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Harmonizing the estimation of total number of households 
 

Background 

During the 42nd Meeting of the UN Committee for the Coordination of Statistical 
Activities (CCSA) held in October 2023 in Geneva, ITU presented the outcome of the 
discussions that took place in its Expert Group on Telecommunication/ICT Indicators 
(EGTI) meeting where a number of countries raised the importance of using the total 
number of households as the denominator when normalizing one of the SDG indicators, 
instead of the total number of population. During the CCSA meeting, several agencies 
mentioned that they have either collected some data on the number of households from 
household survey or censuses. Agencies also supported the calculation or estimation of 
the total number of households as this is needed for use across the UN agencies. They 
also agreed that new methodologies can be explored when defining methodologies to 
calculate the number of households. Further, the meeting agreed to form a task team to 
take stock of available datasets and existing methodologies and define the way forward. 

Task Team on Number of Households  

Following the CCSA meeting, the Task Team, with members from the organizations listed 
below and led by the ITU, was formed to consolidate ongoing efforts and identify 
effective strategies to assemble a sound and comprehensive dataset on the total number 
of households.  

• UN Population Division 
• UN-Habitat 
• UNFPA 
• UNSD 
• WHO 
• UNICEF 
• ITU  

 
Task Team outcomes 
 
The Task Team collaborated through an online meeting and subsequent exchanges. It 
submitted a document to the February 2024 meeting of the CCSA which included a 
stocktaking of available household data, detailed description of data collection method, 
and the schedule of current data collection of each agency (see annex 1).  

Based on this stocktaking it was evident that no organization currently collects 
harmonized data on this indicator. Moreover, the resources required to collect such 
harmonized data and establish methodologies estimates to fill gaps could be substantial 
given the complexities of household dynamics. 

The group concluded that having a methodology for estimation/calculation of total 
number of households was not possible for the February 2024 meeting of the CCSA. 
Going forward, the importance of identifying a lead agency and potential methodologies 
(including the scope of households) were also highlighted. 
 
Overview of methodology challenges 



 
There is an inherent complexity in developing household projection methodologies. The 
definition of a household is set out in the UNSD’s Principles and Recommendations 
Population and Housing Censuses 

A household is classified as either: 

(a) A one-person household, defined as an arrangement in which one person makes 
provision for his or her own food or other essentials for living without combining with any 
other person to form part of a multi-person household or 

(b) A multi-person household, defined as a group of two or more persons living together 
who make common provision for food or other essentials for living. 

The persons in the group may pool their incomes and have a common budget to a greater or 
lesser extent; they may be related or unrelated persons or a combination of persons both 
related and unrelated. This arrangement exemplifies the housekeeping concept. In an 
alternative definition used in many countries exemplifying the so-called household-dwelling 
concept, a household consists of all persons living together in a housing unit. 

This definition is necessarily both complex and flexible. It could therefore be interpreted 
in different ways by respondents and enumerators based on cultural and practical 
differences between countries. As an example, grey areas in the definition could create 
large differences between countries where there are many dwellings that house multiple 
families. 

Estimating the number of households in a country is also subject to new dynamics in 
addition to existing challenges for estimating population. Long-term trends in household 
size need to be considered. Estimates must also account for the inclusion or exclusion of 
an individual in specific household is also much more fluid that their residency in a 
country.  

 

Way Forward 
 
The Task Team agreed to several points, namely: 
 

1. Methodology challenges: 

a. Recognition of the complexity in developing household projection 
methodologies. 

b. Discussion on the need to identify partners, including academia and 
national statistical offices. 

c. Importance of UN Population Division (UNPD) playing a leading role, 
considering the close link between population projections data and 
household data.  

2. Countries engagement: 

a. Consider engaging the countries, who may have tested methodologies, as 
potential partners. 



3. Timeline discussion: 

The Task Team agreed to present the topic to the UNSC 2025, under the report to the 
Commission on population census. The input will include, as discussion points: i) the 
mandate of an agency who will work on the data, ii) the resources needed to do the 
work, iii) possibility of forming an alliance (Friends of the Chair) that will include 
countries and experts to work on the methodology. 

 



Annex 1. Data collection of total number of households by different agencies 



A. ITU data collection of number of households 

 

Introduction 

The ITU collects information and communication technology (ICT) household survey data 
twice annually from its member states and other economies through data questionnaires. 
These data show trends in reported use and ownership of various ICTs and reported 
access to ICTs for households. The data received are analyzed and published in ITU’s 
DataHub. The first questionnaire (sent in March) requests high-level data on selected 
indicators. The second questionnaire (sent in September) requests more detailed 
information. Countries are requested to follow the recommendations of the Manual for 
measuring ICT access and use by households and individuals (hereto referred to as the 
Manual) to ensure data are as harmonized as possible. 

Information requested 

Data are requested in absolute numbers rather than percentages – this necessitates 
requests for the target population and target households used in surveys to calculate 
population and household shares, respectively. Focusing specifically on household data, 
disaggregations are requested for location (urban or rural) and whether the household 
has children under the age of 15. The cross-classifications are also requested (eg, urban 
households with children under the age of 15). Household size was previously requested, 
but data are no longer collected due to lack of data and an interest in reducing response 
burden. The last available data in the ITU database disaggregated by household size are 
from 2012. 

Target number of households vs total number of households 

Importantly, the total number of households is not directly requested in ITU household 
questionnaires. The target number of households will typically be a subset of the total 
number of households. Institutions are often excluded from ICT household surveys. 
Households where no household member is within the in-scope age range of a country’s 
household survey are also usually excluded. In addition, the sampling frame for ICT 
household surveys is often adjusted annually based on a census from several years prior. 
As the purpose of an ICT household survey is not to measure the number of households, 
the target number of households cannot be assumed to be equivalent to the total number 
of households in a country.  

Data availability 

Data for target households from 2000 onwards are available in the ITU database. The 
table below shows the number of countries providing data since 2015 and since 2020.  

 Countries with data available 
Disaggregation Since 2015 Since 2020 
Total 140 99 

In urban areas 93 67 
In rural areas 88 65 
With children under 15 86 67 

In urban areas 75 54 

https://datahub.itu.int/query/
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/publications/manual.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/publications/manual.aspx


In rural areas 72 52 
Without children under 15 86 67 

In urban areas 74 53 
In rural areas 71 51 

 

  



B. UNSD’s data collection and dissemination activities for total 
number of households 

 

UNSD conducts a comprehensive population and housing censuses’ data collection via 
the set of Demographic Yearbook Census questionnaires submitted to National Statistical 
Offices after a census is conducted. The data source are the national population and 
housing censuses. 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-
social/products/dyb/index.cshtml#questionnaires 

The following datasets on the number of households by several variables, including the 
total number of households, are collected at the country level, via the “Population Census 
Questionnaire: Household Characteristics”: 

• Households by type of household, age and sex of head of household or other 
reference member 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a326 
 

• Households by type of household and sex and marital status of head of household 
or other reference member 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a330 
 

• Households by household size and age and sex of head of household or other 
reference member 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a50 
 

 

The following datasets on the number of households by several variables, including the 
total number of households, are collected at the country level, via the “Housing Census 
Questionnaire: National data”: 

• Households by broad types of living quarters and number of roofless by 
urban/rural location 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a300 
 

• Households in housing units by type of housing unit and urban/rural residence 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a302 
 

• Households in housing units by type of housing unit, tenure of household and 
urban/rural residence 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a304 
 

• Households in housing units by type of housing unit, availability of communication 
technology devices/access to Internet by urban/rural location 
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a306 
 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/products/dyb/index.cshtml#questionnaires
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/products/dyb/index.cshtml#questionnaires
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a326
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a330
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a50
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a300
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a302
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a304
http://data.un.org/Data.aspx?d=POP&f=tableCode%3a306


Data of the above datasets are published in the UNSD’s Demographic Statistics datamart 
of the UNdata Portal UNdata | explorer  for reference years since 1995 as available. The 
data and are replenished annually as new censuses are conducted and the respective 
data are provided to and processed by UNSD.   

The hyperlinks under each of the datasets above direct to the respective dataset in 
UNdata portal where the available data can be found for each country selection.  

http://data.un.org/Explorer.aspx


UNFPA data collection and dissemination for household indicators 
 
UNFPA collects and disseminates household indicators as part of its Population Data Portal 
(PDP): 
https://pdp.unfpa.org/ 
The PDP does not include data on the number of households, but only indicators on household 
characteristics, headship and structure expressed as a percentage of the total number of 
households. 
The data source utilized for the calculation of the household indicators is the IPUMS 
International repository, which includes census microdata samples with standardized variables 
for 100+ countries. The microdata are acquired by UNFPA as they are added to the IPUMS 
archive, typically 4-5 years after the completion of the census. Currently the IPUMS international 
database features conducted up until 2017, partly due to the delays in conducting censuses 
during Covid. 
The PDP focuses on the dissemination of subnational data. The estimated indicator values are 
typically available / representative at admin level 2. 
 
 
UNFPA PDP Household Indicator list 
 
Subdomain Household headship  

● Percentage of households headed by females 
● Percentage of households headed by persons age 60-69 
● Percentage of households headed by persons age 65 or older 
● Percentage of households headed by persons age 70-79 
● Percentage of households headed by persons age 80 or older 
● Percentage of households headed by children (under 18 years) 

 
Subdomain Household structure  

● Percentage of households that are extended 
● Percentage of households that are nuclear 
● Percentage of one-person households 
● Percentage of persons who live with child, by age group 
● Percentage of persons who live with spouse in two-person household, by age group 
● Percentage of persons who live alone in one-person household, by age group 

 
Subdomain Household characteristics 

● Percentage of households that own a television 
● Percentage of households with a flush toilet 
● Percentage of households with access to electricity 
● Percentage of households with internet access 
● Percentage of households with personal computer 
● Percentage of households with piped water 
● Percentage of households headed by children (under 18 years) 

https://pdp.unfpa.org/
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Household data activities/collection and methodologies 
UN DESA Population Division  

UN Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities (CCSA) 
Task group on total number of households 

Summary 

UN DESA Population Division (UNPD) does not store or produce data on the number of households by country. The closest related indicator is average household 
size. Harmonized estimates from available data sources are compiled and published in Household Size and Composition 2022 (see table below). Related datasets 
and publications concern living arrangements of older persons.  

As part of the biannual World Population Prospects (WPP), UNPD produces estimates and projections of national populations, but only for individuals. WPP does 
not include any statistics on households.  

A crude estimate of the total number of households could potentially be obtained from the sources referenced above by dividing national populations from WPP 
by average household size from Household Size and Composition. For most countries, where only a small minority reside in non-household arrangements, this 
would probably be very close to the true number of households. To produce a complete time series, the estimates of average household size from Household 
Size and Composition would have to be interpolated and extrapolated, which would be non-trivial. UNPD has not investigated or attempted such an exercise. 

Pop Division Household Datasets 

Name Description Dates and 
Coverage 

Input Data Sources Output Indicators References 

Household Size 
and Composition 

This database presents a compilation 
of indicators on household size and 
membership composition around the 
world, estimated using both tabulated 
data and household roster micro-data 
from censuses and household surveys. 
The estimates are based on 1,059 
unique data sources from 196 
countries or areas, representing 
approximately 98 per cent of the 
world’s population in 2022, with 
reference dates ranging from 1960 to 
2021. The 2022 database includes 
estimates from 209 Multiple Indicator 

• Last 
updated: 
2022 

• Dates 
Covered: 
Varies by 
country; in 
total 1960–
2021. 

• Locations 
included: 
196 

• Demographic and 
Health Surveys 
(DHS) household 
rosters (usual 
residents of the 
household). 

• Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Surveys 
(MICS) (usual 
residents of the 
household). 

• The average number of usual 
residents (household members) per 
household. 

• Percentage of households with 
exactly [1; 2 or 3; 4 or 5; 6 or more] 
members. 

• Percentage of households with a 
female head of household. 

• Percentage of households with a with 
a household head [under age 20 
years (aged 0-19 years); 20-64 years; 
60 years of over; 65 years or over]. 

• Dataset: [URL] 
• Methodology 

Report: [URL] 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data/household-size-and-composition
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_household_size_composition.pdf
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Cluster Surveys (MICS), representing 
98 countries or areas, which were not 
available in the previous versions.  
 
Standard estimation procedures were 
used to ensure comparability of the 
estimates between countries and over 
time. 

countries or 
areas. 

  

• Microdata sets from 
IPUMS international 
household rosters. 

• UN Demographic 
Yearbook (DYB). 
Tabulations 
describing 
households by size, 
sex and age of the 
head, and basic 
household type. 

• Labour Force 
Surveys (LFS) – 
European Union 
(EUROSTAT).  

• Percentage of households with at 
least one member aged [Under 15 
years (aged 0-14); Under 18 years 
(aged 0-17); Under 20 years (aged 0-
19); Aged 60 years or over; Aged 65 
years or over]. 

• Percentage of households with at 
least one member [Under 15 years 
AND 60 years or over; Under 15 years 
AND 65 years or over; Under 18 years 
AND 60 years or over; Under 18 years 
AND 65 years or over; Under 20 years 
AND 60 years or over; Under 20 years 
AND 65 years or over]. 

• The average number of members 
[Under age 15 years among all 
households; Under age 15 years 
among households with at least one 
member under age 15 years; Under 
age 20 years among all households; 
Under age 20 years among 
households with at least one member 
under age 20 years; Ages 20-64 years 
among all households]. 

• Percentage of households that are 
[One-person; Couple only; Couple 
with children; Single parent with 
children; Single mother with children; 
Single father with children; Extended 
family; Non-relatives; Unknown]. 

• Intergenerational household types 
[Nuclear; Multi-generation; Three 
generation; Skip generation]. 

Database on 
Households and 
Living 
Arrangements of 
Older Persons 
2022 

A global compilation of indicators on 
the household composition and living 
arrangements of persons aged 60 or 
over. The indicators have been 
estimated using both tabulated data 
and household roster micro-data from 
censuses and household surveys. The 
2022 database includes estimates 
from 209 Multiple Indicator Cluster 

• Last 
updated: 
2022 

• Dates 
Covered: 
Varies by 
country; in 
total 1960–
2020. 

• Demographic and 
Health Surveys 
(DHS) household 
rosters (usual 
residents of the 
household). 

• Multiple Indicator 
Cluster Surveys 
(MICS) samples. 

• The average number of usual 
residents (household members) per 
household. 

• Older persons by household size 
(percentage) [1 member; 2-3 
members; 4-5 members; 6 or more 
members]. 

• Dataset: [URL] 
• Methodology 

Report: [URL] 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data/living-arrangements-older-persons
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_living-arrangements-older-persons.pdf
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Surveys (MICS), representing 98 
countries or areas, which were not 
available in the previous versions. The 
estimates are based on 982 unique 
data sources from 180 countries or 
areas, representing approximately 98 
per cent of persons aged 60 or over 
globally, with reference dates ranging 
from 1960 to 2020. 
 
Standard estimation procedures were 
used to ensure comparability of the 
estimates between countries and over 
time. 

• Locations 
included: 
180 
countries or 
areas. 

 

• Microdata sets from 
IPUMS international 
household rosters. 

• UN Demographic 
Yearbook (DYB). 
Table 7: Population 
in households by 
type of household, 
age and sex, 1995-
2013 

• Labour Force 
Surveys (LFS) – 
European Union 
(EUROSTAT). 
Microdata extended 
release from 2018. 

• Resides in a female-headed 
household (percentage of older 
persons). 

• Older persons by age of the head of 
household (percentage) [Under age 
20 years; Aged 20-64 years; Aged 60 
years or over; Aged 65 years or over. 

• Percentage of older persons co-
residing with a child or young person 
[Under 15 years; Under 20 years]. 

• Average number of co-resident 
household members aged 20-64. 

• Older persons by basic household 
type (percentage) [One person; 
Couple only; Couple with children; 
Single parent with children; Extended 
family; Non-relatives; Unknown]. 

• Co-residence with family members 
(percentage of older persons) [With 
spouse or partner; With children 
under age 20 years; With children 
aged 20 years or over]. 

• Intergenerational household types 
(percentage of older persons) 
[Nuclear; Multi-generation; Three 
generation; Skip generation]. 

Database on 
Older Persons in 
Collective Living 
Quarters 2022 

A unique dataset that provides 
harmonized and comparable data on 
patterns and trends of older persons 
aged 65 or over residing in collective 
living quarters (also called as “group 
quarters”).  Data on collective living 
quarters (or non-household living 
arrangements) are still limited. The 
main source for non-household living 
arrangement data are population and 
housing censuses. The estimates are 
based on 347 unique data sources 
from 135 countries or areas, 
representing approximately 77 per 
cent of persons aged 65 or over 

• Last 
updated: 
2022 

• Dates 
Covered: 
Varies by 
country; in 
total 1960–
2018. 

• Locations 
included: 
135 
countries or 
areas. 

 

• Microdata sets from 
IPUMS international 
censuses and 
surveys.  

• UN Demographic 
Yearbook (DYB). 
Table B70 
“Population by type 
of living quarters, 
age and sex”. 

• Percentage of older persons residing  
on boarding house  or in institutions 
or  educational  or religious group 
dwellings, by broad age groups and 
sex. 

• Percentage of older persons living in 
institutions by broad age group and 
sex. 

 

• Dataset: [URL] 
• Methodology 

Report: [URL] 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/data/living-arrangements-older-persons
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_older_persons-residing_in_clq.pdf
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globally (circa 2010), with reference 
dates ranging from 1960 to 2018. 
 
Standard estimation procedures were 
used to ensure comparability of the 
estimates between countries and over 
time. 

 
 

Pop Division Household Reports 

Name Description Date Reference 
Kamiya, Y.  (forthcoming) United Nations Database on Older Persons in 
Collective Living Quarters.  United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division, Technical Paper 

Technical paper on older persons living in collective living 
quarters. 

Forthcoming Forthcoming 

United Nations (2022). Database on Household Size and Composition 2022. UN 
United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division, DESA/POP/2022/DC/NO. 8. 

Methodology used to create the Database on Household 
Size and Composition 2022, as referenced in the table 
above.  

2022 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

United Nations (2022). United Nations Database on the Households and Living 
Arrangements of Older Persons 2022. United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, Population Division, UN DESA/POP/2022/DC/NO. 7. 

Methodology used to create the Database on the 
Households and Living Arrangements of Older Persons 
2022, as referenced in the table above. 

2022 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

Kamiya, Y. and Hertog, S. (2020). Measuring household and living arrangements 
of older persons around the world: The United Nations Database on the 
Households and Living Arrangements of Older Persons 2019. United Nations, 
Department of Economics and Social Affairs, Population Division, Technical 
Paper No. 3. New York: United Nations. 

Documents the methodology used in compiling the 
United Nations Database on the Households and Living 
Arrangements of Older Persons 2019 and summarizes 
some of the key patterns and trends in the household 
composition and living arrangements of older persons 

2020 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

United Nations (2019). Patterns and trends in household size and composition: 
Evidence from a United Nations dataset. (ST/ESA/SER.A/433). United Nations, 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division. New York: 
United Nations. 

Summarises key patterns and trends of household size 
and composition around the world, based on the United 
Nations Database on Household Size and Composition 
2018. 

2019 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

United Nations (2017). Household size and composition around the world 2017 
— Data Booklet (ST/ESA/SER.A/405). United Nations, Department of Economic 
and Social Affairs, Population Division. New York: United Nations. 

Describes recent trends of household size and patterns of 
household composition around the globe, drawing on 
data compiled in the United Nations Database of 
Household Size and Composition 2017. 

2017 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

United Nations (2017). Household size and composition around the world. 
United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division. Population Facts No. 2017/2. New York: United Nations. 

Brief summary of trends in household size and 
composition trends across the world.  

2017 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

United Nations (1973). Manual VII. Methods of Projecting Households and 
Families. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Studies, No. 54 

Methods of projecting households and families and the 
application of these methods to the actual situation in 
selected countries.  

1973 PDF 
download: 
[URL] 

https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_household_size_composition.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/undesa_pd_2022_living-arrangements-older-persons.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Dec/desa-pd-technicalpaper-living_arrangements_of_older_persons_2019_0.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2019_household_size_and_composition.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2017_householdsize_databooklet.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_2017_factsheet2.pdf
https://www.un.org/development/desa/pd/sites/www.un.org.development.desa.pd/files/files/documents/2020/Jan/un_1973_manual_vii_-_methods_of_projecting_households_and_families_0.pdf
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(ST/SOA/Series A/54). United Nations Publication, Sales No. E.73.XIII.2. New 
York: United Nations.  
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