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tunately, age data are subject to a number of sources of
error and non-comparability.

3.1.3.1 Collection and compilation of age data

Age is the estimated or calculated interval of time be­
tween the date of birth and the date of the census, ex­
pressed in completed solar years. 2 There are two methods
ofcollecting age data. The first is to obtain the date ofbirth
for each member of the population in a census or survey
and then to calculate the completed age of the individual
by subtracting the date of birth from the date of enu­
meration. 3 The second method is to record the indi­
vidual's completed age at the time of the census, that is
to say, his age at his last birthday. There is some evidence
that the former method produces more precise data, but in
many countries or areas, socially and culturally, birth
dates are not recognized.

The recommended method is to convert the date ofbirth
to age at last birthday by subtracting the exact date of birth
from the date of the census. Some places, however, do not
use this method but instead calculate the difference be­
tween the year of birth and the year of the census. Classi­
fications of this type are foot-noted whenever possible.
They can be identified to a certain extent by a smaller than
expected population under one year of age. This indica­
tion, however, can be even further complicated and even
in some cases offset to a certain extent by an irregular
number of births from one year to the next and by age
selective omission of infants.

3.1.3.2 Errors in age data

Errors in age data may be due to a variety of causes,
including ignorance of correct age; reporting years of age
in terms of a calendar concept other than completed solar
years since birth;4 carelessness in reporting and recording
age; a general tendency to state age in figures ending in
certain digits (such as zero, two, five and eight); a ten­
dency to exaggerate length oflife at advanced ages; possi­
bly subconscious aversion to certain numbers and wilful
misrepresentations arising from motives of an economic,
social, political or purely personal character. These
reasons for errors in reported age data are common to
most investigations of age and to most countries or areas,
and they may impair comparability to a marked degree.

As a result of the above-mentioned difficulties, the age­
sex distribution of population in many countries or areas
shows irregularities which may be summarized as follows:
(I) a deficiency in number of infants and young children,
(2) a concentration at ages ending with zero and five (that
is. 5, 10, 15,20...), (3) a preference for even ages (for

, Principles u/ld Recommendutio/lsfor (he /970 POpullllion Censuses,
para. 176.

, AlternC\tive1y jf a population register is used, completed ages are
calculated by subtracting the date of birth of individuals listed in the
register from a reference date to which the age data pertain.

4 A C'ource of non-comparability may result from differences in the
method of reckoning agt', for example, the Western versus the Eastern
or, a, It is usually known. the English \'ersus the Chinese system. By the
laUeL Cl:hild is regarded as one year old at birth and his age advances one
year at ca~h Chinese Nc,\\, Year. The effect of this system is most obvious
at the b~ginningof the age span where the frequencies in the under-one­
year (.'ategory are markedly undentated, The effect on higher age groups
is fl"! so apparent. Distlibutions constructed on this basis are often
"dju"teJ bef"re publication, but the possibility of such abe!TallOns
should not he excluded when census data by age arc compared.

example, 10, 12, 14. , .) over odd ages (for example, 11,
13, 15. , .), (4) unexpectedly large differences between the
frequency of males and females at certain ages, and (5)
unaccountably large differences between the frequencies
in adjacent age groups. Comparison of identical age-sex
cohorts from successive censuses, as well as study of the
age-sex composition of each census, may reveal these and
other inconsistencies, some of which in varying degree are
characteristic of even the most modern censuses.

Some tentative indications of the combined impact of
many of these sources of error affecting age data have
been presented in several prior issues of the Demographic
Yearbook. 5 Whipple's Index, an index measuring the ex­
tent of concentration of reported ages ending with the
digits 0 and 5, has been applied to population distributions
by single year of age in various issues of the Demographic
Yearbook, beginning with the 1955 issue, Most recently,
Whipple's Index was calculated for all single-year-of-age
distributions available in the Statistical Office as of the end
of 1973 for population censuses carried out during the
previous 10 years, and the results were published in the
Demographic Yearbook /973, pp. 9-10. Of the 113 single­
year-of-age distributions evaluated in terms of this
index, 51 were classified as "highly accurate" (Whipple's
index less than 105) 11 as ""fairly accurate" (Whipple's
index 105-109). 12 as ""approximate" (Whipple's index
110-124), 17 as "rough" (Whipple's index 125-174) and 22
as "very rough" (Whipple's index 175 or more).

The difficulties described above have been partially
alleviated in the presentation ofage data by five-year age
groups. All data in this issue of the Yearbook are shown in
five-year age groups with the exception of more detail
which is presented for infants and children under the age
of five years. However for some countries or areas, par­
ticularly in Africa and South Asia, reported age distribu­
tions, even when presented in five-year age groups, show
evidence of very substantial distortions. 6 In addition,
rates specific for individual age groups may be subject
to even larger distortions when age information for the
numerator (for example, live births) and the denominator
(for example, women in the reproductive ages) of these
rates are affected to different extents by the various
sources of age mis-statements.

3.2 Methods used to indicate quality of pub­
lished statistics

To the extent possible, efforts have been made to give
the reader an indication of reliability of the statistics pub­
lished in the Demographic Yearbook. This has been ap­
proached in several ways. Any information regarding a
possible under-enumeration or over-enumeration, coming
from a post-censal survey, for example, has been noted in

5 Population distributions by age and sex have been studied in previ­
ous issues of the Den1<,graphic Yearbook as follows: Demographic
Year hook 1952 for 1946-1951 population data, Demographic Yellrbo"k
1955. 1956 and 1960 for 1945-1954 population data, Demographic Year­
book 1963 for 1955-1962 population data and Demographic Yearhook
1973 for 1962-1973 population data. The population distributions
analysed in the Demographic Yearbook 19.52 are by five- year agc groups;
those analysed in the 1955 and later issues are by single years of age.

6 For further information, see Manual IV: Method" (~f Estimating
Basic Demographic Measures .from Incomplele Datu (Umted Nations
publication, Sales No. E.67.XlII.2).
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