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INTRODUCTION 

1. According to the united Nations, the most important vita~ 
events which could be utilized to measure popUlation changes and 

I 

could also be used for administrative and legal purposes are: live 
births, deaths, marriages and divorces. 1 The focus in this paper on 
the uses of vital records in African countries would, however, be 
restricted to two events: births and deaths. 

2. In this context, a civil registration and vital statistics 
system has' been def ined as, II • •• . the total proc.ess of (a) 

collecting, by registration, enumeration, or indirect estimation, 
of information on the frequency of occurrence of these events, as 
well as relevant characteristics of the events themselves, and of, 
the persons concerned, and (b) compiling, analyzing, evaluating, 
presenting, and disseminating these data in statistical form." 2 

3. The discussion of the uses of vi tal records pertaining to live 
births and deaths will be confined to those generated through 
continuous, permanent,' compulsory recording of their occurrence and 
characteristics. 

'-
4. It has been noted that civil registration and vital statistics 
systems are maintained principally because of the value of the 
legal documents that they produced along with the statistical uses 
of their products. During the past three decades or so, with socio
economic developments that are occurring in all African countries, 
vital records' have assumed great importance because of their actual 
and potential, legal, administrative and statistical uses. 

2 

united Nations, principles and Recommendations for a 
Vital statistics system. statistical Paper sere M. No. 
19, Re~il, sales No. E.73. XVII. 9, New York. 
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Non-statistical uses of Vital Reqords3 

5.. Records. from the ... civil registratio~ and vit.al statis.1;i,cs 

isy~em ~,ve a· number of uses. Before a review of the uses ... tor 
demographic analysis, a brie$ discussion:.~f the u~~s for~9,n

statistical uses follows in this section • 

... 6. One import~~i.le.gal e.v!dencepertai.ning to individJla~&il W'h~.ch 
vital records provide is proof of identity. L~gally. il1~cribec;l items 
on the register of birth relating to the name of the person, his 

... ,pare~~age" ancestr;y and lin.eage,: have long l;>een recogni:.zed si~ce 
., the establishment of civil registra,tion ,systems, as l~gal proof,of 

·i.dentj,.ty. Cons~.dering the value of· this ·fu:t:lct~on 0+'. qirth 
certificates, the International Covenant on Civil, anq. PO:liti,C:,al 

rights adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations 

;, .res~lution13~6 (XIV) ill Novembe::r 1959" st~t~d~hat: "The child 
shall.b@ :.entitl,ed f;rom.his birth to a.nam.e ,and natiC)n~litylt. 

',' . 
7. Another important legal evidence which vita:J,~ecords .. pr~vi:de 
is nationality or citizenship. Nationality and citizenship are 

contigent on the place of birth •. Proof o.f n~~}ona+ity ~~!~~:!r.:ed 
in order to enter or leave one's country of birth, to quality for 

: :vQting .rights, to. Ql?~ain a.passport, to be employed as a civil . . ", 

servant; to own property .... 

:/$ ~ PrQC)'f. .' ot age or~ate, J?f., .. bi,r1;:h isr.quired fo~:r;:.. t1te 
, ·:; .... tab.lishment of ·r4,ghts.to pr:ivilegessuch as beiJlg"Jl,();weq,,:to 

/.ent~:r . school, or "T~o)obtain per:missionto ... ,c.~ork in .qer~~in 

c)ccupationsa1l¢1 tbe civil service.. 
:- .t. 

3 

'<i.,' 
.:'" '. ',' 

Nora P. Powell, The conventional Vital Registration 
" :,,' System, . ,Laboratories for- PPpulat!ion -: statistics, 
.' i Scientific Report Series, No. 20.:, (April 197'5) • 
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9. Death records are used to establish evidence relating to 

""claimsforinheritance of property, to' insurance claims on deceased 

·~·.Jpersons, to the right of surviving spouse to remarry and, in 

.' 'certain eountr-lE!'s, to family allowances. 

10. The death records could also be used to identify persons who 

"'dffi as a resul tof infecti-oiis and' epidemic diseases in order. to 

initiate control measures'. 

'il~ The records can be used 'in criminal investigations' in cases 

where death is suspected 'to have 'occurred from causes other than 

'natural ones. They are also used in campaigns geared at'accident 
and crime prevetltion.'··' '. " 

>':'12i::' Th'e causes of death records are important source records' in 

medical' research on the' aetiology of patterns and causes of death 

by age and sex and other socio-economic and cultural 

: ·characteristics. 

DemographiC:; uses' of vital ·statistics4 . 

. ·-ij. In African countries,: vital- statistics" from civil 

registration/vital statistics systems could be used in three waYs: 

(a) for policy making, that is, to form the basis for policy 

guidance,.:planning and "projections; (b) ,'for administration, that 

, .. is, .. 'to monitor curreri't" demographic trends) . and action progZ'ammes; 

and' (c) -for research, that is, to support ~thescientific study "of 

the interrelationship between fertility arid "mortality trends and 
socio-economic development. 

, 4 
0' · .... committee on lPoptililtionand ;»@~9graphy, Collecting Data 

for the Estimation of Fertility and Morta.lity (Washington 
D.C., 1981), RepOrt No. 6, Powell, QR.ilii and UN, QR. 
~. ' 
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"a')" 'Poli'cy makfbg aD4projectioDS' 
, " ,. ': ' .. . ~ • • , .. _~,":i { 

14. Data from civil registration/vital statist'ics systems could be 
::\ : ' ' \ • , . .' ',' :' " : :' ': . ::, :,,' ;:~ .! 

: used to update bench ma'rk' demographic statistics pertaining to, a 

'region or a' count.ry on a continuous, basis. Duri~g interc~~sa1 
. : \ i, '. ..' • ~ ..• ':'.;:." ~',:t\~ i 
: interVals, five or ten years, data on the number of births "arid 

" , ' • • ," > • ;' '. :': /'., :::..'i .... /-~.::...~ ... :. . 

deaths recorded could be utilized, within, the framework of the 
" ' - " , " . '1 <" I" ... ,'.i ~.~ .• ~. "'4 

" balancing' equation, with adjustment made for net' migrations,. ''rlie 
• . _' ~ '"I' • .. \ ' 

same data source facilitates classifications of the population by 

sex and age. 

:: 15. Apart from providing population estimates, the data form civil 
~ .,'" •.. ~ ' .. , " ", ,- _ ,", . .' (, ',> iJ .::. . ", 
'registration/vital statistidss}rstems coUld used as inputs in tne 

~'. ~ • ,: • • ,I ..:, ": "Iw . "" .. ~ ;-.: '. • :. 

, preparations of demographic projections • Based on past trends of 
. .'; ,.,'" '" :- ~. " '. . ., , ", ,,.?':i!":Y :;, 
:: natality and mortality along with assumptions of future trendl!f, 
': future prospects of', ,p6~u1ationsize, ,' •. distr~.b~~ion ,:~rld 
characteristics could be derived . 

. ' :'': i·:. ., 

16~ Population estimates ,and· projections (national, subnatioria1 

'and sectoral) play important roles~~ 'in the integration' of population 

factors in socio-economid·deve10pm&'nt plans and programmes, 'as'wal1 

as for making provision'" for e.g., food, "'health, employment, 

education and housing sectors. 
, , 

, '.' . 

'i7. In' addition, stat'istics on the size, distribution '. "~I'ld 

'characteristics' of the popUlation are necessary 't'oprovide' $o6Ul1 

'and demoqraphic'profl1es of regions and countries'. 
'< '. ';, .:. 

, , " '.j 

';'.,. ,,-

·:b)' Administrative/Monitoring uses • ',' 

18. The demographic profiles of African countries is character1:zed 

by high population growth rates as a result of high fertility and 

high but fa11inglllortality rates. Against this ':background, the 
'DakarlNgor Declaration suggested < demographic targets mainly based 

on fertil;ity and mortality (see box '1) • The periodic' mbnitoring ()f 

5 
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BOX 1 

African ' 90v~rnments should (a) 'integrate population policies 
and programmmes in developmer:f" strategies, focussing on 
. . . -'. . '. • " ,~. :. . • :.... ..; .' e'" . 

strengthening soc1al sectors with a view to 1nfluencing human 
developme~t ,and work towards 'the solution of population 
problems 'by setting quantified national objectives for the 
reduction of population gr'owth' with a view to bringing down 

! the regi~nal natural growth rate from 3.0 to 2.5 percent by 
the year 2000 and 2 percent by the year 2010. 

Source: 
.'~ .' . ~ 

D.ka~/.qor Declaration., On population. Pgily 
and sustainable Devel.~Pment,Third African 
population conference,-bakar, Seneg'al, December 
1992 '(AddIs Ababa: uj::iCA, 1993) 

;' . 

fertility and mortality trends is, therefore, an important exercise 
f9r African countries in assessing pr().gress towards the Dakar/Ngor 

~. , , , ~.) .,,' ~ 

targets along with national requirem~nts. To this end, data on 
. .. :, - .... ',' ,'.' - ':. ' 

.births and deaths on a cc:mtinuo\ls basj.s could form an. import~~t 
data input in the monitoring of population trends. 

I ':' ., 

19. As well, data from civil registration/vlt:al 
could be used in m~king decisions o~ the 
.' , ' , ~. -

qemographic related projects .and prograJ;lll\\es . (~g. 
• :.. • <', ,,,.' • • -.' _ '. ••••• ..'... • • • I.. .~. J- " 

statistics systems 
es~ablishment .of 

on family~lanning 
services). EstimateI!' of the levels and trends of fertility and 

• ' • ~ •• '., .: .':. • • .:. .. .', '. ~ . • • • l • : :. 

mortality and other demographic indicators could be used in making 
the decisions to establish such p~ojects. as ~~~l as for ~c;>.~~toring 
the impact of interventionist strategies aimed at moderating 
trends. 

~. ' . .' 

~ ... 

. ~.Q. Birt~. regist;rati?ns, areneces.~ary ~or the eff ic~ent 
function:i,ng of some public health pr()grammes such as after-birth 

',J . i •. i"i" ."', .... '" .• -.. ' ::.' . " 

care for m~thers, immunizatiQn and vaccination programmes. 
-.;..) :.: ' ..... : ~. 

t. 

, . 
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~,. studies :of the Interrelationship between Demographic Trends and 

Development Planning 

·~:·2.j). Studies on the complex interrelationship between demograpq.ic 

trends' and sicio-economic development could also drow upon data 

from civil registration/vital statistics systems. A classificai:i.on 

". of research areas on this topio :has been suggested .,' 

: •. :.:;' ... .1 

a) The soci~l, cultural and economic determinants of population 
.. ':;va:ri:~bles in different Q~¥elopmental and political settj,ngs at 

.,., , :", 

the micro and macro level; 

b) The demographic and social process, occurring within the 
family cycle, through time and space and alternative modes.,of . 

c) 

',," . 

. Cd) 

development; 

Methods for the development of 

and related economic statistics 

interlinked with a view to 

relationship of variablesr 

sys.tems of social, demogr.al?:hic 
in which various data sets ,are 

.. .' " .... ~i: :l···.~ 

improving insight into the 

The construction of economic-demogr,apbic models to investigate 

the direct and indir~ct effects of population policies and,the . ,.;.. 

interdep~ndence between patterns of population change and 

patterns of development. 

22. The Programme of Action of the Cairo International Conference 

in Population and Development emphaab:ecl tllis topic. It stated 
';"'''' 

that: "At the international, regional and local levels, population 
" .. issues should be integrated into the formulation, implem~ntat.ion, 

moniitoring and evaluation of all policies relating to s\l.stainable 
, . ~., :. 

development. Development str~tegies mustrealist:ically reflect bpth 

~- the short, medium and long-term implications of, and consequ4ilnces 

, 
• .powell, . sm. ill . 
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. ·for,· population rdynamics as".wel1 as patterns of production and 

consumption". 

23. Research covering sUbject areas delineated by the Dakar/Ngor 

·,:n.'c1arationsuch as population, .. sustained. economic growth and 

"~ust:ainable development, fertility and family planning, mortality, 

morbidity and. AIDS, and women in'deve10pment could also utilize 

data from civil registration and vital statistics systems. 
.. ~ : .. "'-.: ) ... ' , .. : .. 

C<nnparati ve -Adyantagesof ' Data ---Collection Systems for providing 

vital statistics Information' 

24. civil registration/vital" statistics systel1ls cannot satisfy ~11 

natioria1 andinternationalj' demographic uses of vital statistics 

described above. Two other demographic data co11ec't;.ion ~ystems -

population censuses and sample surveys ~ are alternative sources of 

this information~ Moreover, data from the thre~. systems cou1d.,be . ~ ... 

, employed to cross oheck, accuracy.:, and completeness of coverage of 

·',r:each' other. That, Africart::-countries should collectively employ all 

three systems for their requirements of vital statistic~ s:ince they 

complement each other, is amply demonstrated by the short review 

that· follows which reviews the advantages and disadvantag,~s of the 
i, .... 

... threesystem.~\ 

., . 

25. Table 1 summarizes the main advantages and disadvan~ages of 

the three systems. 

a)-' civil reqistration/-vital statist,ies Sy:.t-'lIl, 

. i6;~';" 'The ,civil registration/vital statistics system involves, as 

.' -has been mentioned· above, the legal registration, ... :statistica1 

recor'dinqand reporting of the occurrence of, and the qol1ection, 
.(." ~. 

;~~·compi1f.tion,ana1ysis, presentation and,. distribution of stati.tie. 
- - /,~ 

6 . committee on Population and J)ElmoqJ::aphic, sm. ill . 
8 
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.' I' ••• :. ~ 

pert~!nil1g to yit8:1 events (eg.. births and deaths) . The 
registration method consists of the continuous, permanent, 

.. compulsory recording of· the occurrence and character iatic.s ·.of ... vi tal 

.... ~:vents in aCClordari~!:' wi:th the legal requirements in each coun~ry • 

27. The main advantages and disadvantages of a' fully working CR/VS 
• .,., .1 .. ,",r·.' 

system include: 
......... ;. 

a) It generates current vital states; and 

b) Data can be tabu1~tEld for many locaigeographic areas. 

The main disadvantage~ are: 

a) a : very demandirigdata collection system to establish ;:.and 
'j 

','~'. ,: ....... :: ,: ~ 

operate, since it should detect the occurrence of vital events 

at whatever time and place they take place; and . . 

J 

b) can collect only a limited amount of backgrqund vari~:b1e about 

..... 

households· and/or .persons whose vital events . are being 
:investigated. 

. ~ .', .~ 

" .. f. 

, .j; \'.' 

\ ~ !. ,', 
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Table 1: sustainabili ty of Various Techniques for Detecting- Births 

and 'Deaths, clas,sified by Data collection Method 

a 

. b 

c 

• 

• 

.' ''', 

" ' .. : 
DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

., ., , 
TECHNIQUES 

Civil ft!Iistratioa . Populatiou eeosus Sample lUney 

a) Contemporary recordin; of each No ";i .. ,., ,Yel ",. No" 

event 

b) RetrolpeCtive questiouabout Yel, but very limited' Genenlly not applicabllf Yel 

each evont ':)" 
.... 

'.' 

c) QuostiOJlll about cumulativo number YOI, but limited· Yel, in the cae of fertility (parity) Yel 
o. 

of even":' " . 

d) Agregate population data cia ... Yel GeneraUy not applicable" Yo. 
" 

sifted by age and lOX 
., , .. 

e) HoulChoid change technique No Not applicable Yel 
. ), J.~: ", ; ,1 •••• < 

. ~ .. 

,-{L. :. 

So~e variations of a sample survey may include a continuous recording 

operation in sample areas or monthly or more frequent inferviewing that 
approaches notions of contemporaneous recording. However, most sample 
surveys do not use this technique. '_ . 

,Suitableoply for aquestio1} r~~atl.ng to events. in the ast l2 months or 

the date of the most recent event. Totally unsuited for a full birth 
history. (Sometimes indirect estimation techniques can be applied to 

census data to construct better estimates.) 
Although by,definition CR/VS systems involve the contemporaneous recording 

of each event, limited information on past fertility can be ascertained, 

for ex~ple, from a question on birth order • 
Often not feasible to use the recommended full battery of six questions 

(i.e., living in household, living elsewhere, born alive but now dead, 

each separately for males and females). 
Although CR/VS systems do not collect aggregate population data, it is 

possible to use CR/VS data to tabulate births by age of mother, deaths by 

age and sex, etc. 

10 
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,- ............... , 

','" .. ,f, '. :;.; .;. 

1? 
'Some "AdvanJ!es :and 
systems, population 

Lim.itati~Jls of civil Registrat~on ., 
censuses and sample Surveys ::t 

~ t 
.'. ~,. . ' 

." 
.. .. " ! 

.. Data Colleetion " 
: .". . 'J' ::';!:':} . u~ 

~, 

M~bod Advantages Limitations ~~ 
,'; , 

': " ";t. , .. \,.;.~l j:' , , '? .1,",: ... ;" ,\ ~ ; i ~;~ 

Civil Regt"'$tiation' '>'1~::' .,. ,~ Data can be tabulated for many' "1 ..... )' Need for s~rate estimates of ,11 

il 
S~'" '. .... :..:,::... .:i'> local geograp~ic'arelfs: "" .... ' population at risk . '-', 

:;~ ,;':: .~~: 
" 2:' " Detailed cross-claififications often 2; .Limited range and depth possible in the 

not subject to sampling error. (See " .- ," ,',: ,collection of data on classifying .. 
" foot-note a in Table ,1) variables. ~ " 

!: 
3. If properly functioning, provides 3. Relatively inflexible to changes in i; 

, 
., 

'. "/'. ;' '," eontemporan~us reporting for content and procedures. 
'i .. 

, , , 
substantially ~ll events regardless 4. Very difficuh to administer and 

; 

of hol.iseholdstatus. supervise (bdause extensive in both: 
" ,,' " ' 

., ", " 

In;tit~tion~lconti.iiuiiY'.' ' " 4. time'Mer-space) . ..~ .... ,~ .... ~-, ..... , .. " 

S. Well-suited for providing both S. Difficult to establish occurence of 

long-term and short-term time events when births and deaths (or 

series. knowledge of them) are not associated 

with individuals who can serve as 

informants (for example, health 

workers or religious personnel). 

11 



Population Census 1. 

2 . 
.- , '. 

- ~ 

3. 

4. 

Data can be tabulated for many 1. 

Iocai geographic areas. 2. 

Detailed ClOll-tabulations are not ! 

subject to sampling erTorS for 

comp1cte-count iteml (except when 3. 

arriving at infcrencca - ICC 

footnote a in Table 1) and arc 

subject to relatively .1Qw sampling 

ctron for sample items. 

Simultaneously obtains information 

related to enumerated events and 

population at risk. 

4. 

useful for time series covering' '( S. 

, . long periods of time. 

Infrequent. 

Limited range and depth possible in the 

~necfion datt oh fertility and m~&iity 
u wtU .... on classifying variables. 

Information on "flow" variables (for 

example, income, births, deatha) and 

data from proxy respondents are subject 

to incrcucd levels of response error. 

Persons not at their usual pJace of 

residence are subject to high non-. 

response rates (a .bser problem in de 

facto censuses). 

Comparatively difficult to control 

conditions of "bservation (because it 'is 

". .extensive in space). 

6. . ....... , ;Costly and missive in scale, so 

.. . '. "". • reJatively inflexible. 
I 

" ~,. ! 

12 
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Sample Surveys 1. Simultaneously obtains information _-l. Inability to produce estimates for . local 

related to enumerated events and 
.c c. , . 

areas . 

population at risk (with the 2. Detailed cross-classifications arc subject 
- " 

~xceptioriof surveys;~bonducted as to largeiuiinpling errors .. ' 

parts of dual-rCcordsystem'S) .. 3 .' Information on "flow· variab~es (for 

2. Topical flexibility (that is, the example, income, births, deaths) and' 

, depth and.nnge of topics . data from proxy resp<!hdcnts arc subject 

.;. ~.' investigated can be altered to inct:~sed levels of response error. 

relatively easily). 4. Coverage for the nonhousehold 

, .' ... .. 3, Conditions of.observation are . poplation is very poor and it vlfries 

subject to control in a well- markedly for those who are not 

designed and administered survey members of a primary family (for 

because of the limited ge~graphic example, members of secondary 

scope of collection operations (that families, secondary indivi'duals and 

is, because a sample is employed)_ distant relatives of the house-hold 

4. - Relatively easy to initiate given - . head). 
_ .. 

availability of a survey-taking 5. Comparisons'over time of estimates 

infrastructure, base don dif-ferent ad hoc surveys are 
'. S,· Can. be useful for timc-series .. subject to many uncer:tl4mties. 

analysis, given comparability in 6. Requires close supervi-sion of field 

data collected. work. 

", .. 
.' o": '. ,- . 

'., ", '. 

Population Censuses 

28. A popUlation-census has been defined as the total process of 

.';\:"):) c'ollec.ting, . compiling,. evalua~ing., . analysitlg and. publ~sh!Ug or 

:,~~ otherwise dissemi.nating. demographic" econOll\~<::3;,)f!J}d;~;, S9C.t~~:;:.: data 
pertaining to all persons in.a country or in a:~ell-delim~t~qpart 
of the country at a specified time. Basically, a census attempts to 

providethre~ types 'of informatiof1,,)'lamel¥: '.; (a) how many persons 
within a defined geographical unit? (b) the numbers in particular 
categor ies ( eg. 'children, men, wC¥Ue,n; schoo +""7age, working-age, 
etc), and (c) the rate of growth of the' population. 

13 



29. The advantages ~nd disadvantages of a population census as a 
demographic data co'llection system are enumerated below. 

I,'" 

Advantage. 

i) Ce,nsu,s, data provide, tne opportunity for tabulation! for 
various geographic units big or ,small. 

ii) Provides information which can be used to estimate poth 
enumerated events and population at risk. 

iii) Census data can be used to form time series data base 
that are ten-year apart. 

Disadvantages 

i) Census operation is infrequent, usually:ten years apart, 
thus need for intercensal information. 

if) The exercise is usually costly, given th~ massive size of 
the operation. 

iii) Not usually possible to collect information onpart.icular 
items in detail. 

Demograpbic Sample Surveys 

30. Information is collected by this' method from a '-subset of the 
" i population regarded as made up of individuals ,households or areas • 

Two major types: 

, . ) 
'1. , 'The single round retrospective survey (SRRS). 

, ;' 

",;' ~','\' ;11), Themulti~round interview survey' (MR). 
r. 

14 
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"- ~ , .'~' " .. ' '" .. ' ;::~ ,.1," , .:;; 
:-::, ~:~ ::_ ~~t""'~,j\ . 

31. In SRRS, each respondent is interviewed. on,ly once. ,Since 
~,: _. • ,'f 

Qemographic and economic parameters are usually measured for 

;,' ,'per iods . as -10119 ;as a;~ear, 'c ret:p?~pe9~i v~ .. c;lU~~~J,~n~ ~re 
SRRS, usinqa reference period of 1~, or,2~, mon~h~~, ':' 

;~ '~., 

included in : ~ ;. 

." 32. On· the other hand, t~e multi-round survey involves at least 
two rounds of interviews, separated by a qiven time period. ourinq 
th~ initial interview, just as in SRRS, the composition and other 
characteristics of the household are recorded, with chanqes noted , 

in subsequent visits. The SRRS, is susceptible to errors of omission 
and datinq because of the use of retrospective questions with lonq 
recall periods. This disadvantaq~s of the SRRS is minimised by the 
use of a shorter recall period in multi-round surveys. The 
advantaqes and disadvantaqes of demoqraphic sample surveys as 
instruments forcollectinq demoqraphic data are qiven below. 

A4vantag •• 

i) ,It provides the opportunity to collect information on a 
specific subject in qreater detail and flexible time 
frequency, qiven the small-scale of the operation, than 
is P9ssible in a census. 

ii) Quality control is possible, because of the limited 
qeoqraphic scope of collection operations. 

iii) Relatively easier to plan and implement compared with a 
census operation •. 

Di.a4vantag •• 

i) Inefficient in producinq information on smaller 
qeoqraphic areas. 

15 



ii) Cross-classifications may be subject to large $ampling 
,. '. j',\,", 

errors. 

. ',.:\'.' . ,'" ",' 

iii.) To produce good result, field operation requires to be 

closely supervised. 
". 

" ," 

'." 
' ... , 

~ ~ ... 
~ . " 

.. 

, : 

"" .. ~I ".' 
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