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Statistics2020 – Developing sustainable national and regional statistical capacities

Population Censuses and Household Surveys (overview)
(Document presented by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community)

PURPOSE
1. This paper provides a brief overview of the complexities of census and survey taking in the Pacific in some of the key census and survey phases, and the need for proper planning, activity scheduling, resource mobilization, training, field management, project management in general and project coordination to ensure quality coverage and timely production of results.

BACKGROUND

2. Since the introduction of modern census taking in the Pacific in the early 1900s, it has moved gradually from censuses primarily designed to capture basic population size, processes, and characteristics, to include more detailed socioeconomic characteristics, compensating for the absence of functioning administrative databases in many PICTs. Growing populations and changing settlement patterns, particularly in urban and peri-urban areas and fueled by persistent high population mobility within countries and internationally, pose significant challenges to contemporary census-taking – as do increased question and subject matter coverage due to increased data and information  demands from national and international stakeholders and the adoption of new technologies, including software changes and developments. 
3. Countries and territories in the Pacific have come a long way since the early 1900s when only a few Pacific countries/territories began census taking. By the time of the 1970 round of censuses all PICTs have conducted population censuses, with a total Pacific population estimate of over 4 million people. Like in the 2000 round of censuses, when the Pacific islands were the only region in the world with a 100% census coverage, in the current round all PICTS are again scheduled to conduct a census, covering some 9,8 million people at present. The increase in population makes census taking in the Pacific much more expensive than in previous years.
4. In the years since the first round of Pacific censuses, the census or census taking has grown to a sophisticated tool for basic population and socioeconomic data of the population, in the absence or incomplete civil or vital registration systems as well as weak overall administrative records and databases. For instance the questionnaires used in the 2010 round of censuses are more complex and cover many more subject-matter areas then those used in the years prior to 1960, or 1960 and 1970 round of censuses. In addition, compared to earlier round of censuses, experience with new technologies introduced in the 2010 round of censuses add another dimension of complexity in terms of cost and skills required for quality census taking.

5. These complexities also contribute towards increased resources and technical support requirements for census and survey operations in the Pacific. For example, modern census and survey operations require considerable budgets and a more skilled human resources base to support new technologies, including new computer software and equipment compared to resource requirement of the earlier round of censuses.

6. Proper training and related developments are necessary and paramount to ensure human resources are highly skilled for modern census taking.

7. As already highlighted in Working paper 1.1, to successfully conduct a national census or household survey, good planning is essential, requiring first and foremost a good understanding of previous censuses and household surveys undertaken and of lessons learned. This then paves the way for good project planning, containing a detailed activity plan with both realistic timelines and delineation of responsibilities for various census and survey activities, including internal and external resources mobilization.

USE OF CENSUS/SURVEY OUTPUTS

8. In the absence of complete administrative recording systems in many PICTs, population censuses and household surveys serve as the main data sources for – regular government development planning and monitoring for national sustainable development policies and plans, sector policies/plans, indicators for global reports like national MDG or CEDAW Reports.
9. In addition emerging development issues like food security, impact of climate change, culture and development, and contribution of traditional economies to population wellbeing draw on population censuses and household surveys as main data sources for analysis and understanding of existing situations.

10. While Pacific governments/administrations use census/survey data for the above purposes, businesses, students, and many others also use census/survey data. Businesses may use the data to decide where to locate an outlet, or to select products for a specific area. Student’s research neighborhoods and cities for class projects and the local parent-teacher organization may use data to track trends in the local area. Historians, writers, and other researchers use census data to get a flavor of what the country looked like at a particular point in time. 

11. Given the high cost and increasing complexities of census/survey data collection, as well as the many potential uses of these data, it is important to ensure that census and survey plans allow (i) sufficient time for extensive user consultations ensure and (ii) also address the production of census and survey outputs and data dissemination in general to facilitate maximum exposure to and utilization of such a rich data source. 
KEY CENSUS AND SURVEY ACTIVITIES
Census/Survey Planning

12. Taking a national population and housing census or running a large and complex national household survey like a HIES or DHS represent big national projects, requiring the recruitment and management of many temporary staff. Temporary employment peaks at the time of field enumeration over a period of usually between two to four weeks. In preparation for these efforts, comprehensive operational plans are developed to guide various task managers to effectively manage their respective operations, monitor progress and make adjustments where appropriate, and evaluate  final outcomes. This is of particular importance in the lead-up to and during the pilot census, which allows for a full “dress rehearsal” of systems and procedures, and hence permits final adjustments to be made to the actual census operations.  

13. Reviewing our involvement in all censuses and surveys undertaken since 2007, it has become clear that good planning is not just about covering all activities in a sequential logic, but also about allocating (i) realistic timelines and managerial responsibilities, and (ii) effective field operations management. While all countries had good census and survey plans in place including designated task managers, timelines were not always realistic, and field operation management, particularly the supervision of enumerators lagged behind best practice expectations in many places. These two features, we believe, have the single biggest impact on data quality and accounting for a good census and survey outcome. 
Household listing and mapping development

14. The importance of household listing and an updated census and survey cartography based on geo-referenced dwellings is critical to running a quality operations. This is of equal importance in high population growth environments, such as, but not restricted to urban and peri-urban areas, and in areas experiencing population losses due to long-term migration elsewhere. An additional challenge confronts countries experiencing high temporary internal population movements, associated with short-term labor migration to plantations, mines or urban areas; it also affects countries with significant numbers of temporary external labor mobility, such as I-Kiribati and Tuvaluan seafarers, and countries with access to temporary employment schemes in New Zealand and Australia.

15.  To undertake a good listing exercise and develop an accurate cartographic basis of dwellings can take up to anywhere between 3 – 12 months, depending of course on population size and numbers of listing/cartography teams involved.

16. While all PICTS have taken on such activities in recent years, the are concerns with quality in some places, with insufficient time allocated to these tasks, combined with rushed training of temporary staff and insufficient field supervision topping the list of activities that need special attention.

Questionnaire design and content
17. The use of word/excel for questionnaire design is gradually ending as new software is becoming available for such purpose. For example, Adobe InDesign software has been used in the current round of censuses to design questionnaire, especially to get the questionnaire in the format and color appropriate for scanning (see session 4.4).

18. Deciding on topics and questions to include in censuses and household surveys is an interactive process involving NSOs and their key stakeholders. For the 2010 round of censuses, as in previous round of censuses, many countries administer both population and housing questionnaires. The population component contains questions asked of every household member, while the housing question are answered only by head of household or another responsible adult. Both population and housing questions continue to change from census to census as user needs change or expand. 
19. As this has significant implications on form design and costs, not all new proposals can usually be considered. Having said this, new subjects included by many countries in the 2010 round of censuses have addressed some of the key additions advocated by the United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, such as questions on disability, mortality, and IT use (cell phones and internet). Some countries also included new questions on fish consumption in the context of climate change and food security, and on culture, following requests from various stakeholders.

20. While survey forms of major household surveys undertaken since 2007 have remained more stable over time, there have been some additions in the form of optional modules developed on health and labor market activities, following specific interest and requests by countries to do so. 

Census and survey training

21. With this topic extensively covered on Day one (Working Paper 1.3), session 4.4 will make reference to a specific training component recently introduced in the main training of census field supervisors and enumerators, that incorporates lessons learned from the Pilot test. Census trainers and pilot census data analysts collaborated in communicating the results and highlight the implications and impact of erroneous data collection and recording, bad field supervision, and the importance of maintaining strict quality control processes in the main census training of trainers, with the  objective of improving data quality and field management practices.
Census field work and quality control

22. Despite good intentions in census/survey training, field operational management and quality control procedures are still not universally well managed. As a result, errors continue to appear, and census and survey forms continue to have missing answers which point to ineffective field supervision.  It has been our collective experience with recent censuses, DHS and HIES surveys, that field supervision and editing was not of consistent and acceptable quality in most countries: if done properly, no form should ever reach census or survey headquarters with missing or incomplete information.
23. Census project managers have not consistently adhered to best practice census and survey documentation, in preparing a succinct report after completion of each discrete census or survey stage; the same applies to supervisors and area managers, who are not consistently producing operational reports that document field operations and procedures, outlining what worked and what did not, and spelling out lessons learned and modifications made.

The use of technology 

24. A major introduction in the Pacific in the 2010 census round was that Pacific census takers took advantage of available hardware and software and advances in information technology and systems assisting with household listing and mapping (Session 4.1), questionnaire processing (Session 4.4) and data dissemination (Session 5).

Census and Survey evaluation

25. This phase of a census/survey operation does not take place in many PICTs. Except for demographic approach to census evaluation with various indices, the use of post enumeration survey for census evaluation, for example, has not been undertaken anywhere in the Pacific in recent years, dating back to the 2000 PNG census. While some countries had planned to undertake a PES as highlighted in their census activity plan, they did not implement this due to time and budgetary constraints. Therefore census coverage rates and related indicators of completeness are not computed, and made available to data users.
26. While recent developments in census cartography allow for some indirect assessment of coverage as will be demonstrated in another presentation later on,  it is important for user confidence that Pacific census takers consider including post enumeration surveys as integral parts of census operations. 
KEY DISCUSSION POINTS

27. The meeting is invited to discuss:
i. The need for proper census project planning, and ways of improving project implementation and management;
ii. The need for census documentation at every phase, to provide the institutional memory for future censuses and surveys;
iii. The inclusion of a pilot census as an integral part of PICT census operations, to serve as a complete dress rehearsal of census operations and procedures, to allow for a comprehensive review and assessment of systems and procedures, thus laying the foundation for improving the main census operations; and 
iv. The importance of proper census evaluations, and include post enumeration surveys as an integral part of census operations to ensure user confidence in census data.
________________________

