

bases of official statistics and the availability of adequate survey and other data collection 

instruments in these areas. 

  

                                                

61 Art. 7 of the FNIntO specifies: "1The competent federal authorities shall report regularly on integration policy, 
integration of the foreign population and the measures to encourage integration.2 They shall monitor the 
integration of the foreign population. They may commission third parties to do so.” The Federal Statistical Office 
provided a statistical basis for monitoring early on. The first report containing indicators on the integration of 
foreign nationals in various spheres of life was published in 2005 (Ausländerinnen und Ausländer in der Schweiz 
(Foreign nationals in Switzerland; German and French only)), 2005 report, Neuchâtel). In 2007, the Federal 
Council mandated the FSO to redesign the integration indicators and extend them to the whole ‘population with 
an immigration background’. The last Statistische Bericht zur Integration der Bevölkerung mit Migrations-
hintergrund (Statistical report on the integration of the population with an immigration background; German and 
French only) appeared in 2017. See: 

 https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/population/migration-integration/integration-indicators.html 

https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/population/migration-integration/integration-indicators.html
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3.1.2 Mandate and methods of official statistics 

Mandate  

Art. 65 para. 1 of the Federal Constitution stipulates that the federal government “shall compile 

the necessary statistical data on the status and trends in the population, the economy, society, 

education, research, the land and the environment in Switzerland”. This remit was further 

fleshed out in the Federal Statistics Act back in 1992.62 Article 3 requires the federal statistical 

body to prepare results in a professionally independent way and under its tasks lists “the 

preparation, conduct and review of federal tasks” and “the assessment of specialist fields in 

which the duties of the federal government and cantons are closely interlinked”, as well as: 

c. supporting research projects of national importance; 

d.  the assessment of the fulfilment of the constitutional mandate to establish equal 

opportunities for men and women and for disabled and non-disabled people. 

The federal statistical body is therefore not only assigned tasks of collecting representative 

data, but also involvement in reviewing and assessing specific constitutional and legal 

mandates, particularly in the area of equality. On the basis of Swiss legislative development, 

we can assume that this not only applies to gender equality and equal opportunities for 

disabled and non-disabled people, but also to the general principle of non-discrimination under 

Article 8 paragraph 2 of the Federal Constitution, as well as the explicit integration duty set out 

in the Foreign Nationals and Integration Act.  

Methods 

In terms of data collection, the Federal Statistics Act distinguishes between direct surveys 

(interviewing persons directly) and indirect surveys (compiling existing data on persons), as 

well as surveys based on measurement and anonymous observation data. Article 4 paragraph 

3 of the Federal Statistics Act emphasises that “the number and type of surveys are limited to 

what is strictly necessary” to reduce the burden on respondents and the reporting burden.  

To promote the use of existing administrative and register data by the federal statistical body, 

Article 65 paragraph 2 of the Federal Constitution authorises the federal government to 

harmonise official registers. The Register Harmonisation Act has governed the maintenance 

of official registers of residents and their use for statistical and research purposes since 2006. 

The Federal Statistical Office may use register data to: 

 conduct statistical analyses at different points in time and for specific population groups 

 link data from different registers for statistical purposes 

 draw representative samples for direct surveys of the population or certain groups  

 permanently link and retain (without any references to specific persons) with data from the 

Register of Buildings and Dwellings and the Business and Enterprise Register of the 

Federal Statistical Office 

 pass on to federal, cantonal or communal statistical and research bodies, and to private 

individuals for statistical, research and planning purposes (without any references to 

persons or personal identifiers). 

                                                

62 Federal Statistics Act of 9 October 1992 SR 431.01 
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The variables that are to be supplied from certain registers for statistical purposes must be 

referenced in the legal bases of the relevant register. For example, Article 13 of the Federal 

Act of 20 June 2003 on the Information System on Matters relating to Foreign Nationals and 

Asylum (SR 142.51) authorises the State Secretariat for Migration to pass on lists and 

electronic data sets to federal statistical bodies. The Ordinance of 12 April 2006 on the Central 

Migration Information System (ZEMIS) contains a specific article (Art. 20) on statistics, and an 

extensive data catalogue with the specific permissions in the annex. Article 20 paragraph 5 

states:  

5 It (the State Secretariat for Migration SEM) shall assist in the compilation of the annual federal 

population statistics, migration statistics and employment statistics.  In order for the Federal Statistical 

Office FSO to be able to perform its tasks in accordance with the Ordinance of 30 June 1993 on the 

Conduct of Federal Statistical Surveys, the SEM shall supply the FSO with individual data on the 

numbers and movements of foreign nationals listed in ZEMIS on a regular basis.  

The mandate to collect, analyse, store and pass on data on certain topics through direct or 

indirect surveys shall be included in the legal bases of the relevant federal statistical surveys. 

These include the Federal Census Act and Federal Census Ordinance, the ordinances on 

registers which are managed by the federal office itself, and the Ordinance on the Conduct of 

Federal Statistical Surveys.63 Besides listing the content and methods of all surveys conducted 

by the Federal Statistical Office, the Ordinance on the Conduct of Federal Statistical Surveys 

also includes provisions on the FSO’s sampling frame, which contains the necessary personal 

data to draw representative samples. The Ordinance also sets out basic principles to bear in 

mind when linking up data from various sources (registers, direct surveys, administrative data, 

measurement data). 

Also, important here is the statistical agreement with the European Union, as it requires the 

collection of comparable and coherent statistics in the areas where bilateral agreements 

exist.64 The European Council and Commission regulations on the conduct and design of 

individual surveys and statistics are crucial. Of particular interest here are: 

 The labour force sample survey and its annual ad-hoc modules (on the labour market 

situation of immigrants and their descendants, on the entry of young people in the labour 

market, etc.). 

 The EU Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) and its modules (including 

intergenerational transmission of disadvantage, material deprivation, well-being, house-

hold resources and living conditions).  

 The statistics on international migration and on the protection of migrants. 

  

                                                

63  Federal Act of 22 June 2007 on the Federal Census (SR 0.431.026.81); Ordinance of 19 December 2008 on 
the Federal Census (SR 0.431.112.1); Ordinance of 9 June 2017 on the Federal Register of Buildings and 
Dwellings (SR 431.841); Ordinance of 30 June 1993 on the Register of Businesses and Enterprises (SR 
413.903); Ordinance of 30 June 1993 on the Conduct of Federal Statistical Surveys (SR 431.021.1). 

64  Agreement between the Swiss Confederation and the European Community on Cooperation in the area of 
Statistics, concluded on 26 October 2004 (SR 0.431.026.81) (German, French and Italian only) 
https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compilation/20042073/index.html 

https://www.admin.ch/opc/de/classified-compilation/20042073/index.html
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3.1.3 Data protection 

The Data Protection Act was passed in 1992, shortly before the Federal Statistics Act, and the 

two pieces of legislation are aligned.65 Under Article 3, the Data Protection Act defines personal 

data as “all information relating to an identified or identifiable person”. ‘Sensitive personal data’ 

are deemed to be: 

1. religious, ideological, political or trade union-related views or activities, 

2.  health, the intimate sphere or the racial origin, 

3. social security measures, 

4. administrative or criminal proceedings and sanctions. 

A ‘data file’ is defined as “any set of personal data that is structured in such a way that the data 

is accessible by data subject”.  

As the purpose of statistical data collection is not to collect and use information on specific 

individuals, however, Article 22 paragraph 1 of the Data Protection Act sets out the following 

principles and requirements: 

Art. 22 Processing for research, planning and statistics  
1 Federal bodies may process personal data for purposes not related to specific persons, and in 

particular for research, planning and statistics, if:  

a. the data are rendered anonymous, as soon as the purpose of the processing permits;  

b. the recipient only discloses the data with the consent of the federal body and  

c. the results are published in such a manner that the data subjects may not be identified.  

Article 22 paragraph 2 of the Data Protection Act also stipulates that the tighter requirements 

regarding the processing of sensitive personal data, including information on religion or race, 

need not be fulfilled for research, planning and statistics. The Ordinance to the Federal Act on 

Data Protection exempts “data files whose data is used exclusively for purposes unrelated to 

specific persons, in particular in research, planning and statistics” from the duty to register with 

the Federal Data Protection and Information Commissioner (Article 4b). 

With regard to data protection provisions for statistics, we can note that: 

 There are no laws or ordinances that prohibit certain topics being studied and data on 

certain characteristics or attributes being collected for research or statistical purposes on 

the grounds of data protection or privacy. 

 However, it is assumed that there is a legal basis for every instance of processing of 

personal data, even if they are to be used exclusively for purposes not related to specific 

persons. When processing data for the purposes of research, planning and statistics, any 

information that can be traced back to individuals must be removed as quickly as possible 

(anonymisation). Furthermore, statistical results may only be published in such a way that 

they cannot be traced back to individuals.  

                                                

65  Federal Act of 19 June 1992 on Data Protection 1992 (SR 235.1), Ordinance of 14 June 1993 to the Federal 
Act on Data Protection (SR 235.11). The Data Protection Act is currently under revision. It is proposed to add  
"ethnic origin" as additional category of 'sensitive personal data'. 
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 The Federal Statistics Act and the legal bases on the individual surveys conducted by the 

FSO contain specific provisions on compliance with statistical secrecy and data protection 

when collecting, analysing, passing on and archiving data.  

 There are limits on indirect statistical surveys. Only characteristics already contained in a 

register or record may be used, and statistical bodies only have limited scope regarding 

the setting of standards on how the characteristics are recorded in the register 

(nomenclatures, standardisations etc.). New and additional characteristics that would be 

useful for statistical purposes must be regulated in the legal bases of registers and 

administrative data sets. This particularly concerns sensitive personal data.66  

 The involvement of the selected persons in sampling surveys conducted by official 

statistics bodies is usually voluntary (with the exception of the annual structural survey as 

part of the Population Census) and is carried out with the explicit consent of data subjects. 

This allows surveys to also be conducted on topics that comprise sensitive information 

(e.g. health, religion or living conditions). There are limitations here, primarily in sample 

design, survey duration, relevance, analysability and quality of the data collected.  

3.2 Population and social statistics categories and surveys 

3.2.1 A look back: The evolution from 1850 to 2000 

The Swiss Confederation came into existence as a federalist state in 1848 following the union 

of cantons with different linguistic and religious majorities. As early as 1860, the first ‘federal 

census’ collected data on the native language of the population in the cantons and communes, 

and from 1860 onwards, data were also collected on the population’s religious affiliation (see 

Appendix 2). Since 1874, following the introduction of civil marriage, the marital status statistics 

introduced in 1867 have also published information on the religious affiliation of the spouses 

when a couple gets married, and on the religion and marital status of the mother when a baby 

is born.67 

  

                                                

66 The FSO’s list of characteristics for harmonised registers of persons therefore does not include sensitive 
personal data. The only exception to this is the characteristic ‘religious affiliation’, which however only refers to 
“affiliation to any religious group recognised under public law or in any other way by the canton”. As responsibility 
for regulating the relationship between the church and the State is assigned to the cantons under Art.72 of the 
Federal Constitution, there are cantonal differences. Only two religious communities are recognised throughout 
Switzerland: the Roman Catholic church and the Evangelical Reformed/Protestant church. However, the 
Cantons of Geneva and Neuchâtel do not collect any data on religious affiliation. Christian Catholic and Jewish 
communities are recognised in some cantons. Persons who cannot be assigned a religious affiliation or are 
unaffiliated with any religion, must be registered as ‘religious affiliation unknown’ for privacy protection reasons 
(FSO, Harmonisation of official registers of persons, list of characteristics, Neuchâtel 2014, p. 57/58 - German, 
French and Italian only). 

67  On the history of population censuses and the statistical system in Switzerland: Busset Thomas, Zur Geschichte 
der eidgenössischen Volkszählung (The History of the Federal Population Census in Switzerland; German only), 
Federal Statistical Office, Bern, 1993; Fritzsche Bruno, Frey Thomas, Rey Urs, Romer Sandra, Historischer 
Strukturatlas der Schweiz, Die Entstehung der modernen Schweiz, Hier + Jetzt (Historical structural atlas of 
Switzerland, The emergence of modern Switzerland, Here + Now; German only), Baden, 2001; Graphical-
Statistical Atlas of Switzerland 1914-2014, Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, 2015; Jost Hans Ulrich,  Von 
Zahlen, Politik und Macht, Geschichte der schweizerischen Statistik (Politics and Power: the History of Swiss 
Statistics; German only) Chronos Verlag, Zurich, 2016. 



34 

Up until 2000, the population censuses collected information from the entire resident popula-

tion on religious affiliation and native language, with small changes in the wording of questions 

and adaptations to the number and classification of the religious and linguistic groups 

recorded. Owing to the legal status of Switzerland’s four official languages68 and the 

importance of language(s) in the education system and for the integration of foreign nationals, 

data on languages and multilingualism are still considered of particular relevance and can only 

be collected from direct surveys, not from register information.  

In terms of religious affiliation, the public interest was originally in the ratio of members of the 

Reformed Church/Protestants to Roman Catholics in the cantons and communes. Since 1900, 

information has been collected on members of other Christian and non-Christian religious 

communities, and persons with no religious affiliation. Today, public interest is mainly in these 

data, which can only be obtained from surveys.  

Switzerland’s official statistics bodies never asked questions on the race or ethnicity of the 

population or carried out corresponding analyses in the 19th or 20th centuries.69 On account 

of its cultural diversity and small-scale democratic Constitution, Switzerland was also less 

prone to the ‘ethnicisation’ of language and religion, or to reinterpreting these characteristics 

as racial markers.70 This does not mean that the Swiss Confederation was free of discrimina-

tion on ethnic, linguistic or religious grounds. Discrimination was directed at linguistic or 

religious minorities within the major linguistic and religious groups. As early as the mid-19th 

century, two small but all the more exposed population groups were victims of discrimination: 

the Jewish population and the Yenish and Sinti (referred to as ‘travellers’ until 2016). These 

are also the groups that are currently designated as ‘national minorities’.71 

  

                                                

68  Article 70 of the Federal Constitution of 1999 (Languages article) and Federal Act of 5 October 2007 on the 
National Languages and Understanding between the Linguistic Communities (SR 441.1)  

69  To date the only database that registers information on the ethnic group of persons is the Central Migration 
Information System, as a potential identifying characteristic in the area of asylum (previously contained in 
AUPER and based on Asylum Ordinance No. 1). However, the data are not systematically collected and are not 
analysed by the Federal Statistical Office. On the website of the Federal Commission against Racism, there is 
still a well-intentioned but awkward attempt to define “racial and ethnic groups that need protection” in detail: 
“Racial groups are e.g. Asians, blacks, Semites, whites. The following are not racial groups: blondes, 
Mediterranean types. Ethnicities are e.g. Appenzellers (the people of Appenzell), North Germans, Tamils, 
Sicilians. The following are not ethnicities: Europeans, Third World inhabitants, North Americans, South 
Americans (...).” in: Marcel A. Niggli, Gerhard Fiolka, Rassendiskriminierung im Sinne von Art. 261bis StGB, 
eine Übersicht (Racial discrimination under Art. 261bis Swiss Criminal Code: an overview; German only). 

Summary. http://www.ekr.admin.ch/pdf/niggli_fiolka_261bis_kurz_de0bc1.pdf 
70 On this issue: Humbert Philippe, Coray Renata, Duchêne Alexandre, Compter les langues: histoire, méthodes 

et politiques des recensements de population, Une revue de la littérature, (Counting languages: history, metho-
dology and politics of population censuses: a review of the literature; French only) Institute of Multilingualism, 

University of Fribourg, 2018 
71 The Jewish population were only granted freedom of establishment and full civil rights in 1866 when the Federal 

Constitution of 1848 was revised. However, the popular initiative on banning shechita (the Jewish method of 
killing animals for food) in1893 showed how widespread antisemitic attitudes still were, culminating in the 
restrictive asylum policy towards Jewish asylum seekers in the Second World War. Following the adoption of 
the Displaced Persons Act of 1850, travellers were subject to many state interventions in their lifestyles and 
family structures. In the 20th century this culminated in children being taken away from their families and the 
withdrawal of parental custody. This practice was only stopped in the mid-1970s. In 1995, the federal 
government set up a foundation to improve the living conditions of travelling people in Switzerland 
(https://www.stiftung-fahrende.ch) and in 1998 Yenish and Sinti were recognised as a ‘national minority’. On 
account of their experience of discrimination and arbitrary government, both minorities are currently sceptical of 
or even resistant to statistical surveys and administrative registration. 

http://www.ekr.admin.ch/pdf/niggli_fiolka_261bis_kurz_de0bc1.pdf
https://www.stiftung-fahrende.ch/
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Besides language and religion, population data by place of origin and place of residence, and 

by communal and cantonal citizenship were crucial. The place of birth and place of residence 

of the population were already included in the population census of 1850. This allowed the 

geographic origin of internal migrants to be broken down. The place of work, household 

composition and finally details of dwellings and buildings came later. From 1970, the places of 

residence at different points in time before the survey were collected (at birth, one year ago, 

five years ago), and since 1990, the precise geographical coordinates of the residential 

buildings have been collected. This allowed data analyses and data linking to be carried out 

irrespective of the administrative boundaries of the cantons and communes.  

The distinction based on nationality between Swiss and foreign nationals assumed a particular 

importance as early as the 19th century. The population census of 1850 established that 

foreign nationals made up 3% of the population; this figure rose to 15% by 1910, a trend that 

was increasingly viewed with scepticism based on fears that the country was being overrun by 

foreigners. After the First World War, policy on foreign nationals and refugees was gradually 

tightened up. The Federal Act on the Residence and Permanent Settlement of Foreign 

Nationals (ANAG) of 1931 introduced different residence and employment law categories for 

the first time in a bid to restrict and control immigration. 

Although the conditions were in some cases highly discriminatory (e.g. in the case of seasonal 

worker status), immigration increased very rapidly again after the Second World War. In 1970, 

foreign nationals made up 17% of the population; in 1972, the ANAG was revised and new 

instruments to control and restrict immigration were introduced. These included the 

establishment of a Central Aliens Register (ZAR) as the data from the ten-year population 

censuses and the cantonal and communal registers of residents were no longer sufficient to 

implement policy on migration and foreign nationals. In 1993, the computerised registration 

system (AUPER) followed to enforce asylum law. In 2003–2006, all legally-relevant data on 

foreign nationals according to origin, residence and employment status were integrated in the 

Central Migration Information System (ZEMIS) in parallel to the drafting of the Foreign 

Nationals and Integration Act.72 

From 1981, the Federal Statistical Office was able to compile annual ‘statistics on the foreign 

resident population’ which were supplemented by estimates on Swiss citizens and were 

published as statistics on the ‘permanent resident population’.73 They therefore remained 

estimates as the cantonal and communal registers of residents were not harmonised and the 

annual population data had to be adjusted after every population census.  

  

                                                

72  ZEMIS distinguishes between nationalities and eight types of residence status (with special categories for 
members of EU/EFTA states): residence permit (B permit), permanent residence permit (C permit), residence 
permit with gainful employment (Ci permit), cross-border commuter permit (G permit), short-term residence 
permit (L permit), permit for provisionally admitted foreign nationals (F permit), permit for asylum seekers (N 
permit), permit for persons in need of protection (S permit).  

73 Foreign nationals who stay for at least 12 months are counted as the ‘permanent resident population’ of 
Switzerland, the benchmark for population statistics.  At the end of 2018, foreign nationals made up 25% of 
Switzerland’s permanent resident population (excluding persons with dual nationality). Of these, 81% were born 
abroad and 19% were born in Switzerland. 
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So, to summarise: 

 Data on religion and language in particular have been collected in Swiss statistics since 

the mid-19th century and played an important role for domestic policy. However, no 

statistics have been compiled in Switzerland to date on the categories of race or ethnicity. 

 The focus was always on small-scale geographical information on place of origin and place 

of residence. This geographical information was increasingly extended and expanded to 

include information on households, occupations, work and housing situation. 

 Citizenship, which connected residents to a commune and a canton and by extension to 

the federal government, was always important. 

 Nationality became particularly important due to the high level of immigration. The 

distinction between Swiss and foreign nationals became a political hot topic, which 

impacted statistics and led to the first centrally-managed, computerised register of persons 

for parts of the Swiss resident population. 

3.2.2 Harmonisation and expansion of statistics on persons and households after 

2000 

In 2000, the Swiss population and social statistics were gradually transferred to a new system, 

which combines register analyses and sample surveys of the population.74 This resulted in 

entirely new data collection and analyses possibilities to study equality, discrimination and 

integration.  

Since 2006, the Register Harmonisation Act (RHA) has required all federal offices that maintain 

registers of residents to use the insurance number from the compulsory Old Age and Survivors 

Insurance (AHV) as a uniform personal identifier, and the basic attributes as listed in the 

Federal Statistical Office’s catalogue.75 For the registers of residents held by communes and 

cantons, the RHA sets forth minimum content that must be available for every permanently 

settled or resident person in Switzerland.76  

  

                                                

74 An impressive synthesis of the spatial results from the last traditional population, housing, buildings and 
dwellings census in 2000 combined with other data sets can be found in: Schuler Martin, Pierre Dessemontet 
et. al., Atlas des räumlichen Wandels der Schweiz (Atlas of spatial change in Switzerland; in German only), 
Federal Statistical Office, Verlag Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Zurich, 2007 

75 Federal Act of 23 June 2006 on the Harmonisation of the Register of Residents and of other Official Registers 
of Persons; Register Harmonisation Ordinance of 21 November 2007 (SR 431.021). The law applies to the civil 
status register (Infostar), the Central Migration Information System (ZEMIS), the information system for the 
networked administration of data on and for Swiss nationals abroad (E-VERA), the Ordipro information system 
(for foreign diplomats and employees of international organisations), the Central Register of Insured Persons, 
the Central Pension Register, the Register of Benefits-in-Kind and the Register of Supplementary Benefits of 
the Central Compensation Office AHV/IV/EO, the cantonal and communal registers of residents and the 
electoral register for federal popular votes and elections.  

76 Under Article 6, the registers must contain the following minimum data for each person: AHV social insurance 
number, building identifier (EGID) and administrative dwelling identifier (EWID) according to the Federal 
Register of Buildings and Dwellings of the Federal Statistical Office, household affiliation and type, last name 
and first names, home address, place and date of birth, sex, marital status, nationality, in the case of foreign 
nationals: type of permit, commune of permanent settlement or commune of residence, in the case of arrival or 
leaving the commune: date, previous commune/country or destination commune/country, date of relocation 
within the commune, date of death. The Federal Statistical Office is tasked with the regular publication of an 
official catalogue of attributes that contains the attribute characteristics, as well as the nomenclatures and coding 
keys (Federal Statistical Office, Harmonisation of official registers, attribute catalogue, Neuchâtel, 2014). 



37 

Under the RHA, the Federal Statistical Office may use register data for analyses, may draw 

random samples based on the data for statistical surveys, and may use the data as a directory 

for addresses for the conduct of statistical surveys. Regarding sample surveys, Article 6 of the 

Federal Census Act distinguishes between a ‘structural survey’, which supplements register 

surveys – including at cantonal level – with those attributes that are not included in the registers 

but which are important for comparability with previous censuses (e.g. in the area of 

employment, household structure, mobility and migration, language and religion), and in-depth 

thematic sample surveys. The Federal Census Ordinance specifies the following topics for the 

surveys, which are conducted every five years: families and generations; health; education 

and training; language; religion and culture; mobility and transport. This set is supplemented 

by the possibility of conducting annual ad-hoc surveys on current topics (‘omnibus surveys’).  

The concept of ‘census’ therefore currently comprises a broad range of surveys in Switzerland. 

They are extended by the annual labour force surveys of the European Statistical System 

(SLFS) which were introduced in the 1990s, the Household Budget Survey (HBS), and since 

2007 the Survey on Income and Living Conditions (SILC). Appendix 3 provides an overview of 

register and sample surveys of the population, which are currently conducted by the Federal 

Statistical Office.77 

The new population census survey system was evaluated in 2017. The assessment report 

emphasises that in the view of all consulted parties (federal government, cantons, communes, 

scientific community), the greater timeliness and diversity of topics largely offset the loss of 

accuracy for small areas and groups. The report was also positive about the great potential of 

the survey to meet new statistical needs by linking up register data, administrative data and 

survey data, without any additional burden or cost implications for individuals, households and 

businesses.78 

3.2.3 New opportunities and potential of survey and statistical systems  

What possibilities does the current population and social statistics system offer in terms of 

statistics on origin and ethnocultural characteristics, and in terms of studying equality of 

treatment and discrimination?  

Register surveys, trend analyses and data linkage 

The register-based statistics cover the basic populations (individuals, households, dwellings, 

buildings) and their evolution in full, for all key political and spatial units in Switzerland. On the 

basis of the demographic, geographical, migration-related and other attributes on persons and 

households under the law on foreign nationals that are recorded in the registers, cross-

sectional data on demographic variables and characteristics of origin can be compiled on an 

annual basis or in some cases for periods of less than a year (such as place of residence, 

change in place of residence, place of birth, country of birth, parents’ country of birth, 

nationality, residence status, length of stay and household composition).79 Trend analyses can 

also be conducted over several years for cohorts of selected groups (e.g. by age group, sex, 

place of birth and/or nationality).  

                                                

77 See details on surveys and statistics in the Ordinance of 30 June 1993 on the Conduct of Federal Statistical 
Surveys (SR 431.021.1), as well as in the fact sheets and associated documents (lists of questions, variables, 
quality reports) on the FSO website.  

78 Assessment report on the new population census system, Federal Council report, Bern, 1 December 2017 
79 Religion remains the only socio-cultural variable that is collected throughout Switzerland in a register of residents 

(Infostar) and is statistically evaluated. This variable is collected in the case of marriage (for both partners) and 
when a child is born (for the mother only).  
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In addition, STATPOP, the statistics on persons and households, is a starting point for linking 

up personal data with data from other registers and administrative data sets (e.g. on income 

and social security benefits, on the labour market or on the education system). In this way, the 

information content of statistical cross sectional and longitudinal analyses can be greatly 

extended. Appendix 1 to this report presents current examples of data linkage and trend 

analyses conducted by the FSO within the scope of federal policy research and research 

funded by the SNSF. 

Sample and address register, harmonised key variables  

The system requirement calls for the representative sample surveys conducted by the FSO to 

also be combined with the registers of residents. This ensures the target populations of register 

and sample surveys are coherent and that statements are representative. The FSO’s register-

based sampling frame (SRPH) allows the selection of persons and households to be surveyed 

from the relevant population (defined according to demographic, geographical, migration-

related or other criteria). It also allows survey results to be weighted, extrapolated and 

calibrated.  

In surveys, register information can be transferred directly to questionnaires and does not need 

to be requested again. In order to improve the coherence and comparability of different sample 

surveys, the FSO has defined – in addition to the register attributes – key attributes on e.g. 

education, the labour market, household type and dwelling which must be collected the same 

way in all surveys.80 This allows results for selected population groups (by nationality, place of 

birth, age, education, employment status etc.) to be compared, even if they come from different 

sources.81 

Sample size, sample design and data pooling 

In the FSO survey system, the sample size varies depending on the information sought and 

the desired accuracy according to spatial, demographic, origin-related or socioeconomic 

criteria.  

To extend STATPOP and BDS, an annual ‘structural survey’ has been conducted since 2010 

among 200,000 people aged 15 or over (2.5% of the target population). The target person is 

asked to provide information about the other household members. The annual survey is 

calculated in such a way that it produces comparable results for all 26 cantons and in some 

cases also communes.82 To compensate for the loss of information from earlier full population 

censuses, annual data sets can be pooled over a maximum of 5 years. This allows the number 

of observations to be increased and conclusions to also be drawn for small population groups.  

  

                                                

80 Die Schlüsselmerkmale im System der Haushalts- und Personenstatistiken (Key variables in the household and 
personal statistics system; German and French only), Federal Statistical Office, version 3.4, 9 March 2016.  

81 One example of this is the ‘Statistische Bericht zur Integration der Bevölkerung mit Migrationshintergrund’ 
(Statistical report on the integration of the population with a migration background; German and French only), 
which compiles data from different sources for three population groups (Federal Statistical Office; Neuchâtel, 
2017). 

82 On calculating the anticipated accuracy, weighting, extrapolation and calibration of the structural survey: 
Eichenberger Philippe, Jan Potterat, Beat Hulliger, Describing the Anticipated Accuracy of the Swiss Population 
Survey, Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, 2010; Lionel Qualité, Auswahl und Gewichtung der Stichprobe der 
schweizerischen Strukturerhebung (Sample selection and weighting in the Swiss structural survey; German 
only), Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, no date; Daniel Assoulin, Base méthodologique relative aux 
premiers résultats de l'extrapolation du relevé structurel de 2010 (Methodological basis relating to the initial 
results of the extrapolation of the 2010 structural survey; French only) Federal Statistical Office, internal memo, 
25.9.2012 



39 

For the annual survey the lower limit for representative statements is groups of 15,000 people, 

and for pooling over 5 years it is groups of 3,000 people.83 In addition, cantons and communes 

can request an increase in sample size for their area or for sub-areas at their own expense. 

This option is also utilised by the cantons, which conduct up to 60,000 additional surveys a 

year. 

To ensure the highest possible response rate among the selected persons, participation in the 

structural survey (as the only sample survey) is mandatory. However, non-response still occurs 

(e.g. the response rate is typically lower among non-Swiss respondents), so the structural 

survey results are calibrated with register data to compensate for the resulting distortions.  

The thematic sample surveys question between 10,000 and 40,000 people each (between 

12,000 and 60,000 if we include sample enlargement by the cantons). They provide 

comparable spatial information for seven major regions (level II of the EUROSTAT 

nomenclature of spatial units), in some cases for cantons (where the Italian-speaking canton 

Ticino is itself a major region), three language areas (German/Romansh, French, Italian) and 

three degree of urbanisation classifications by commune type. The ‘omnibus surveys’ comprise 

approximately 3,000 respondents.  

The Swiss Labour Force Survey (SLFS) is Switzerland’s second-largest sample survey, for 

which 126,000 interviews are conducted every year. The survey has a panel design, with some 

40,000 people surveyed four times over the course of an 18-month period. The basic survey 

is supplemented by regular modules, including the ‘mobility and migration’ module. The 

Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC) survey comprises 8,000 households every 

year and is designed as a mix of panel and cross-sectional survey, also with changing thematic 

ad-hoc modules. The Household Budget Survey (HBS) collects detailed information on income 

and consumption from 3,000 private households every year. For all three surveys that are 

comparable at European level, the quality requirements set by EUROSTAT apply to the core 

indicators to be investigated and in terms of the major regions. In principle, no individual 

ethnocultural characteristics are collected in these surveys (see also chapter 23). 

Most of the surveys are conducted by phone, but they are also combined with written surveys, 

which are increasingly conducted online (particularly on attitudes and opinions). The 

participation rate of the individual surveys is always disclosed on the internet. To (at least 

partially) offset systematic distortions due to ‘non-response’ (in particular in foreign language-

speaking, non-Swiss minorities), here too the results are weighted, extrapolated and calibrated 

on the basis of STATPOP.  

  

                                                

83 Results with pooled data over five years can be found in: Ein Portrait der Schweiz, Ergebnisse aus den 
Volkszählungen 2010-2014 (A portrait of Switzerland, Results from the population censuses 2010–2014; in 
German, French and Italian only), Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, 2016. For example, this shows the 
number of Romansh speakers and their share of the resident population in the 143 districts (Total Switzerland: 
40,612 people/0.4%). 
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Questions on attitudes and experience of discrimination 

The traditional census data on main language and language use (including Swiss dialects) in 

the household/with family members and at work/in education, as well as on religious affiliation, 

are collected – in a slightly simplified form – in the mandatory annual structural survey. 

Questions are also asked on attitudes, values and experiences in the other sample surveys. 

The sample survey on ‘Language, religion and culture’ (ESRK) of 2014, for example, delved 

into the topic of multilingualism and studied active and passive language skills (including in the 

context of media consumption). Questions were also asked on forms of religious practice, on 

faith and spirituality, recreational activities and participation in civic and public life.  

Various surveys contain questions on disadvantage, disability and discrimination. For example, 

the 2014 ESRK asked about respondents’ experience of obstacles in various spheres of life, 

and in 2019 contained questions on contact issues due to language difficulties and experience 

of discrimination due to religion or when visiting cultural institutions “due to origin, colour or 

religion”.84 The ‘employment situation’ section of the 2017 Swiss Health Survey contains a sub-

question on discrimination in a number of areas including the workplace due to “nationality, 

ethnic origin or colour”. However, until now, the Swiss Health Survey has not asked about 

obstacles or experience of discrimination when accessing healthcare services or when 

communicating with healthcare professionals.  

The ‘mobility and migration’ module of the Swiss Labour Force Survey (SLFS) (last conducted 

in 2017) collects data on obstacles to integration in the labour market (including due to lack of 
language skills, religion, origin, qualifications, qualifications not being recognised, but not due 

to race, skin colour or ethnic origin). The annual Survey on Income and Living Conditions 

(SILC) asks about respondents’ subjective perception of exclusion, prejudice, discrimination, 

and about social relationships and participation. It also asks about the perception of equal 

opportunities between Swiss and foreign nationals. 

The ‘Survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland’ (ZidS), an omnibus which was 

conducted by the FSO for the first time in 2016 in collaboration with the Service for Combating 

Racism, selectively expands on the previous statistics collected by the FSO. Up to now, 

questions on experience of discrimination have only been asked in the context of thematic 

surveys. The biennial omnibus and the intermediate module on diversity ask general questions 

on attitudes to xenophobia, racism, sense of threat and experience of discrimination and 

violence (victimhood) in the general population.  

  

                                                

84 The 2019 ESRK defines discrimination as "the practice of denying people certain rights, treating them unfairly, 
showing intolerance or humiliating, threatening or endangering them” (question 14, second part of the survey).  
In 2014, respondents of the ESRK were asked about their experience of obstacles in employment or when 
looking for a job, in contact with healthcare professionals and authorities, and in access to cultural activities due 
to a) religious affiliation; b) appearance or skin colour; c) ethnic, cultural or national origin; d) name or accent; 
e) sexual orientation. However, the results proved not to be usable for analysis as the questions were too general 
and clear definitions were lacking. The 2019 survey only asked about contact problems on account of language 
difficulties, experience of discrimination due to religious affiliation in various situations and when visiting cultural 
institutions due to “origin, skin colour or religion”. 
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What is striking in terms of the questions on experienced discrimination in the various sample 

surveys conducted by the FSO is that on the whole there is a lack of comparability and they 

face a number of conceptual problems.85 The data are therefore barely evaluated or used. 

The ZidS survey also asks about agreement or rejection of the positive and negative 

characteristics of specified population groups, such as ‘black people’, ‘Muslims’, ‘Jewish 

people’ and ‘persons with an itinerant lifestyle’. The survey selectively introduces a (non-

defined) racial category. It is therefore on a par with the special surveys of the European 

Commission’s Eurobarometer and the surveys of the European Union Agency for Fundamental 

Rights (see chapter 24, above), which are both conducted outside of official statistics and face 

conceptual problems.  

3.2.4 Challenges and limitations  

Switzerland’s revised population and social statistics system opened up numerous new 

possibilities for data collection and analysis. This potential has not been fully utilised, however, 

and official statistics face limitations both in terms of collection practice and data analysis. This 

concerns three aspects: 

Variables, categories and multivariate analyses 

Not all situations captured in thematic sample surveys appear to be conceptually and clearly 

defined. In particular this applies to survey modules on subjective opinions and attitudes, faith 

and spirituality, prejudices, victimisation and racial discrimination. This raises the question 

regarding to what extent official statistics bodies have the necessary instruments at their 

disposal to draw credible and relevant conclusions on these sensitive issues, on which there 

is no or little standardisation in official statistics. It is not enough simply to include a range of 

questions in surveys and to tabulate the responses. 

Questions on subjective experience of discrimination are often lacking clear and comparable 

definitions, they may address different grounds for discrimination, and in some cases, there 

may be overlap or the questions may refer to different periods. It is unclear how multiple  

  

                                                

85 A blatant example of conceptual uncertainty and problems in data aggregation can be seen in the section on 
‘experience of discrimination’ in the 2018 report on the ZidS. The report states that, according to the self-
assessment, 28% of the population aged between 15 and 88 had experienced discrimination at least once in 
the five years preceding the survey, or had been subjected to psychological or physical violence.  They are 
therefore described as ‘victims in Switzerland’. 17% had experienced racial discrimination. The figures on 
‘persons experiencing racial discrimination’ are determined by adding together all those who stated one of the 
following grounds for discrimination: nationality, ethnic origin, religion, skin colour or other recognisable physical 
characteristics. For this purpose, the report introduced the category of ‘ethno-racial discrimination’. On closer 
examination, however, ‘nationality’ proves to be by far the most common reason stated (60%) for ‘ethno-racial’ 
discrimination. At 10%, ‘ethnic origin’ is the least common reason and the confidence interval here is almost as 
large as the stated value. Language/accent is stated as the second most important ground for experienced 
discrimination by 25% of respondents (ahead of sex, professional position, religion, skin colour/other 
recognisable physical characteristics). Language/accent is not taken into account in ‘ethno-racial discrimination’, 
however. (FSO News, Survey on diversity and coexistence in Switzerland (ZidS): Results 2018, Neuchâtel, 
February 2019, pages 11-12).  
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discrimination should be identified and how grounds for discrimination can be classified and 

aggregated. Also, subjective data are often not validated, either by including relevant back-

ground characteristics and/or by referring to concrete, objective experiences.86  

Presentations of survey results in official statistics are highly descriptive in nature and are 

based on a set of attributes (age, sex, nationality, educational attainment, occupation etc.), 

derived variables (usually summaries of characteristic attributes) or typologies. Often, 

however, variables are not independent of each other (e.g. nationality, educational level and 

languages spoken). While typologies such as migration background are useful for simply 

presenting results, they conceal great heterogeneity, which is relevant to the study of inequality 

and discrimination (e.g. by country of birth, specific nationality, residence status and migration 

experience). Official statistics only examine on a case-by-case basis but not systematically 

which attributes or typologies are really meaningful to answer a specific question using 

modelling and multivariate analysis.87  

Inequality or discrimination? 

The statistical survey system allows us to study and compare the situations of a wide range of 

population groups in all central spheres of life (with regard to age, sex, origin, education, work, 

income, health or social security etc.). This allows us to identify particularly exposed groups 

and their background characteristics. 

However, taking the step from surveying inequality to proving discrimination  

is methodologically challenging and requires appropriate standardisation so that individuals 

and population groups can be compared in a meaningful way at all. Official statistics only 

employs such calculations quite rarely.  

One example is the analysis of the gender pay gap, conducted by the Federal Statistical Office 

in collaboration with researchers on the basis of the biennial Swiss Earnings Structure Survey 

and on linked register information (STATPOP, AHV, AVAM/ASAL, accident insurance). The 

study used econometric models and regression analyses to look at the gender pay gap and to 

what extent this could be explained by variables such as age, occupation, sector, education, 

professional position, nationality and residence status.  The remaining ‘unexplained difference’ 

can be entirely or partly interpreted as unequal treatment or discrimination. The FSO is 

cautious, however, and does not use the term discrimination in this context.88  

                                                

86 An article based on the analysis of the first wave of the Migration-Mobility Survey (2016) conducted by the 
NCCR On the Move shows that subjective, perceived discrimination only partially coincides with objective 
measurable indicators.  It also depends on factors such as intention to stay and feelings of attachment to and 
acceptance in the host country. Daniel Auer, Didier Ruedin, Who Feels Disadvantaged? Reporting 
Discrimination in Surveys, in: Ilka Steiner, Philippe Wanner (ed.), Migrants and Expats: The Swiss Migration 
and Mobility Nexus, Springer Open, Cham, 2019 

87 The FSO study on multilingualism at work and the use of English uses a multivariate analysis. For example, the 
regression model shows that people’s educational background and professional position are the crucial 
variables. Taking into account migration background and language region does not improve the model’s 
explanatory power. See: Sprachen bei der Arbeit, Analyse zur Erhebung Sprache, Religion Kultur 2014, 
(Languages at work, Analysis of the survey on language, religion and culture 2014; in German, French and 
Italian only) Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, 2018 

88  Gender pay gap: Evaluation alternativer statistischer Methoden und Integration weiterer Faktoren aus admini-
strativen Registern der Schweiz (Evaluation of alternative statistical methods and integration of other factors 
from Swiss administrative registers; German only) Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel 2019; Analyse der 
Lohnunterschiede zwischen Frauen und Männern anhand der Lohnstrukturerhebung (LSE) 2016 (Analysis of 
the gender pay gap based on the Swiss Earnings Structure Survey: German only), Federal Statistical Office, 
2019  



43 

The 15th report of the Observatory on the Free Movement of People between Switzerland and 

the EU at the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs contains calculations based on the Swiss 

Labour Force Survey (SLFS) on the ‘explained’ and ‘unexplained’ pay gap between Swiss 

nationals and immigrants from the EU or third countries since 2002. The unexplained share of 

the pay gap is much greater among immigrants from southern and Eastern Europe, but 

especially from ‘third countries’ than among immigrants from northern and western Europe. 

The latter group actually display a positive ‘unexplained’ pay gap compared with Swiss 

nationals.89 

Grey areas and missing data 

Official statistics are not always able to present a situation with the desired level of detail. This 

can be illustrated by crime statistics, which are particularly relevant to analyses of victimisation 

and discrimination. 

Crime statistics only depict a portion of crime in society as offences are only registered in 

accordance with the SCC if they are reported. The ‘grey area’ (portion of unreported crime) 

varies widely depending on the offence. It is particularly high if the offence involves people 

close to the victim. This often applies to violent offences (e.g. domestic violence), but also 

violations of the ban on racial discrimination (SCC Art. 261bis). The ‘grey area’ is also bolstered 

by institutional factors, such as the cantonal organisation of police forces, a lack of coherence 

between criminal convictions statistics and social statistics, and a lack of victim and perpetrator 

surveys. 

The FSO’s Police Crime Statistics (PCS) process cantonal reports on reported crime by 

offence and by age, sex, nationality and residence status of victims and defendants.90 In the 

2018 PCS, ‘only’ 144 reports relating to the criminal provision on racial discrimination were 

recorded throughout Switzerland, with 129 defendants, of whom almost half were foreign 

nationals. However, the circumstances and motives invoked in a report (hate speech; assault; 

racist, anti-Muslim or antisemitic acts; statements or propaganda etc.) are not recorded.91  

The Statistics on Criminal Convictions (COS), which are based on the centralised, fully-

automated convictions register Vostra, supplement the statistics on reports from the PCS with 

information on convicted persons, broken down by offence (in accordance with the SCC, 

Narcotics Act and Foreign Nationals Act).  Due to a lack of identifiers, this register cannot be 

linked to the statistics established using information from registers of residents in accordance 

with the Register Harmonisation Act. Analyses conducted by the FSO for 2017 show 45 

convictions of adults for violations of the criminal provision on racial discrimination (40 adult 

                                                

89 15. Bericht des Observatoriums zum Freizügigkeitsabkommen Schweiz-EU, Auswirkungen der Personenfrei-
zügigkeit auf Arbeitsmarkt und Sozialversicherungen (15th report of the Observatory on the Free Movement of 
People between Switzerland and the EU: effects of free movement on the labour market and social insurance; 
German only), Bern, 1 July 2019 

90 Polizeiliche Kriminalstatistik (PKS), Jahresbericht 2018 der polizeilich registrierten Straftaten (Police crime 
statistics (PCS), 2018 Annual report on offences reported to the police; German, French and Italian only), 
Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel, 2019  

91 The lack of substantiation on the circumstances and motives of offences in the PCS has been criticised several 
times by the Swiss parliament (most recently: Motion Quadranti, 17.2667, Statistical recording of hate crimes 
on the basis of sexual orientation etc.). In its statement of 8.11.2017 rejecting the motion, the Federal Council 
referred to the consultation with the cantons, which had already rejected the mandatory recording of detailed 
facts of cases and motives by the various police forces in earlier evaluations conducted by the Federal Statistical 
Office: “Their concerns particularly relate to the subjective evaluation of the concept, the difficulty in limiting the 
scope and the anticipated expense required to implement the proposal. The cantons and federal government 
would incur high costs, which need to be weighed up against the quality of such statistics. The results of the 
survey show that a sufficient level of quality cannot be guaranteed, neither in terms of collection nor in terms of 
results.” 
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males, 5 adult females; 33 Swiss nationals, 12 foreign nationals), but again without any in-

depth classification based on the circumstances of cases and motives.92  

Since 2016, the statistics on criminal convictions have not only been broken down by 

Swiss/foreign nationals but also by individual nationalities or groups, with the intention of 

allowing conclusive comparisons and ‘offence rates’ to be calculated.93 These show the 

number of convictions by nationality in relation to the permanent resident population according 

to STATPOP (excluding convicted persons who are asylum seekers, tourists, temporary 

residents, persons with no residence permit etc.). As the two sets of statistics are not from the 

same source, many adjustments are needed, and missing data in the statistics on criminal 

convictions need to be added. The ‘offence rates’ are also calculated by age group and sex, 

variables that show a strong correlation with prevalence of crime. However, no causal relation 

can be established between nationality and crime in the statistics on criminal convictions as 

other behavioural attributes of convicted persons – such as educational level, occupation, 

income, family circumstances and migration background – are not known.  

3.3 Surveys conducted for social science research 

Research data infrastructures 

Swiss social science research addressed issues of international migration and the integration 

of migrants as far back as the 1960s. The first sociological study on attitudes to foreign 

nationals was carried out in 1969, and replicated in 1995. The key concepts at the time were 

dealing with ‘the other’, the emergence of an underclass, traditionalism and discrimination.94  

Empirical social science research developed rapidly in the 1990s, supported among others by 

the Federal Statistical Office. The National Research Programme ‘Migration and Intercultural 

Relations’ was set up in 1995 to obtain a better understanding of migration and integration. 

The Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies (SFM) was set up the same year, and 

is now an institute at the University of Neuchâtel. The National Centre of Competence in 

Research ‘On the Move: The Migration-Mobility Nexus’ has also been based at the University 

of Neuchâtel since 2014.95 

                                                

92 The Federal Commission against Racism documents case law on offences related to the criminal provision on 
racism. It distinguishes between reports that led to convictions and those that were rejected. Final judgments 
are statistically analysed based on perpetrator group, victim group, means, ideology and social setting. Quite 
often, however, court documents do not contain clear and conclusive information. For example, the victim group 
was not visible for 25% of convictions during the period from 1995 to 2017. Information on the means of the 
offence was missing for 10% of convictions. It is clear, however, that in 75% of cases, the offences related to 
verbal, written, visual and audio racial discrimination, and offences using electronic media. Assault was only 
cited in 4% of cases, and refusal of service in 2% of cases. 

 https://www.ekr.admin.ch/rechtsgrundlagen/d197.html 

 The annual report of the counselling network for the victims of racism, which documents and analyses incidents 
from its counselling practice, provides an insight into the specific experiences of victims. In 2018 this concerned 
278 validated cases. See: http://www.network-racism.ch/de/auswertungsberichte/index.html 

93  Strafurteile Erwachsene 2014, Nationalitäten und methodische Grundlagen (Adult convictions 2014, 
Nationalities and methodological bases; German and French only), FSO News, Neuchâtel, September 2016 

94 See e.g. the articles in the anthology: Das Fremde in der Schweiz, Ergebnisse soziologischer Forschung, (The 
‘other’ in Switzerland, Results of sociological research; in German only) (Hans-Joachim Hoffmann-Nowotny 
(Ed.), Seismo, Zurich, 2001. 

95 On the National Research Programme ‘Migration and Intercultural Relations’: Wicker Hans-Rudolf, Rosita Fibbi, 
Werner Haug (Ed.), Migration und die Schweiz, Ergebnisse des Nationalen Forschungsprogramms, (Migration 
and Switzerland, Results of the National Research Programme; German only) Seismo, Zurich, 2003; On the 
SFM:  

 https://www.unine.ch/sfm/home/presentation.html; on the NCCR On the Move: https://nccr-onthemove.ch/ 

https://www.ekr.admin.ch/rechtsgrundlagen/d197.html
http://www.network-racism.ch/de/auswertungsberichte/index.html
https://www.unine.ch/sfm/home/presentation.html
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/
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The Swiss Information and Data Archive Service for Social Sciences (SIDOS) was set up in 

1992, supported by the Swiss Academy of Humanities and Social Sciences (SAGW), with the 

aim of documenting all current social science research projects. The SNSF-funded priority 

programme ‘Demain la Suisse’ promoted the introduction of various data surveys from 1995, 

including the Swiss Household Panel (SHP), the SELECTS election study, participation in the 

European Social Survey (ESS), in the European Value Study and in the International Social 

Science Programme (ISSP), as well as in the Eurobarometer on a temporary basis. 

Participation in the Eurobarometer was replaced by the MOSAiCH survey, which is better 

adapted to the Swiss context and is currently conducted in collaboration with the ISSP. In 2008, 

SIDOS and the priority programme’s long-term projects were combined to become the SNSF-

funded Swiss Centre of Expertise in the Social Sciences (FORS), based at the University of 

Lausanne.96 In the SNSF’s multi-year programme for the years 2021–2024, which it presented 

in 2019, supporting data infrastructures and services is one of four strategic priorities.97 

The social science surveys conducted by FORS and other centres of expertise of national 

significance are geared towards the temporal and international comparability of results and 

work with thematic modules while being flexible to accommodate emerging research 

questions. The interdisciplinary topics include: living conditions, well-being, identity, affiliation, 

social participation, social networks, social inequality, social exclusion, social mobility and 

social change. Studies on identity and group membership relate to the characteristics age and 

sex; local, regional and national identity; political opinions; nationality; origin; and language 

and religion.  

Aspects of discrimination, violence and victimisation are primarily included from the per-

spective of inequality, social exclusion and group identity. In terms of content, the surveys 

focus on subjective opinions, attitudes, values, feelings and experiences. Remarkably often, 

questions are also asked on religious practice and faith (including spirituality). Questions 

asking respondents for their views on immigration and on their attitudes to foreigners are 

standard in most surveys (See Appendix 4). 

Origin-related and ethnocultural characteristics in surveys 

Which population groups do the surveys draw conclusions about? Are race, skin colour, ethnic 

origin and affiliation included? How is discrimination addressed?  

All surveys conducted by FORS (SHP, MOSAiCH/ISSP, ESS etc.) as well as the surveys 

conducted by National Centres of Competence in Research refrain from breaking the Swiss 

population down on the basis of race, skin colour or ethnic group, and from designating 

individual groups on the basis of corresponding criteria (e.g. black people). They therefore 

follow the practice of official statistics and primarily use the origin-related variables available in 

the sample frame (SRPH) and in the FSO’s population and household statistics (STATPOP): 

nationality, place of birth, place of residence, length of stay etc. to classify people, 

supplemented by information on language(s) and – if necessary – on religion.  

  

                                                

96 See the current projects, research and data services of FORS at: https://forscenter.ch/ 
97 Swiss National Science Foundation, Multi-Year Programme 2021–2024, Bern, 22 May 2019  

https://forscenter.ch/
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As research projects of national significance can use the SRPH to draw samples, selective 

samples can be drawn that are tailored to specific research questions. This is particularly 

important as samples for research are generally quite small and require a clear focus.98 

Examples are the Migration-Mobility Survey conducted by the NCCR On the Move, which is 

only interested in people of a certain nationality and who have been in Switzerland for less 

than 10 years, and the oversampling of descendants of immigrants in the NCCR LIVES 

longitudinal studies.  

It would now be possible to include supplementary questions on respondents’ race, skin colour, 

ethnic origin and ethnic group in surveys. The social science surveys presented here do not 

include such criteria. There are several reasons for this: 1) the scientific discreditation of the 

concept of race and the lack of accepted classifications and nomenclatures (both for race and 

skin colour and for ethnic groups); 2) the lack of relevance of the concept to the identity and 

self-identification of the vast majority of the Swiss population; 3) the fear that using racial or 

ethnic categories in general population surveys would (unintentionally) confirm their relevance 

and encourage stereotypes.  

In the FORS surveys (SHP, MOSAiCH), which predominantly relate to Switzerland, identity 

and ethnic group are derived from a combination of demographic, cultural, social and regional 

variables, without using the term ethnic origin or ethnic group.99 Researchers sometimes also 

use sociopsychological and biographical approaches to study complex, multi-dimensional 

questions of identity and group membership.  

In 2015, FORS conducted cognitive tests as part of a pilot survey for the ISSP to clarify whether 

an open question on belonging to an ethnic group would be possible in Switzerland. The result 

was sobering, with 70% of respondents leaving the question blank. And those who did answer 

it gave widely varying information, ranging from ‘tax-paying citizen’ to ‘Swiss German’ to 

‘European’. The researchers concluded that "a vast majority does not relate to the concept at 

all and refuses to respond, while those who do answer have different things in mind when they 

are asked about (ethnic) group membership.”100 This results in validity problems, and may 

produce a misleading impression of the reliability of results. This result is largely in line with 

the difficulties referred to in chapter 24 regarding the Eurobarometer surveys to record 

discrimination by ‘ethnic origin’. 

  

                                                

98 Researchers have dealt extensively with statistical and survey methodology questions regarding capturing 
minorities in surveys with relatively small samples.  See: Herzing, J. M. E., Elcheroth, G., Lipps, O., & Kleiner, 
B., Surveying national minorities. FORS Guide No. 06, Lausanne 2019. Lipps, O., Laganà, F., Pollien, A., & 
Gianettoni, L., Under-representation of foreign minorities in cross-sectional and longitudinal surveys in 
Switzerland, in: Joan Font & Mónica Méndez (eds.), Surveying Ethnic Minorities and Immigrant Populations, 
Methodological Challenges and Research Strategies, Amsterdam University Press, 2013, p. 241-267 

99 For example, the Swiss Household Panel (SHP) uses the following categories: Regional identity: commune, 
canton, language region, urban/rural, Switzerland, abroad; social identity: Swiss, foreign national, living in 
Switzerland, man, woman, age, religion, political views, occupation, employment; grounds for discrimination: 
foreign origin, sex, religion, age, disability, mental or physical illness, other. 

100 Communication from Marlène Sapin (FORS and LIVES) dated 16 July 2019, who for this report kindly classified 
all origin-related and ethnocultural characteristics used in the FORS surveys, and outlined measurement 
problems.  The survey questionnaires, methodological documents and results are documented and can be 
accessed at www.forscenter.ch. 
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The ESS coordination team looked more closely at the relevance and reliability of various 

ethnicity indicators at European level. The results differ significantly, for example, depending 

on whether the question asks about ‘ethnic origin’ or belonging to an ‘ethnic minority’. The 

results also confirm that in most European countries, only a marginal number of people 

describe themselves as members of an ‘ethnic minority’. The authors conclude that “the 

concept of ‘ethnic minority group’ is likely too abstract and scientific – in addition to not being 

well understood in many countries – to elicit identification by respondents in a direct question”.  

In the international surveys in which Switzerland participates – in particular the European 

Social Survey (ESS) and the International Social Science Programme (ISSP) – the situation is 

more complex. In certain participating countries, information on the population’s ethnic origin 

and ancestry or even ‘race’ is common (see chapter 2 above). Despite the quality issues 

identified, the 2018 ESS (round 9, Justice and fairness in Europe: Coping with Growing 

Inequalities and Heterogeneities) therefore includes belonging to one or maximum two racial 

or ethnic groups among the core variables surveyed, and asks respondents about their 

attitudes to people who belong to ‘a different racial or ethnic group’ than themselves.   

If nothing else, this is a concession to individual states. It does, however, reflect the dominance 

of English-speaking countries in international survey research on discrimination. Ethnicity and 

race are incorporated as self-explanatory background variables in many multivariate 

estimation models, and they must be adopted in articles in the leading English-speaking 

journals, even if they are not relevant to the historical and cultural context. 

For researchers from countries like Switzerland there are various options: 1. They are 

consistent and refrain from surveying the required variable ‘race or ethnic origin’ if it does not 

make sense in the domestic context. The MOSAiCH/ISSP survey already does this, thereby 

running the risk that the Swiss data set will be used less or not at all internationally. 2. They 

slightly modify the questions so that respondents feel the questions are better tailored to them. 

For example, in the German questionnaire for the European Social Survey, ethnic group 

becomes ‘Volksgruppe’ and race becomes ‘Hautfarbe’ (skin colour). 3. The third - and probably 

most widely-used option - involves the explicit or implicit substitution of the variable ‘racial or 

ethnic group’ by other variables (sometimes described as proxy variables) such as geogra-

phical region of residence, nationality, language group and religious group.   

The multidimensional classification of the coding of cultural and ethnic groups and of ancestry, 

which was developed by researchers for the ESS, supports this pragmatic approach.101 The 

first two levels come from geographical concepts (European, West European, sub-Saharan 

African, West and Central African etc.), the third from nationality (e.g. Swiss, French, Nigerian, 

Indian), the fourth concerns ‘national minorities’ with an ethnic or religious background (e.g. 

the Yenish in Switzerland, Sorbs, Roma, Maronites, Rohingya), and the fifth refers to cities, 

departments and regions at sub-national level (Swiss city or region, canton, Swiss language 

region etc.). In the 2018 European Value Survey, the ‘ethnic groups’ of Switzerland were simply 

defined as the country’s three major language regions! 

  

                                                

101 "European Standard Classification of Cultural and Ethnic Groups", developed for the ESS by Anthony Heath 
(Oxford University) and Silke Schneider (GESIS). The classification is based on the Australian Standard 
Classification of Cultural and Ethnic Groups, which was developed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics to 
classify the Australian population https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/1249.0. See on ‘European 
classification’: Schneider Silke, Anthony F. Heath: Uncovering ethnic and cultural diversity in Europe: A new 
classification of ethnic and cultural groups, 3rd International ESS Conference, Lausanne, July 2016. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/1249.0
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Through recording and aggregation, international survey research has created sometimes 

artificial ‘ethnic’ and ‘racial’ groups that do not (or no longer) comply with the self-identification 

called for in the international anti-racism conventions. By combining geographical concepts 

with information on religion and skin colour, we then end up with (e.g. in EU-MIDIS II) 

categories such as ‘black Europeans’ or ‘European Muslims’.  

These substitution processes result in quality losses and ambiguities, which can either be 

consciously accepted (e.g. in the Eurobarometer special surveys on discrimination in which 

ethnic origin is not explicitly defined but is effectively equated with skin colour), or which 

subsequently have to be adjusted. The relevance of the concepts is undermined though and 

they become mere labels for very different situations. However, it should be noted that this 

trend is supported by the fact that the international anti-racism legal framework uses race and 

ethnicity as umbrella concepts to refer to very different grounds for discrimination. At the same 

time, however, they describe specific characteristics and facts that are the main focus of social 

science research and that need to be operationalised in empirical surveys. 

Grounds for discrimination, attitudes and stereotypes 

Only a small number of social science research projects explicitly deal with group-specific 

discrimination in Switzerland. The discrimination analyses conducted in the form of experi-

mental tests among second-generation immigrants are an exception to this. All these studies 

are based on a comparison of applicants’ chances on the jobs or housing market using fictional 

people with ‘foreign-sounding’ and ‘Swiss’ names, and with otherwise comparable characte-

ristics.102 People with ‘foreign-sounding’ names (e.g. Portuguese, Albanian or Turkish names) 

are less likely to be selected, which is considered evidence of discrimination.103  

Various surveys conducted by FORS (SHP, MOSAiCH/ISSP) and the Migration Mobility 

Survey of the NCCR On the Move contain occasional questions on experience of discrimina-

tion and violence. The ISSP asks questions in various modules (e.g. in the 2015 module on 

respondents’ work orientation) about personal experience of discrimination in access to jobs, 

services, healthcare or social positions, and about harassment and violent attacks. In research 

surveys, a comprehensive list of potential grounds for discrimination is always presented, 

ranging from sex, disability, age, nationality, language and religion to ethnic origin and skin 

colour. However, race is not addressed as a specific ground for discrimination. The SHP 

comprises a set of variables on victimisation (experience of violence, harassment, insults etc.). 

Some panel members are asked about them several times. The Migration Mobility Survey 

(MMS) conducted by the On the Move NCCR intends to contrast statements on subjectively 

experienced discrimination with objective discrimination indicators. In addition, sociological 

and psychological background variables are included to illustrate perceptions of discrimination.  

  

                                                

102 Fibbi Rosita, Bülent Kaya, Etienne Piguet, Le passeport ou le diplôme? Etudes des discriminations à l'embauche 
des jeunes issus de la migration (Passport or qualification? Studies on discrimination when hiring young people 
from migrant families French only), Swiss Forum for Migration and Population Studies, Neuchâtel, 2003; 
Zschirnt Eva, Rosita Fibbi, Do Swiss Citizens of Immigrant Origin Face Hiring Discrimination in the Labour 
Market? NCCR On The Move, Working Paper No 20, Neuchâtel, 2019; Auer Daniel, Julie Lacroix et al., 
Ethnische Diskriminierung auf dem Schweizer Wohnungsmarkt (Ethnic discrimination on the Swiss housing 
market; German only) Federal Office for Housing, Grenchen 2019. (Zschirnt, Fibbi, 2019, p. 10). 

103 In the two studies mentioned above, discrimination is described as ‘ethnic discrimination’ and as an indication 
of the existence or emergence of ‘ethnic minorities’ (‘Kosovars’).  This assumption is based solely on the 
substitution of terms (i.e. a semantic process).  A priori the authors use name, origin and ethnicity as synonyms 
(name = origin = ethnicity) (Zschirnt, Fibbi, 2019, p. 10). This allows for "conclusions" such as: ‘people with 
Albanian names come from Kosovo. As ‘Kosovars’ they belong to an ethnic group that suffers discrimination in 
Switzerland’. 
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It is striking that the questions on subjective experience of discrimination are not readily 

comparable between the different surveys, either because they refer to experiences in different 

time periods (the last five years, two years, one year), or because they address different 

situations, or because the grounds for discrimination are described and summarised 

differently. The MMS also includes incidences of discrimination which the respondent has 

‘witnessed’, but which did not affect them personally. 

Questions on stereotypes and prejudice towards racial and ethnic groups and on feeling a 

sense of threat can be found in the immigration modules of the 2002 and 2014 ESS, with the 

2014 survey dealing with openly racist stereotypes (races or ethnic groups ‘who are inherently 

less intelligent’ or ‘who are born more hard-working’). The European Values Study (EVS) asks 

questions on respondents’ tolerance of certain groups (e.g. as neighbours), including people 

with ‘a different skin colour’, foreign nationals, immigrants, Christians, Muslims, Jewish people 

and gypsies.” MOSAiCH 2013 (with the ISSP module ‘National Identity III’) contains variables 

on social identity and on relations between immigrants and locals, MOSAiCH 2015 (with the 

2014 ISSP module ‘Citizenship II’) relates to the perceived rights of migrants compared with 

those of locals, and MOSAiCH 2018 (with the ISSP module ‘Religion IV’) asks about anti-

Muslim attitudes. 

From this overview we can conclude that 

 Social sciences data infrastructures in Switzerland have developed considerably and 

become well established in the last 20 years. They share certain survey tools and content 

with official statistics. 

 The research themes include the determinants of individual and collective identity, 

prejudice, stereotypes, inequality, discrimination and social exclusion from an 

interdisciplinary and multi-dimensional perspective.  

 None of the institutional social science surveys uses criteria on race, skin colour or ethnic 

origin to classify the Swiss population, however. There are no uniform classifications, and 

no individual groups (e.g. black people) are identified based on the criteria of skin colour 

or race.  

 If international comparative surveys use racial concepts, then they are used in the context 

of racist stereotypes or because relevant social constructs are entrenched in the group 

identities of other countries. 

 Tests have shown that not only in Switzerland, but in many other European countries, the 

large majority of the population does not correctly understand the concept of ‘ethnic group’ 

and cannot relate to it. 

 The dimensions used by researchers in Switzerland to distinguish and designate 

population groups are – like Swiss official statistics – guided by demographic, origin-

related, political, social, spatial, regional, linguistic or religious characteristics.  

 To allow international comparisons, a pragmatic interpretation of the term ‘ethnic group’ is 

used, which combines geographical and other variables such as nationality, language and 

religion (but not race). The concept of ‘ethnic group’ or ‘ethnic origin’ can describe different 

situations and is therefore of dubious significance.  

 Researchers are aware that using certain concepts and certain question formulations and 

answer categories influences survey results and how they are perceived. They can thus 

create social realities and help reinforce stereotypes and prejudice.  
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The SAGE Handbook for Survey Methodology summarises the problem as follows: "It seems 

now that most researchers agree that ethnicity, as most classifications, is a social construction 

and therefore subject to a fight of classifications. In other words, these categorizations, 

especially in a highly debated field such as ethnicity, may have a "performative" effect. This 

means that the very usage of a classification creates a social reality, modulated according to 

the public salience of the question and the way a particular society is structured. Similarly, 

there is also the danger to reify or naturalize ethnic categories and for the wider public, the 

media and/or specific political groups to misinterpret ethnicity as an "objective" biological or 

instrumental characteristic."104 

  

                                                

104 Schneider Silke L., Joye Dominique, Wolf Christof, When Translation is not Enough: Background Variables in 
Comparative Surveys, in: The SAGE Handbook of Survey Methodology, Wolf Christof, Joye Dominique, Smith 
Tom W., Fu Yang-chih (eds.), London, 2016, p. 288. Sociologist Dominique Joye was the former Head of the 
Swiss Information and Data Archive Service for Social Sciences (SIDOS), the predecessor institution of FORS. 
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4 Summary and conclusions 

4.1 Results 

4.1.1 The international perspective 

Reporting requirements 

This report came about following criticism from various international bodies, particularly the 

UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, that Switzerland is lacking “reliable 

and complete data on discrimination” on the grounds of race, ethnicity, origin etc. It is therefore 

recommended that an effective ‘data collection system with various indicators on ethnic 

diversity’ is developed, while taking account of the principle of self-identification and respecting 

the anonymity of subjects.  

How should we interpret this requirement? Chapter 1 takes a closer look at international anti-

racism and equality conventions, and the directives to implement them. It concludes that shifts 

have taken place in recent decades in terms of the range of recorded grounds for discrimination 

and in the interpretation of the key terms ‘race’ and ‘ethnicity’. When the international anti-

racism agreements were adopted, historically the focus was on the concept of race, however 

it was always understood as an umbrella term for various grounds for discrimination. After the 

concept of race was scientifically discredited, the more neutral yet vague concept of ‘ethnicity’ 

came to the fore, again understood as an umbrella term. Many states therefore resort to 

characteristics of language and religion and of origin in a geographical, social and in a political-

legal sense to describe group identities and grounds for discrimination.  

Today, it is recognised that ‘diversity’ needs to be understood and interpreted in a country-

specific manner. It generally concerns individuals and groups who are particularly vulnerable 

on account of their origin, cultural background, lifestyle or physical characteristics, and whose 

rights are restricted or threatened. Bodies such as the CERD, which monitor implementation 

of international agreements to eliminate discrimination, expect regular statistical reporting on 

the composition of the population according to the relevant diversity criteria, and monitoring of 

risks and experience of unequal treatment and discrimination, especially among particularly 

exposed and affected groups.  

Given the difficulty in identifying and substantiating group identities and the various forms and 

grounds for discrimination, a plurality of sources and methods is recommended to incorporate 

and combine quantitative and qualitative processes and subjective and objective indicators.  

The responsible bodies of the Council of Europe and the European Union unanimously agree 

that there is no place for racial categories in the narrower sense (including skin colour) in 

statistical descriptions of the population as they may implicitly be interpreted as confirming 

racist theories, even if that is not the intention. 

Statistical practice and recommendations 

Chapter 2 shows that no information on the racial or ethnic origin of the population is collected 

or published in the EU Statistical System. There are no definitions, classifications or nomencla-

tures on race or skin colour or on ethnic groups that are recognised by the UN, Eurostat or the 

OECD. In statistics, ethnicity is not used as an umbrella term, but as one of many cultural, 

social, spatial, demographic and economic variables that can be used to describe origin and 

cultural diversity. The OECD overview documents the extremely heterogeneous way in which 

member states record cultural diversity statistically, depending on the relevant historical, 

political and cultural context: there is no one-size-fits-all approach. 
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The international handbooks and guidelines contain various specific recommendations on how 

statistical surveys should be organised so that they are useful to equal treatment and diversity 

policy. These include involving relevant minorities in the development of group surveys, 

recognising multiple identities, considering the principle of self-identification on questions 

regarding group affiliation, focussing on at-risk groups, applying innovative sampling 

techniques on hard-to-reach groups, allowing data from various sources to be linked up, and 

improving the validity and comparability of indicators on equal treatment and discrimination. 

4.1.2 The Swiss perspective 

Legal framework 

Chapter 31 examines the legal framework. The Federal Constitution sets forth a general 

principle of non-discrimination, including on the grounds of race, origin, religion, language and 

lifestyle. Swiss legislation contains specific criminal provisions on racial discrimination, 

provisions on gender equality, on tackling discrimination against people with disabilities and 

on preventing the discrimination of foreign nationals. 

Federal statistical bodies are tasked with providing statistical data in a factually independent 

manner to assess and fulfil constitutional and legislative mandates, including equality and the 

principle of non-discrimination. Swiss data protection legislation in principle also allows the 

collection and processing of ‘sensitive data’ provided that they are used exclusively for 

research and statistical purposes, meet certain conditions and cannot be traced back to 

individuals. 

The historical and political context 

The historical distinctive features and classifications in the Swiss context are the small-scale 

segmentation of communes and cantons and citizenship, multilingualism and religious 

diversity. On top of this there are small groups recognised as ‘national minorities’, but above 

all a large number of immigrants and their descendants, with different nationalities, lengths of 

stay, legal statuses and various identities. There is no universal classification of population 

groups (and even less so a hierarchical or exclusive one) as characteristics overlap, identities 

are multifaceted and territories are mixed.  

Since the mid-19th century (and in some cantons much earlier), Switzerland’s official statistics 

body has been regularly collecting data on the whole population in six relevant dimensions: 

age and sex, place of residence and place of birth, citizenship, language, religion, and migra-

tion to and from Switzerland by origin. These data (in conjunction with other socioeconomic 

and spatial characteristics) still form the basis for differentiating the Swiss resident population 

and describing and analysing living conditions. The categories of race, skin colour and ethnicity 

have never played a role in Switzerland’s official statistics. The terms were only introduced into 

the Swiss legal system when Switzerland joined the international human rights conventions. 

However, they have still yet to be clearly and succinctly defined from a legal point of view for 

the Swiss context. 
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An effective system for population and social statistics 

The survey system for official statistics in Switzerland was fundamentally redesigned and 

modernised in 2000, as shown in chapter 32. This gave rise to entirely new ways of studying 

unequal treatment and discrimination. The traditional population census was replaced by the 

analysis of linked registers of residents and households, supplemented by sample surveys of 

the population with varying scope, themes and function. 

With very few exceptions, the federal and cantonal registers of residents contain no ethno-

cultural variables, not even information on language or religion. They do, however, contain a 

multitude of clearly defined variables in the areas of foreign nationals and asylum law, the 

Swiss Civil code, on social security contributions and benefits, on work and income, and on 

living conditions that refer to the same persons and groups of people and can therefore be 

statistically analysed. Individuals can be distinguished by origin on the basis of place of birth, 

place of residence, nationality, parents’ nationality, immigration date, residence status, length 

of stay and household composition.  

Analyses of register data can be disaggregated spatially (so also by canton and commune) as 

they are based on complete counts. Statistical analyses on persons and groups are possible 

for both a specific point in time (cross section) and over time (longitudinal). 

Sample surveys of the population provide in-depth information on various characteristics, e.g. 

language(s), religion, living conditions, income levels, labour market participation, health, 

media consumption, leisure activities, social participation. They also provide an opportunity to 

ask respondents about subjective experiences, attitudes and opinions.  

The Federal Statistical Office’s sampling frame allows sample surveys to be geared towards 

specific groups of people. Some surveys are designed as longitudinal surveys, either with 

retrospective questions or as a survey over several months or years. The annual structural 

survey allows data for several years to be pooled in order to be able to draw conclusions for 

groups or areas with up to 3,000 people.  

Synergies with social science research 

The social sciences data infrastructures funded by the State Secretariat for Education, 

Research and Innovation and the Swiss National Science Foundation are well established and 

collaborate with the Federal Statistical Office, as shown in chapter 33. Researchers are 

authorised to use the FSO sampling frame for data surveys of national significance under 

legally defined conditions. For certain issues, ‘customised’ data linkage is possible for research 

(federal policy research, basic research).  

Research topics include determinants of individual and collective identity, prejudice and 

stereotypes, inequality, discrimination and social exclusion from an interdisciplinary and 

multidimensional perspective. 

Social science research does not use race, skin colour and ethnic group as criteria to classify 

the Swiss population. The Swiss Centre of Expertise in Social Sciences (FORS) expressly 

opposed the idea of supplying data on belonging to a ‘racial group’ (including skin colour) for 

Switzerland within the context of international surveys. If international comparative surveys 

use racial concepts, then they are used to study racist stereotypes and prejudice or because 

relevant social constructs of race are entrenched in the group identities of other countries.  
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Regarding ‘ethnic group’ cognitive tests have shown that the vast majority of the Swiss 

population (as in many other European countries) does not correctly understand the concept 

of ‘ethnic group’ and does not relate to it. The dimensions used by researchers in Switzerland 

to distinguish population groups are – like Swiss official statistics – guided by demographic, 

origin-related, political, social, spatial, regional, linguistic or religious characteristics.  

To allow international comparisons, researchers use a pragmatic definition of the concept of 

‘ethnic group’ which combines geographical variables and other characteristics such as 

nationality, language and religion (but not race or skin colour). The concept of ‘ethnic group’ 

or ‘ethnic origin’ can describe different circumstances and is therefore of dubious significance.  

Social science researchers are aware that using certain concepts and certain question 

formulations and answer categories influences survey results and how they are perceived by 

the public. They can create social realities and help reinforce stereotypes and prejudice.  

Analysing discrimination 

After the Gender Equality Act and Disability Discrimination Act entered into force, significant 

progress in statistical reporting was made in the respective areas. However, discrimination and 

unequal treatment due to origin and cultural characteristics are still not systematically studied. 

This applies both to official statistics and to research. The new Foreign Nationals and 

Integration Act can lend fresh impetus here. 

More questions have been integrated on subjective experience of discrimination in surveys 

conducted for research and official statistics in recent years. Not all sample surveys ask 

relevant questions, however. When they do, they address different grounds for discrimination, 

they use different definitions, concepts and reference periods, and data are often not 

systematically analysed.  

The statistical analysis of unequal treatment and discrimination also faces methodological 

problems. Different grounds for unequal treatment and discrimination need to be distinguished. 

This requires standardisation processes and multivariate analyses, which are not systema-

tically used in official statistics. Unequal treatment and discrimination often play out in grey 

areas which could be better illuminated through improved reporting processes, qualitative 

research and experimental methods than through sample surveys. 

Finally, it should be noted that official statistics are primarily geared towards representative 

statements for large population groups. Analysing discrimination on the grounds of origin and 

cultural affiliation requires a focus on individual at-risk groups, and recognition of the 

processual nature and contextual dependence of discrimination and unequal treatment. This 

requires a paradigm shift with the corresponding adjustments and investment.  
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4.2 Conclusions 

Effective and efficient statistical system with development potential  

Switzerland currently has an effective population and social statistics system, which has been 

significantly expanded and updated in the past twenty years, and which works collaboratively 

with research. It collects a large amount of information on the demographic, social and cultural 

composition of the population, which is geared to Switzerland’s federalist structure and its 

linguistic, religious and cultural diversity and identity. 

The population and social statistics can be used to study cultural diversity, unequal treatment 

and discrimination, and integration right down to cantonal and communal level, and have 

significant development potential. 

The system already implements many innovations recommended by international organisa-

tions: harmonising variables, combining register analyses and sample surveys, combining 

cross-sectional and longitudinal studies, and using innovative sampling and estimation 

methods for small groups and areas.  

Introduction of variables race, colour or ethnic origin/ethnicity? 

Should official statistics and social sciences in future collect data on the population’s skin 

colour or racial/ethnic origin to accommodate the growing diversity? There are no valid reasons 

to do so. This is not only related to the efficiency of existing statistical surveys and the context 

of a multicultural Switzerland. 

 The European Statistical System, of which Switzerland is a member, does not collect any 

data on race (including skin colour) or ethnicity. There are no internationally-recognised 

definitions, statistical classifications and nomenclatures. In some countries, collecting such 

data is even prohibited by law.  

 The concept of race has been scientifically discredited. The term ‘ethnic group’ is defined 

and understood in very different ways. As empirical studies have shown, it is either not 

understood or misunderstood by the large majority of the population in Switzerland (as in 

many other European countries).  

 Research has long bemoaned the insufficient theoretical foundation of the variables 

ethnicity and race, an often naive list of categories and the use of external ascriptions or 

proxies. The multiple indicator measurement approach seeks to break through the 

dependency of one-dimensional and controversial categories like race and ethnicity, and 

to describe social diversity in an appropriate manner.  

 The use of racial terms when studying racist stereotypes, prejudice and practices, and in 

the case of self-identification of people by racial or racial-ethnic categories (including skin 

colour) is considered legitimate.  
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Better investigation of inequality and discrimination 

The existing surveys conducted for official statistics and research purposes can be optimised 

and better utilised to describe diversity and to study discrimination. Specific starting points are: 

 A stronger focus on at-risk groups who are particularly susceptible to discrimination on 

account of their origin, language, religion or legal status. The living conditions of some of 

these groups can be described and compared through cross-survey data analyses in 

central areas such as the labour market and working conditions, the housing market and 

living conditions, education and training, health, and income and social security.  

 Prioritising register-based data linkage and trend analyses to identify developments and 

changes among exposed groups over time. This particularly concerns immigrants (foreign 

nationals and asylum seekers) and their descendants in relation to language, participation 

in the education system, labour market and housing market, income situation and social 

security.  

 Targeted sample-drawing and oversampling of certain target groups, supplemented by 

increased pooling of survey data over several years in order to make meaningful 

statements for small groups and areas. 

 Harmonising and coordinating questions on discrimination in the various surveys: 

definitions (disability, disadvantage, discrimination etc.), grounds for discrimination 

surveyed, assessment criteria, reference periods, treatment of multiple discrimination etc.  

 Connecting subjective statements on experienced discrimination and unequal treatment 

with objective information. Official statistics are able to ask questions in a specific thematic 

context (labour market, healthcare, education system etc.), to integrate filters for detailed 

questions and to relate subjective statements to concrete facts, which makes it easier to 

interpret and validate them. 

 Incorporating all available disaggregation possibilities and background variables (demo-

graphic, socioeconomic and ethnocultural) to identify their explanatory power and 

relevance to discrimination and unequal treatment. In addition to descriptive statistics, 

official statistics should make greater use of regression models and multivariate 

techniques.  

 Reviewing all sample surveys with regard to comparability, relevance, disaggregation, 

quality of key indicators, synergy with register data. When surveying variables on attitudes, 

values and opinions there are sometimes interpretation difficulties that can be attributed to 

ambiguities in the question and in the desired results.  

 Better coordination between official statistics and research through uniform documentation 

of sample surveys conducted by the Federal Statistical Office (questionnaires, variables, 

codebooks, metadata, methodological bases), in keeping with international standards in 

research and statistics.  

 For survey modules or surveys on identity, prejudice, stereotypes, faith, spirituality, values 

and opinions, a scientific basis needs to be sought. It may also be necessary to clarify the 

division of tasks between official statistics, social science data infrastructures and public 

opinion surveys. 
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Gaps and partnerships  

Surveys of small population groups, qualitative surveys (e.g. relating to ‘national minorities’), 

pilot surveys, analyses of administrative data, and local and regional benchmarking are part of 

federal policy research and applied research, and where necessary are conducted with support 

from the Federal Statistical Office.  Relevant surveys can also be conducted on behalf of 

individual cantons, communes and private organisations. 

Actual discrimination surveys – as recommended by the European Commission against 

Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) – are still lacking in the Swiss statistical survey system, as are 

victim and perpetrator surveys. In terms of recording racist acts, there is a significant ‘grey 

area’ which neither an analysis of reported offences and convictions on the basis of Art. 261bis 

of the Swiss Criminal Code, or the reporting conducted by victim advisory centres shed 

sufficient light on. In terms of recording racially-motivated attacks in day-to-day life, the 

involvement of civil society and non-governmental organisations is still needed, supported by 

cantonal and communal specialist offices. 

Also required are systematic media analyses on racist incidents reported in the press on the 

one hand, and on racist and discriminatory media content on the other, particularly in social 

media. The media itself, its representatives and private organisations have a responsibility 

here, in cooperation with the scientific and research community.  

Statistical monitoring of discrimination, unequal treatment and racism must be conducted from 

different perspectives, using different instruments and in collaboration with a variety of actors. 

The Service for Combating Racism can play a coordinating role and provide collated 

quantitative and qualitative data from different perspectives within the scope of its mandate. 
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Appendix 1: Examples of new statistical possibilities offered by data linkage and trend 

analyses 

The introduction of the AHV insurance number as a common personal identifier in registers 

and statistical surveys in Switzerland opened up a multitude of new data analysis options and 

research projects. They allow information for the same individuals and population groups from 

different sources to be combined and to be tracked over time to answer a particular question. 

By linking data to statistical information from register and survey samples conducted by the 

FSO (in particular the population and household statistics (STATPOP) and the structural 

survey), groups of persons can be further broken down by age, sex, date and place of birth, 

parents’ place of birth, nationality, residence status, length of stay, language region, commune 

type, household type and other characteristics (e.g. parents’ level of education); and indicators 

(e.g. success rates, participation and take-up rates, transition probabilities, risk profiles) can 

be calculated and interpreted for sub-populations and specific cohorts. Origin-related 

characteristics (e.g. nationality, residence status, place of birth, parents’ place of birth, place 

of residence) play an important role in the groups and characteristics surveyed. Ethnocultural 

characteristics (particularly language) are occasionally included.  

 

The most important data for linkage come from the following registers and administrative data 

sets: ZEMIS, individual accounts of the Central Compensation Office AHV/IV/EO, social 

assistance statistics, statistics on job placement (AVAM)/ unemployment payments (ASAL), 

cantonal tax registers, education system statistics, medical statistics, hospital statistics and 

statistics of social care institutions.  

 

The topics addressed primarily concern education and training, occupation and labour market, 

income and poverty, social security, health, migration and integration. They also examine the 

situation and profile of selected at-risk groups in more detail, e.g. recipients of social 

assistance, recipients of IV (invalidity insurance), unemployed persons, persons whose benefit 

entitlement has expired, asylum seekers, refugees and foreign nationals admitted temporarily, 

immigrant adolescents and young people and foreign language-speaking children in the 

education system. Some surveys focus on population groups by nationality or group of states 

(e.g. EU/EFTA, third countries, countries outside Europe, southern and eastern European 

countries).  

 

Characteristics of origin play an important part  in many surveys. For example, apprentices 

who were born and grew up in Switzerland achieve better results than those who were born 

abroad and moved to Switzerland after starting school. However, such results can be masked 

and nuanced by other factors (e.g. language or parents’ educational level and origin). It is 

therefore crucial that these studies are not only descriptive, but that they assess and 

investigate the relative importance of individual characteristics of origin (specific country of 

birth, length of stay) and other variables (e.g. sex, age, education or occupation), particularly 

in trend analyses using regression models.  

 

Examples of current data linkage and trend analyses in the areas of education, the labour 

market, social security, migration and integration are: 

 
Longitudinal analyses in the field of education (LABB) 

Since 2014, the FSO programme ‘longitudinal analyses in the field of education’ has been 

linking information from STATPOP and the structural survey with various statistics on 

apprentices in the education system, individual income data from the Central Compensation 

Office AHV/IV and the information system for job placement and labour market statistics 

(AVAM). On the basis of this information, individual cohorts of apprentices (e.g. young people 

who entered upper secondary level in 2011/2012) are tracked over a number of years in order 

to obtain detailed information on training duration, success rates, training drop-out rates, 

qualifications gained, transition to professional education and training and/or entry in the labour 
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market. The parents’ educational level, commune type and migration background are also 

taken into account in line with FSO typology. To date, no analyses have been conducted by 

individual nationalities or groups of countries (e.g. EU/EFTA and third countries). 

 

Längsschnittanalysen im Bildungsbereich, Ausgabe 2018, Bildungsverläufe auf Sekundarstufe II; 

Übergänge nach Abschluss der Sekundarstufe II und Integration in den Arbeitsmarkt (Longitudinal 

analyses in the field of education, 2018 edition, Educational paths at upper secondary level and 

integration in the labour market; German and French only) Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâtel 2019 

 
Longitudinal analyses on professional paths and social security 

Since 2009, there has been a linked data set on benefit recipients in the social assistance, 

invalidity insurance, unemployment insurance and old-age insurance systems, which has been 

used for trend analyses. By including the data from STATPOP, the structural survey and the 

income data from the Central Compensation Office AHV/IV, professional paths, benefit 

receipts and transitions between social security systems and working poor situations and 

discrepancies are analysed by sex. Based on the longitudinal analyses, profiles are created of 

groups of people who have high or lower chances of sustainably integrating in the labour 

market and moving on to the pension system. Characteristics of origin play an important role. 

These studies are conducted for different social policy issues, groups and cohorts. To allow 

extended trend analyses on people’s income and wealth situation when entering retirement 

and when changing marital status, a database containing linked data from STATPOP, AHV/IV 

data, social assistance and ALV data and information from the cantonal tax registers is under 

development. 

 

Fluder Robert et al., Gender Pension Gap in der Schweiz, Geschlechtsspezifische Unterschiede bei den 

Altersrenten, Forschungsbericht 12/16 (‘Switzerland’s gender pension gap, gender differences in old 

age pensions, research report 12/16’; German only) , Federal Social Insurance Office Bern, 2015; Fluder 

Robert et al., Berufliche Integration von arbeitslosen Personen, Schlussbericht zhd. des 

Staatssekretariates für Wirtschaft (Professional integration of unemployed persons, final report for the 

attention of the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs’; German only), Bern, February 2017; Fluder 

Robert, Renate Salzgeber, Tobias Fritschi, Welche Faktoren beeinflussen die Wiedereingliederung von 

Arbeitslosen?  (‘Which factors influence the re-integration of unemployed people?’; German only) in: Die 

Volkswirtschaft , No 3, 2017, p. 52-55 

 

14. Bericht des Observatoriums zum Freizügigkeitsabkommen Schweiz - EU, Auswirkungen der 

Personenfreizügigkeit auf Arbeitsmarkt und Sozialversicherungen, Kapitel Erwerbsintegration und 

Sozialleistungsbezug (‘14th report of the Observatory on the Free Movement of Persons between 

Switzerland and the EU, effects of free movement on the labour market and social insurance, chapter 

on labour market integration and receipt of social benefits’; German only), State Secretariat for 

Economic Affairs, Labour Directorate, Bern, 2018, p. 50ff 

 

Longitudinal analyses on immigration, the labour market and integration 

On the basis of data from the central migration information system (ZEMIS), STATPOP and 

the structural survey, combined with income data from the Central Compensation Office 

AHV/IV, individual income and employment trajectories can be analysed to answer the 

question of how new immigrants to Switzerland sustainably gain a foothold in the labour 

market. Various cohorts of immigrants are studied, by year of immigration, nationality and 

length of stay. Longitudinal analyses for the period from 2003 onwards (Agreement on the free 

movement of persons between Switzerland and the EU/EFTA) show that immigrants generally 

integrate in the labour market rapidly and well and that there has been a harmonisation of 

income levels with those born in Switzerland and longer-term residents. There are, however, 

major differences among immigrants in terms of labour market participation and income 

development according to education, occupation and country of origin. Immigrants from 

EU/EFTA countries generally integrate well in the labour market, although here too there are 
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differences according to country of origin. For immigrants from third countries (i.e. outside of 

the EU/EFTA), the picture is less favourable. Return migration should also be considered, as 

a relatively large number of immigrants leave Switzerland again within 1–5 years. 

 

Longitudinal analyses on individual groups of immigrants by nationality and residence status 

are conducted by the NCCR On the Move using the Swiss Longitudinal Demographic 

Database, data from STATPOP, ZEMIS (and the predecessor systems ZAR and AUPER), 

combined with income data from the Central Compensation Office AHV/IV. For example, they 

looked at employment trajectories of men in the area of asylum (recognised refugees, 

temporarily admitted persons and persons in the asylum procedure) between 1998 and 2013 

by residence status, nationality and length of stay. This study underscores the diversity of 

asylum seekers, depending on their migration experience, residence status, length of stay, 

origin and language skills. 

 

Favre Sandro, Föllmi Reto, Zweimüller Josef, University of Zurich and University of St. Gallen, Der 

Arbeitsmarkterfolg von Immigrantinnen und Immigranten in der Schweiz, Einkommensentwicklung und 

Erwerbsbeteiligung im Längsschnitt (‘The labour market success of immigrants in Switzerland, a 

longitudinal analysis of income development and labour market participation’; German only) SECO 

Publikation Labour market policy No 55, Bern, 2018 

 

Steiner Ilka, Philippe Wanner, Towards a New Data Set for The Analysis of Migration and Integration in 

Switzerland, NCCR Working Paper 11/2015; Philippe Wanner, How well are asylum seekers and 

refugees integrating into the labour market? https://nccr-onthemove.ch/all-publications/highlights-

2/highlights-2-3-2/ 

https://nccr-onthemove.ch/publications/towards-a-new-data-set-for-the-analysis-of-migration-and-integration-in-switzerland/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/publications/towards-a-new-data-set-for-the-analysis-of-migration-and-integration-in-switzerland/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/all-publications/highlights-2/highlights-2-3-2/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/all-publications/highlights-2/highlights-2-3-2/
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Appendix 2: Population surveys including ethnocultural and/or origin-related characteristics, 1850 to 2010 

 

Survey/ 
statistics 

Ethnocultural characteristics Geographical/social characteristics Legal/political characteristics Survey methodology  

Ethnic origin 
or 
group 
 

Race/ 
skin 
colour 

Religion Language Place of 
birth 
 

Place of 
work 

Place of 
resi-
dence 

Previous 
place of 
residence 
(x year(s) 
ago) 

Household 
members 

Dwelling, 
building  
 

Nationality 
Place of origin 
for Swiss 
nationals 

Manner of 
acquiring 
citizenship 

Nationality 
of father/ 
mother 

Residence 
status 
(foreign 
nationals) 

Survey type 
 

Periodicity Disaggregation 

Population census 
1850–1960 

  x 
(from 
1860) 

x 
(Native 
language, 
from 1860) 

x  
(for 1860 
and from 
1888) 

x 
(from 
1910) 

x  x 
(from 
1920) 

 x   partly Full census 10 years Commune 

Census of 
population, 
buildings and 
dwellings, 1970–
1990 

  x x 
(Native 
language) 

x x x 
 

x x x  
(since 
1970, 
coordinate
s since 
1990) 
 

x 
(excluding 
place of 
origin) 

  x  
(for 1970 
and 
1990) 

Full census 10 years Commune, 
Q, 1990 
hectare 
coordinates 

Census of 
population, 
households, 
buildings and 
dwellings, 2000 

  x x 
(Main 
language 
and 
languages 
spoken) 

x x x x x x 
(Develop-
ment of 
the 
Register of 
Buildings 
and 
Dwellings) 

x 
(excluding 
place or 
origin, 
including 
dual 
nationals) 

x 
(At birth, 
year of 
acquisi-
tion) 

 x Full census 
linked to 
buildings 
GEOSTAT 

10 years Commune, 
Q, ha, 
Metre 
coordinates 

Marital status 
statistics, natural 
population 
movement  

  partly 
(for 
marital 
status 
from 
1874) 

 x  x    x x partly x Civil register, 
from 1867/74, 
Infostar 2005, 
partly linked up 
with registers 
of residents 

Annual, in 
some 
cases 
monthly 

Commune 

Annual population 
statistics (ESPOP) 

      x    x 
(excluding 
place of 
origin) 

   Summary 
statistics, 
estimates 
from 1981 

Annual Commune 

Foreign nationals 
and asylum 
statistics 
 

partly 
among 
asylum 
seekers,  
no 
statistics 
 

   x partly 
 

x partly   x partly 
 

partly 
 

x Central 
register from 
1972, 
ZAR/AUPER/ 
ZEMIS, partly 
linked up with 
registers of 
residents 

Annual, 
some-
times 
monthly 

Commune 
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Derived combinations of characteristics, typologies and indicators* 

Combinations of 

characteristics, 

typologies 

 

Swiss nationals/foreign nationals, domestic migrants and international migrants, settled population/travellers, nationality 

groups and regions of origin, Swiss by birth/naturalised Swiss, descendants of migrants, permanent and non-permanent 

resident population, persons with a ‘migration background’, language regions, official languages/non-official languages, 

religious areas, household and family types, living environment, type of area, mobility typologies, etc. 

 

Indicators Migration balances, birth and death rates, population growth rates, groups as proportion of the total population, demographic 

indicators of groups, social indicators of groups, multilingualism, indices of cultural heterogeneity, naturalisation rates, 

commuting balances, temporal changes, geographical distributions etc. 

 

* Selected combinations of characteristics, typologies and indicators, which were established and calculated from characteristics in Appendix 2  
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Appendix 3: Register and sample surveys conducted by official statistics bodies on residents and households with ethnocultural and/or 

origin-related characteristics, from 2010  

Survey* Method Periodicity 

 

Sampled 

population 

Ethnocultural 

characteristics 

Origin-related 

characteristics 

Spatial 

disaggregation 

Analysis options Notes, 

remarks 

Register surveys 

Statistics ‘natural 

population movement’ 

(BEVNAT) 

(Marriage, 

partnership, 

divorce/dissolution, 

birth, state of health at 

birth, recognition, 

adoption, death and 

causes of death) 

Register survey 

(Infostar) 

and data linkage 

Doctor’s reports  

Ongoing Full 

survey 

Religion of the 

partners for 

a marriage, 

and of the 

mother for the 

birth of a child 

Place and date of event, 

place of birth, place of 

residence, nationality of 

persons concerned 

Cantons, 

communes 

Cross section, 

time series, 

longitudinal, 

linkage 

(including 

medical 

statistics) 

Swiss statistics on 

natural population 

movement 

List of 

characteristics, 

FSO, 1.3.2017 

Population and 

household statistics 

(STATPOP) 

(State and structure of 

the population, 

migration, population 

development, number 

of persons in the 

household including 

age and marital 

status, nationality and 

legal status) 

Register 

survey and 

linkage (Infostar, 

ZEMIS, 

cantonal/com-

munal registers 

of residents, 

GWR), reporting 

of collective 

households 

(2010–2013) 

Quarterly 

/ annual 

Full survey, 

permanent 

and non-

permanent 

resident 

population 

- Place of birth and place of 

residence with date, 

nationality, departures 

and arrivals with place 

and date, nationality, 

acquisition of Swiss 

citizenship, residence 

status and reason (foreign 

nationals) 

Cantons, 

communes,  

districts, infra-

communal units, 

Hectare and 

metre 

coordinates 

Cross section, 

time series,  

longitudinal  

linking (e.g. 

sociodemographi

c biographies) 

 

 

By combining and 

selecting 

characteristics, 

numerous 

variables, 

classifications and 

typologies can be 

derived. Data can 

be retained for 

longer than 30 

years in 

pseudonymised 

form. 

Statistics on buildings 

and dwellings (BDS) 

(Construction period, 

building category, 

floors, living space, 

number of rooms, 

etc.) 

(until 2015 heating 

system) 

Register survey 

from the GWR, 

linking with 

STATPOP, from 

2020 with the 

real estate 

register 

annual  Full survey - For residents of dwellings 

(or household members) 

according to STATPOP 

Cantons, 

communes,  

districts, infra-

communal units,  

Hectare and 

metre 

coordinates 

idem. Catalogue of 

attributes, Federal 

Register of 

Buildings and 

Dwellings, FSO, 

Neuchâtel, 2017 
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Sample surveys 

Sampling 

frame  

(SRPH)  

(Central instrument for 

drawing, weighting, 

extrapolating and 

calibrating  

the FSO’s 

representative sample 

surveys, Art. 16 RHA) 

Excerpt from 

register 

information 

according to 

STATPOP and 

GWR, can be 

combined with 

names, 

addresses and 

phone numbers 

to survey people 

in private 

households 

Updated 

quarterly, 

since 2011 

Full survey 

 

- AHV insurance number, 

federal building identifier 

(EGID) and federal 

dwelling identifier (EWID) 

from the GWR, first name, 

last name, home address, 

delivery address, 

commune of residence or 

temporary stay, date and 

place of birth, sex, marital 

status, nationality, permit 

(foreign national) 

Canton, 

commune,  

infra-communal 

units,  

individual 

population 

groups 

Depending on 

target 

population, 

sample size and 

design 

The SRPH is 

available for 

surveys conducted 

by the Federal 

Administration and 

for regular surveys 

of national 

significance and 

international 

research projects 

funded by the 

SNSF.  

Structural survey (SR) 

(Extension of 

STATPOP and GWS 

with attributes that are 

not included in the 

registers (education 

and training, 

occupation, gainful 

employment, place of 

work and employer, 

journey to 

work/school, housing, 

rent etc.). Information 

recorded for all 

household members.) 

Representative 

written survey of 

individuals and 

households.  

Data are linked 

with data from 

STATPOP, 

GWR, BER 

Annually at 

31.12 

since 2010 

Ongoing 

pooling of 

data over 

3–5 years 

Min. 

200,000 

persons 

aged 15+ in 

private 

house-

holds.  

Obligation 

to provide 

information.  

Sample 

from SRPH  

Target person: 

main language 

(with CH 

idioms), 

languages 

spoken (home, 

education & 

training/work), 

affiliation to a 

church/ 

religious 

community. 

Other 

household 

members: main 

language  

In addition to the 

information from 

STATPOP: father’s and 

mother’s country of birth. 

Year and manner by 

which Swiss citizenship 

was acquired, other 

nationality. Previous place 

of residence 1,2,3,4,5 

years ago. For 

respondents born in 

Switzerland: last 

migration abroad for more 

than 1 year, date of return 

to CH. 

 

 

Major regions, 

cantons, 

districts and 

communes with 

over 15,000 

inhabitants, 

urban/rural, 

commune type 

For data pooling 

over 5 years: 

results for sub-

populations with 

3,000 people 

Cross section 

time series, 

linkage, 

estimates for 

micro-spatial 

areas, 

pooling of 

datasets from 

several years 

 

Sample can be 

enlarged by 

cantons and 

communes for 

their area.  

See: Auswahl und 

Gewichtung der 

SE (Selection and 

weighting of the 

structural survey; 

German only), 

FSO, Neuchâtel, 

2014 

On language and 

religion: 

Statistische Daten 

des BFS zu den 

Sprachen: Quellen 

und Konzepte 

(FSO statistical 

data on 

languages: 

sources and 

concepts; in 

German and 

French only); 
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Statistische Daten 

des BFS zu den 

Religionen: 

Quellen, 

Neuchâtel, Januar 

2017 (FSO 

statistical data on 

religions: sources; 

in German and 

French only) 

Mobility and transport 

microcensus (MZVM) 

(Mobility, possession 

of vehicles, driving 

licences and public 

transport season 

tickets, daily journeys 

and trips, transport 

purposes and means, 

attitudes) 

Telephone 

interview (CATI) 

Data linkage 

(STATPOP, 

GWR, BER, 

register of 

transport 

licensing) 

Every 5 

years since 

1974, last 

conducted 

in 2010, 

2015 

60,000 

persons in 

private 

house-

holds. 

Participa-

tion is 

voluntary 

- From STATPOP or the 

survey: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality(ies), 

year and manner by 

which Swiss citizenship 

acquired, for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

 

Major regions, 

conurbations, 

cantons 

Cross section, 

comparisons 

over time, 

data linkage 

Enlargement of 

sample size by 

cantons 

No questions on 

disadvantage/ 

obstacles/discrimi-

nation 

 

Education and training 

microcensus (MZB) 

(Educational path, 

current education and 

training (participation, 

content, duration, 

funding), 

independent learning, 

reasons for 

participating/not 

participating in 

educational activities) 

Telephone 

interview (CATI) 

data linkage 

(STATPOP, 

GWR, BER) 

Every 5 

years 

(2011, 

2016) 

12,000 

persons in 

private 

house-

holds, 15–

74 years 

old 

Languages and 

language skills 

From STATPOP or the 

survey: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired, other 

nationalities; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay, 

From survey: country of 

birth of mother/father or 

guardian 

Major 

regions, 

language region, 

urban/rural, 

individual 

cantons 

 

Cross section, 

comparison over 

time, 

Link with SLFS 

and module on 

education and 

training 

Question on 

obstacles in 

education and 

training without 

reference to socio-

cultural attributes 

or origin. 

With Minimum 

European Health 

module 
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Swiss Health Survey 

(SHS) 

(Physical, mental and 

social well-being, 

illnesses, accidents, 

disabilities,  

health behaviour, 

use of healthcare 

services, living 

conditions and 

resources, health 

insurance) 

Telephone 

interview and 

written survey 

(CATI, 

CAWI/PAPI), 

data linkage 

(STATPOP and 

BER) 

Every 5 

years since 

1992 (last 

in 2017) 

22,000 

persons 

aged 15+ in 

private 

house-

holds. 

Participa-

tion is 

voluntary 

- From STATPOP or the 

survey: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

From survey: country of 

birth mother/father. 

Major regions, 

language region, 

urban/ 

rural 

Cross section, 

comparison over 

time, 

data linkage 

2017: Under ‘work 

situation’: question 

about 

discrimination in 

the workplace on 

the basis of e.g. 

‘nationality, ethnic 

origin or skin 

colour’.  

 

With Minimum 

European Health 

module 

Families and 

generations survey 

(EFG) 

(Partnership/previous 

partnership, family 

planning, children, 

grandchildren, family 

forms, networks, 

extra-family childcare, 

paid work, housework 

and family work; 

financial situation, 

values and attitudes) 

Retrospective life 

courses of birth 

cohorts, 

telephone 

interview and 

written survey 

(CATI/CAWI/ 

PAPI) 

Every 5 

years  

(2013, 

2018) 

2013 and 

2018: 

17,000 

persons 

each, aged 

15–80, 

living in 

private 

house-

holds. 

Participa-

tion is 

voluntary 

 

Religion, 2013: 

language(s)  

From STATPOP or the 

survey: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay, 

nationality and place of 

residence for persons 

living in the household. 

From survey: country of 

birth mother/father 

length of stay, nationality 

at birth, partner’s 

nationality at birth 

Language 

region/ 

urban/rural 

 

Cross section, 

comparison over 

time 

cohort analysis, 

retrospective life 

course data with 

transitions, 

comparisons 

with structural 

survey, 

BEVNAT, 

population 

census/micro-

census families 

 

Complex survey 

structure, some 

category 

differences with 

other surveys. 

Questions on 

obstacles in the 

areas of family and 

equality.  

Language, religion 

and culture survey 

(ESRK) 

Languages 

(multilingualism and 

active/passive 

language skills), 

religious and spiritual 

beliefs and practice, 

cultural and leisure 

Interviews and 

written survey 

(CATI, 

CAWI/PAPI) 

Data linkage 

(STATPOP, 

BER) 

Every 5 

years 

(2014, 

2019) 

2014: 

16,000 

persons 

aged 15+ 

living in 

private 

house-

holds. 

Participa-

Main and other 

languages, 

language(s) of 

and with 

partner, 

transmission to 

children, use 

and learning of 

language(s). 

From STATPOP: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; 

for foreign nationals: 

residence permit, length 

of stay 

Language region 

(German- and 

Romansh-

speaking regions 

combined), 

major regions, 

certain  

cantons  

Cross section,  

comparison over 

time, 

comparison with 

structural survey 

Questions on 

subjective attitudes 

and opinions, 

perceived 

obstacles (2014) 

include language 

difficulties, religion, 

ethnic or national 

origin, appearance 

or skin colour. 
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activities, social 

participation. 

Attitudes/opinions, 

obstacles or 

discrimination on the 

basis of different 

grounds 

tion is 

voluntary. 

 

Religious 

beliefs and 

practice. 

Religion and 

spirituality in 

day-to-day life, 

religious and 

spiritual 

practices. 

From structural survey or 

interview: country of birth 

of mother/father. 

 

2014 results are 

not analysable. 

2019: only 

question on 

discrimination 

experienced in 

different situations 

on the basis of 

religion. 

Omnibus survey on 

coexistence in 

Switzerland and ad-

hoc module ‘diversity’ 

(ZidS) 

(Acceptance or 

rejection of certain 

groups, racism, 

xenophobia, 

stereotypes, feeling a 

sense of threat, 

experiences of 

discrimination/ 

violence, attitudes 

towards migration 

policy)  

Choice between 

online 

questionnaire 

(CAWI) and 

telephone survey 

(CATI) 

Pilot project 

2010–14. 

Planned 

every two 

years (2016 

and 2018),  

‘diversity’ 

module 

included 

in relevant 

omnibus 

survey 

since 2017. 

3,000 

persons 

aged 15–88 

living in 

private 

households 

Statements on 

selected 

population 

groups based 

on skin colour 

(black), religion 

(Muslims, 

Jewish people) 

and itinerant 

lifestyle. 

 

From STATPOP: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

From survey: country of 

birth of mother/father. 

 

Major regions, 

language 

regions, 

urban/rural 

 

Cross section, 

comparison over 

time 

Omnibus thematic 

surveys, on behalf 

of SCRA and 

SEM, including for 

the report on 

‘racial 

discrimination’. 

Only subjective 

statements and 

opinions. Focus on 

groups who are 

not covered in 

official statistics. 

Problematic 

concept of ethno-

racism. 

Consolidation and 

validation of 

statements is 

lacking. 

Sample surveys coordinated with the EU/EFTA 

Swiss Labour Force 

Survey (SLFS) 

(Employment, 

occupation, economic 

sector, economic 

inactivity,  

unemployment, job 

search, working 

CATI (from 2021: 

CAWI/CATI), 

ongoing panel 

survey, annual 

thematic 

supplementary 

module. 

Data linkage 

STATPOP, 

Ongoing, 

quarterly 

and annual 

results. 

Since 1991 

(until 2009 

only in Q2). 

Persons 

aged 15+ 

living in 

private 

house-

holds; four 

surveys 

over 18 

months. 

- From STATPOP: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

Major regions, in 

certain cases by 

canton 

Cross section 

longitudinal 

time series 

data linkage  

modelling 

EU/ILO 

standardised 

Labour Force 

Survey. Prescribed 

variation 

coefficients for key 

indicators. 

Focus on labour 

market and 
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conditions, income, 

social security) 

SBER, ZAS, 

SECO 

(AVAM/ASAL) 

120,000 

interviews a 

year.  

From structural survey or 

interview: country of birth 

of mother/father 

From survey: dual 

citizenship. Previous 

place of residence 1 year 

ago. 

 

domestic concept 

(excluding 

asylum), EU-

EFTA/non-

EU/EFTA. 

(Additional sample 

comprising 20,000 

people (C, B 

permits, L permits 

> 12 months in 

Switzerland) since 

Agreement on 

Free Movement of 

Persons signed 

with the EU). 

European 

Minimum Health 

Module 

SLFS mobility and 

migration module 

(Access for migrants 

and their 

descendants to labour 

market, education 

system, Swiss 

citizenship; obstacles 

to integration, 

respondents’ relations 

to county of origin) 

CATI (from 2021: 

CAWI/CATI) 

Combined with 

SLFS standard 

questionnaire. 

Two modules: 

EU-coordinated 

module and 

domestic module 

CH module: 

every 3–5 

years, 

since 1998, 

last in 2017  

EU module: 

every 8 

years, last 

2014 

CH module: 

20,000 

persons 

from 

permanent 

resident 

population 

from 1st 

wave of 

SLFS (only 

migrants 

and their 

descendant

s) 

EU module: 

10,000 

persons 

Official 

language, 

religion 

(as potential 

obstacles to 

integration) 

Extended to spouses, 

children, parents:  country 

of birth, nationality at 

birth, year Swiss 

citizenship acquired, 

schooling in CH, country 

of birth of children, 

spouse’s nationality when 

married, country of birth 

of target person’s father 

and mother. 

 

Major regions, 

language regions 

Cross section 

linkage with 

SLFS 

comparison with 

earlier surveys 

Survey explicitly 

asks about various 

obstacles to 

integration 

in the labour 

market, including 

lack of permit, 

language skills, 

religion, origin,  

qualification, 

recognition of 

qualifications etc. 

 

Survey on income and 

living conditions 

(SILC) 

(Income, social 

exclusion, poverty, 

Telephone 

interview (CATI), 

multi-

dimensional 

survey 

Annual, 

basic and 

ad-hoc 

modules 

since 2007. 

8,000 

households 

(18,000 

per- 

sons) 

- From STATPOP: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

Major regions, 

urban/rural 

Cross section, 

longitudinal 

time series 

Data linkage: 

This is the most 

meaningful sample 

survey for multi-

dimensional 

perspectives of 
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deprivation, housing, 

health, 

security/unease, trust, 

social relations, 

disability, 

participation, 

childcare, values, 

satisfaction) 

Cross section 

and longitudinal 

 

2011: 

module on 

intergene-

rational 

transmis-

sion of 

disadvan-

tage 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

From structural survey or 

interview: country of birth 

mother/father 

 

STATPOP, 

GWS, ZAS, 

BER, cantonal 

tax registers, 

social assistance 

statistics 

exclusion, 

disadvantage, 

satisfaction and 

subjective 

information on 

living conditions. 

Question on 

equality of 

opportunity 

between 

Swiss/foreign 

nationals. 

SILC comprises 

European 

Minimum Health 

Module 

Household budget 

survey (HBS) 

 

(Detailed data on 

household 

expenditure and 

income, by category) 

Telephone 

interview (CATI) 

and written 

questionnaire 

(PAPI) 

Annual, 

ongoing 

since 2000 

 

3,000 

households 

- From STATPOP: for 

reference person: place of 

residence, place/country 

of birth, nationality, year 

and manner by which 

Swiss citizenship 

acquired; for foreign 

nationals: residence 

permit, length of stay. 

Major regions Cross section, 

time series 

Pre-2000: Income 

and consumption 

survey 

 

 

 All the surveys listed in summary 3 above are set out in the Federal Statistics Ordinance, and described in the survey fact sheet and documentation on the survey, 

usually with lists of questions and coding (available on the FSO website).  Common key characteristics are defined for all surveys, which can come from the 

registers or surveys. The key characteristics include characteristics of origin and spatial aggregates from the registers or STATPOP, or from the structural survey. 

They also include characteristics on age, sex, education, occupation and labour market. See: Die Schlüsselmerkmale im System der Haushalts- und 

Personenstatistiken der Schweiz (SHAPE) (The key characteristics in the Swiss household and population statistics (SHAPE)); German only, FSO, Neuchâtel, 

2016 
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Appendix 4: Selected surveys conducted for social science research and victim support containing ethnocultural and origin-related 

variables, as of 2019  

Survey Method Periodicity Surveyed 

population 

Ethnocultural 

characteristics 

Characteristics of origin Spatial dis-

aggregation 

Analysis options Indications, 

remarks 

Data infrastructures of the Swiss Centre of Expertise in the Social Sciences FORS 

SWISS Household 

Panel (SHP) 

(longitudinal database 

on living conditions and 

social change, attitudes, 

perceptions and 

representations; 

modules on various 

topics, including 

religion, social 

networks, social 

participation)  

Telephone 

survey (CATI), 

PAPI, 

additional 

modules and 

extension 

through NCCR 

LIVES cohorts, 

SHP for the 

canton of 

Vaud. 

Detailed non-

response 

analysis 

 

Sample from 

sampling 

frame/FSO 

Ongoing 

panel since 

1999, 

annual  

survey, 

Panel 

added to 

twice 

(2004, 

2013) 

approx. 

5,000 

households

, 12,000 

persons 

14+ 

Language, 

religion 

place of birth, 

nationality/ies, parents’ 

nationality/ies, acquisition 

of citizenship, residence 

status, length of stay, 

biography of changes in 

residence (retrospective) 

Major 

regions, 

cantons, 

canton of 

Vaud, data 

for 

communes 

with special 

contract 

Panel data 

Trend analyses, 

transitions etc. 

 

Since 3rd sample 

(2013):  

life courses, 

questions on 

identity based on 

nationality, sex, 

religion, political 

views, work, age. 

Regional origin. 

Mobility. 

Discrimination 

based on origin, 

religion, sex, 

disability, illness 

etc. 

https://forscenter.c

h/projects/swiss-

household-panel/ 

Measurement and 

observation of social 

attitudes in Switzerland 

(MOSAiCH, ISSP 

module) 

(The population’s 

attitudes, opinions and 

perceptions on current 

topics, coordinated with 

annual modules from 

the International Social 

Science Programme 

(ISSP with 41 states), 

on topics such as 

religion, national 

identity, social 

Until 2017 

CAPI survey, 

from 2018 

CAWI/PAPI 

 

Sample from 

sampling 

frame/FSO 

 

 

Annual, 

(1999-03)  

Eurobaro- 

meter, 

2005-17 

MOSAiCH 

with ISSP 

and 

Eurobaro- 

meter. 

From 2018 

only 

occasional 

Eurobarom

eter 

Annual 

survey of 

min. 1,000 

persons 

aged over 

18 (corre-

sponds to 

number of 

respon-

dents per 

country in 

Eurobaro-

meter) 

 

Language  

ISSP: Religion 

and religious 

practice 

 

Place of birth, parents’ 

place of birth, place of 

residence, length of stay, 

nationality/ies,  

ISSP: parents’ nationality 

 

Major regions 

Data for 

cantons and 

communes 

with special 

contract 

Cross section, 

time comparisons, 

international 

comparisons 

The ISSP includes 

racial/ethnic group 

in background 

variables 

Switzerland (and 

other countries) 

have escaped this 

requirement.  

Module on religion 

also covers 

religious practice, 

spirituality, faith, 

attitudes towards 

religious groups, 

feeling a sense of 

threat etc. 

https://forscenter.ch/projects/swiss-household-panel/
https://forscenter.ch/projects/swiss-household-panel/
https://forscenter.ch/projects/swiss-household-panel/
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inequality, social 

networks, family and 

gender roles, work, 

health 

questions, 

but 

call for 

research 

questions 

 

Questions on 

foreign nationals 

and immigrants. 

https://forscenter.c

h/projects/mosaich

/ 

European Social Survey 

(ESS)  

Some 30 European 

countries  

Values, attitudes, social 

change, including faith, 

belonging, subjective 

well-being, social 

exclusion, religion.  

Core module and 

variable modules, e.g. 

attitudes to immigration.  

CAPI survey 

 

High scientific 

standard to 

ensure 

comparability 

of data. 

 

Sample from 

sampling 

frame/FSO 

Every two 

years since 

2002 

 

At least 

1,500 

people 

aged over 

15 

Religion, 

religious 

practice 

language, 

ethnic group 

 

Nationality, place of 

residence, place of birth, 

length of stay, mother’s 

and father’s place of birth 

Major 

regions 

Cross section, 

time comparisons, 

international 

comparisons 

 

Among the 

questions on well-

being: question on 

belonging to a 

group that is 

discriminated 

against. If yes, 

which: 

skin colour, 

nationality, 

religion, language, 

ethnic group, age, 

sex, sexual 

orientation, 

disability, other... 

https://forscenter.c

h/projects/europea

n-social-survey/ 

National Center for Competence in Research (NCCR) On the Move 

Migration and Mobility 

Survey (MMS) 

(Subjective data on: 

experience of 

migration, labour 

market participation, 

family composition, 

social contacts, 

relations to country of 

origin, belonging, living 

conditions in 

Switzerland, etc.). 

Several types of 

migrants: expats, 

nationals of 

Survey by 

phone (CATI) 

or written 

(CAWI) 

 

Sample from 

sampling 

frame/FSO 

Every 2 

years, 

2016 and 

2018 

 

Panel 

dimension 

6,000-

7,000 

foreign 

nationals 

(excluding 

asylum 

seekers, 

aged 24-

64, born 

abroad, 11 

selected 

states or 

regions, 

people 

who have 

Language From STATPOP: 

Nationality, place of 

residence, country of 

birth, residence permit, 

date of arrival, length of 

stay 

 

Major 

regions 

Cross section,  

time comparisons, 

longitudinal data 

Eastern Europe 

and the Western 

Balkans are 

missing. 

Questions on 

facing direct or 

indirect prejudice 

or discrimination 

in the last 24 

months. Potential 

grounds: racism, 

origin/nationality, 

religion, disability, 

age, sex, sexual 

orientation etc. 

https://forscenter.ch/projects/mosaich/
https://forscenter.ch/projects/mosaich/
https://forscenter.ch/projects/mosaich/
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neighbouring states, 

non-Europeans etc. 

arrived in 

Switzerlan

d in the 

last 10 

years).  

 

 

https://nccr-

onthemove.ch/res

earch/migration-

mobility-survey/ 

 

Victim counselling 
Racism documentation 

system (DoSyRa) 

(Documentation and 

analysis of cases 

reported to the 

counselling network for 

victims of racism, 

profiles of racist 

incidents, facts of 

cases, motives, enemy 

stereotypes, areas of 

life) 

Recording, 

adjustment 

and analysis of 

cases handled 

by counselling 

centres 

Annual 

report 

All 

reported 

counselling 

cases 

assessed 

as racist 

(2018: 278 

cases, 234 

persons) 

Self-perceived 

or ascribed 

bene 

race, skin 

colour, religion  

Nationality(ies) 

Residence status 

Ascribed origin 

Cantons Annual data, time 

comparisons 

Figures depend, 

among other 

things, on the 

number of 

counselling 

centres and how 

well-known they 

are. 

The data only 

relate to 

counselling cases 

and persons 

where there is 

substantiated 

racist 

discrimination.  

 

 

https://nccr-onthemove.ch/research/migration-mobility-survey/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/research/migration-mobility-survey/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/research/migration-mobility-survey/
https://nccr-onthemove.ch/research/migration-mobility-survey/

