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SOCIAL INDICATORS D E R I V E D  FROM VITAL STATISTICS 

by 
Nora P. Powell 
Vice Pres ident  

I n t e r n a t i o n a l  I n s t i t u t e  f o r  V i t a l  
Reg is t ra t i on  and S t a t i s t i c s  

INTRODUCTION. 

A t  i t s  19th Session i n  1976, t h e  S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission o f  the Uni ted 
Nat ions culminated a long h i s t o r y  o f  work on soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  by approving f o r  
p u b l i c a t i o n  Social I nd i ca to rs :  P re l im ina ry  Guidel ines and I l l u s t r a t i v e  Series 
(1978). The Guidel ines were designed, i n t e r  a t i a ,  " t o  p rov ide  a review o f  con-
cepts  o f  soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs  t h a t  have been advanced i n  n a t i o n a l  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
work and t h e i r  present stage o f  development, ..." and I t to  f u r n i s h  a f l e x i b l e  and 
evo lu t i ona ry  o u t l i n e  ...f o r  t h e  fo rmu la t i on  and s e l e c t i o n  o f  measures p e r t a i n i n g  
t o  the  f i e l d s  o f  soc ia l  concern and t h e i r  components . . . . I 1  These "measures," 
known as soc ia l  ind ica tors ,  might "take t h e  form o f  simple data se r ies  o r  they 
may be syn the t i c  ser ies  obta ined by app ly ing  a g rea ter  o r  l esse r  amount o f  pro- 
cessign t o  data ser ies .  A t  any p a r t i c u l a r  t ime, i t  may no t  be poss ib le  t o  con- 
s t r u c t  a l l  t he  i nd i ca to rs  t h a t  would be des i rab le  and t h i s  l i m i t a t i o n  should be 
kept  i n  mind. Socia l  i nd i ca to rs  form a subset o f  t he  data se r ies  and cons t ruc ts  
a c t u a l l y  o r  p o t e n t i a l l y  a v a i l a b l e  and a r e  thus d i s t i ngu ished  from o the r  s t a t i s -  
t i c s  o n l y  by t h e i r  s u i t a b i l i t y  and relevance f o r  one o f  t h e  purposes mentioned." 

The purpose o f  t h i s  paper i s  t o  t r a c e  t h e  development o f  soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  
i n  t h e  Uni ted Nations from t h e  i n i t i a l  work on l e v e l s  o f  l i v i n g  i n  t h e  1950s t o  
t h e  approval o f  t he  Pre l im inary  Guidel ines i n  1976, and t o  show t h a t  a consider-  
a b l e  number o f  these ind i ca to rs  a r e  der ived  from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  The paper 
seeks t o  demonstrate t h a t  ever s ince  work began on i n d i c a t o r s  o f  l e v e l s  o f  
l i v i n g  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  have been acknowledged as an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  s o c i a l  
s t a t i s t i c s  and hence o f  soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs .  The u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t i v e  i s  t o  under- , 
l i n e  the  fundamental r o l e  t h a t  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  must p lay  i n  s o c i a l  and.economic 
p lann ing  and p o l i c y  making and, t o  t h i s  end, t h e  paper reviews the  uses such in -  
d i c a t o r s  have been assigned, f i r s t  i n  general terms by Uni ted Nat ions '  recom-
mendations on c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  and second, by Uni ted 
Nat ions Programmes, St rateg ies,  and Plans o f  Ac t ion  f o r  general development pur- 
poses and f o r  sec tora l  development. Comments on the  adequacy o f  i n d i c a t o r s  de- 
r i v e d  f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  for these purposes complete the  review. I n  conclu-  
s ion,  t h e  paper stresses t h e  need f o r  every country  t o  work toward ach iev ing  a 
r e l i a b l e  and comprehensive body o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  so t h a t  i t s  important r o l e  
may be f u l l y  rea l i zed .  

No attempt w i l l  be made t o  d iscuss t h e  scope, concepts and purposes o f  the  
f u l l  a r r a y  of soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs ;  these mat te rs  have been f u l l y  t r e a t e d  e l se -  
where. Th is  paper w i l l  be l i m i t e d  t o  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of what, .for conven-
ience, may be c a l l e d  " v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i nd i ca to rs ' '  t h a t  have been proposed o r  
presented by various Uni ted Nat ions '  bodies over  the ,pas t  25 years, and t h e  uses 
t h a t  these ind i ca to rs  a re  designed to  serve. For s i m p l i c i t y ,  the  v i t a l  s t a t i s -
t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  w i l l  be de f ined i n  terms o f  personal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  on l y ,  ignor-
ing suggestions f o r  geographic c lass i f icat ions. :A lso,  they w i l l  be l i s t e d  and 
discussed as der ived rates,  r a t i o s  and l i f e  expectancies, even though t h e  o r i g i -  
na l  sources may have presented them,in terms of the  under l y ing  s t a t i s t i c a l  se r ies  
o f  abso lu te  numbers. For the  same reason, no attempt has been made t o  r e f l e c t  



recommendations on p e r i o d i c i t y  o r  frequency o f  compi la t ion,  nor  to d i s c r i m i n a t e  
between ind i ca to rs  said. t o  be useful for more-developed and less-developed 
count r ies  . 
A. 	 RECOMMENDATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR SELECTION OF INDICATORS DERIVED FROM 

VITAL STATISTICS 

1.  	 COMPONENTS OF LEVELS OF LIVING 

Ind i ca to rs  der ived f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  have had a long i n t e r n a t i o n a l  h i s -
to ry ,  having found an important p lace  i n  the  f i r s t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  catalogue o f  
components o f  l eve l s  of l i v i n g .  Th is  catalogue consis ted o f  a s e t  o f  i n d i c a t o r s  
designed f o r  purposes of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  comparison o f  l eve l s  o f  l i v i n g  (1954) as 
requested i n  General Assembly r e s o l u t i o n  527 ( V I )  and Economic and Socia l  Counci l  
r e s o l u t i o n  434 B ( X I V )  o f  1952. I t  was drawn up by a Committee o f  Experts, con-
vened i n  1953 t o  advise the Secretary General o f  the Uni ted Nations on " the most 
s a t i s f a c t o r y  methods o f  d e f i n i n g  and measuring standards o f ,  1 i v i n g  and changes 
t h e r e i n  i n  the  var ious countr ies,  hav ing regard t o  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  in te rna-
t i o n a l  comparisons . . . . ' I  The Committee's considerat ion o f  t h i s  most d i f f i c u l t  
and cha l leng ing  problem, which was regarded, even a t  t h a t  t ime ,  t o  be "cent ra l  
t o  t h e  eva lua t i on  o f  the economic and s o c i a l  programmes o f  the  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  
o rgan iza t ions  and o f  na t i ona l  governments," resu l ted  i n  recommendations for  some 
40 s t a t i s t i c a l  i n d i c a t o r s  t h a t  t h e  Committee considered t o  be i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y  
accepted values o f  ( 1 )  heal th ,  i n c l u d i n g  demographic cond i t ions ;  (2) food and 
n u t r i t i o n ;  (3) education, i nc lud ing  1 ite racy  and sk i  11s; (4) cond i t i ons  o f  work; 
(5) employment s i t u a t i o n ;  ( 6 )  aggregate consumption and savings, and (7) t rans-
p o r t a t i o n .  Most important for purposes o f  t h i s  paper, th ree  i nd i ca to rs ,  based 
on v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  were inc luded i n  t h e  hea l th  component: these were, (1) 
expec ta t ion  of  l i f e  a t  b i r t h ,  (2) i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ,  and (3) crude death 
ra te .  I n  the  judgment o f  the  Committee, "...the h igh  c o r r e l a t i o n  between these 
i n d i c a t o r s  and o the r  cond i t ions  o f  l i v i n g ,  as w e l l  as the i n t r i n s i c  meaning of 
the i n d i c a t o r s  themselves, places them ...among the  best  now a v a i l a b l e  f o r  t he  
measurement o f  d i f f e rences  i n  l e v e l s  o f  1 i v i n g  and changes therein." Moreover, 
the Committee s ing led  ou t  the expec ta t ion  'of l i f e  a t  b i r t h  and the  i n fan t  mor ta l -
i t y  r a t e  as t w o  o f  e i g h t  i nd i ca to rs  designated as having h ighes t  p r i o r i t y .  

Not on l y  d i d  the  Committee i nc lude  th ree  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  as 
bas ic  s t a t i s t i c a l  i nd i ca to rs  o f  l e v e l s  o f  l i v i n g ,  i t  proposed t h a t  t h ree  addi -  
t i o n a l  i n d i c a t o r s  based on v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  be included among the  "next steps" 
i n  t h e  development o f  data f o r  measuring l e v e l s  o f  l i v i n g :  these were (1)  ex-
p e c t a t i o n  of l i f e  a t  var ious se lec ted  ages, (2) i n fan t  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e  minus neo- 
na ta l  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y ,  and (3) cause-spec i f i c  m o r t a l i t y  ra tes .  These proposals 
f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  as w e l l  as the th ree  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  o r i g i n a l l y  
recommended are shown i n  the Annex. 

The Committee o f  Experts t ransmi t ted  i t s  Report to  t h e  Secretary General i n  
1953. I t s  proposals provided a framework f o r  the  second Report on the  World 
Socia l  S i t u a t i o n  (1957) and, more impor tant  perhaps, the oppor tun i t y  to  exper i -
ment w i t h  the  proposed-components and i n d i c a t o r s  and t o  check the  theory aga ins t  
i t s  p r a c t i c a l  app l i ca t i ons .  I 

I n  1959, t he  Committee's proposals, together  w i t h  the  progress achieved ,!. -s ince t h e i r  promulgation, were reviewed by an inter-agency Working Par t y  on 
t l s t l c s  fo r  Socia l  Programmes, s e t  up i n  response t o  ECOSOC r e s o l u t i o n  585 B 
) . o f  1955. In the  f i e l d  o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  the Working Par t y ' s  r e p o r t  
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(1961): no t  on l y  confirmed the p r i o r i t y  s ta tus  o f  the i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  r a t e  and 
the expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h ,  bo th  recommended by the  Committee o f  Experts, 
i t  upgraded the annual crude death r a t e  to p r i o r i t y  s ta tus  i n  s p i t e  o f  the  w e l l -  
known dependence o f  t h i s  i n d i c a t o r  on the  age s t r u c t u r e  o f  t he  populat ion.  I n  
the  op in ion  o f  the  Working Party, the  w ide ly  a v a i l a b l e  crude death r a t e  may be 
used t o  r e f l e c t  t h e  i n t e n s i t y  of m o r t a l i t y  i n  a g iven country ,  i n  the absence o f  
more s e n s i t i v e  i nd i ca to rs .  

The th ree  p r i o r i t y  i nd i ca to rs  mentioned above were considered d i r e c t  or  
s p e c i f i c  i n d i c a t o r s  o f  hea l th  s ta tus .  Among the  "general" i n d i c a t o r s  o f  l e v e l s  
o f  l i v i n g ,  t he  Working Par ty  recommended the  p ropor t i ona l  m o r t a l i t y  i n d i c a t o r ,  
def ined as the  p ropor t i on  of deaths a t  ages 50 and over to  a l l  deaths, because 
i t  had "been shown e m p i r i c a l l y  t o  be h i g h l y  s e n s i t i v e  t o  d i f f e rences  i n  l e v e l s  
o f  l i v i n g  genera l l y .  I t has the a d d i t i o n a l  advantage t h a t  t h e  pr imary data a re  
comparatively simple t o  c o l l e c t ,  and the  method o f  cons t ruc t i on  i s  s t r a i g h t -  
forward." Moreover, the Working Par ty  considered t h a t  data on the  demographic 
s i t u a t i o n  should be included as bas i c  background in format ion,  and i t  recommended 
that ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  the th ree  p r i o r i t y  i nd i ca to rs ,  the  crude b i r t h  r a t e  as w e l l  
as the  r a t e  o f  na tu ra l  increase be computed. These i n d i c a t o r s  a re  shown i n  t h e  
Annex where i t  may be observed tha t ,  by 1959, v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  were the  bas i s  
f o r  no less  than n i n e  (9) i nd i ca to rs  recommended f o r  measuring l eve l s  of l i v i ng . .  

2. COMPENDIUM OF SOCIAL STATISTICS 

To t e s t  the  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of the s o c i a l  i nd i ca to rs  recommended by the  Corn 
m i t t e e  o f  Experts and the Working Par ty  on S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  Soc ia l  Programmes, f o r  
descr ib ing  s o c i a l  cond i t ions  and s o c i a l  change, the  Uni ted Nations and the 
spec ia l i zed  agencies concerned compiled and publ ished a Compendium o f  Soc ia l  
S t a t i s t i c s ,  (1963). Among the 62 tab les  shown i n  the  rev ised e d i t i o n  (1968a), 
s i x  were devoted to  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  and the  1 1  i nd i ca to rs  shown i n  these tab les  
were: (1 )  crude b i r t h  rate; (2) crude death ra te ;  (3) i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ;  
(4) neonatal m o r t a l i t y  ra te;  (5) post-neonatal mortal it y  ra te ;  (6) expec ta t ion  
o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h  for males and females; (7) expectat ion o f  l i f e  a t  ages 1, 15, 
and 65 for  males and females; (8) p ropor t i ona l  m o r t a l i t y  r a t i o ;  (9) ch i ldhood 
death r a t e  for ages 1-4 years o f  age by sex, and (10) percent  of deaths due to  
in fec t i ous  and p a r a s i t i c  diseases. These i n d i c a t o r s  were shown t o  be a v a i l a b l e  
f o r  a number of count r ies ,  thus s u b s t a n t i a t i n g  the  correctness o f  t h e i r  s e l e c t i o n  
as s o c i a l  i nd i ca to rs .  

When the  Compendium was rev ised again i n  1977 (1980a), i t  contained data 
' 	 on 7 of  the  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  publ ished i n  the  1967 e d i t i o n .  Omitted 

were the  neonatal m o r t a l i t y  ra te;  t he  post-neonatal m o r t a l i t y  ra te ;  and the  pro- 
p o r t i o n a l  m o r t a l i t y  r a t i o .  However, t en  a d d i t i o n a l  i nd i ca to rs ,  der ived f r o m  
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  were included, namely, (1)  general ( t o t a l )  f e r t i l i t y  ra te ;  (2) 
i n f a n t  death r a t e  by se lected causes and sex; (3) chi ldhood death r a t e  (1-4 
years) for  se lec ted  causes and sex; (4) t o t a l  death r a t e  f r o m  se lec ted  causes 
by sex; (5) gross reproduct ion ra te ;  (6) ne t  reproduct ion ra te ;  (7) deaths 15 
years o f  age and over  as percent o f  a1 1 deaths, by sex; (78).maternal m ' r t a l  i t y  
ra te ;  (9) mod i f ied  crude marriage rate,  t h a t  i s ,  per 1,000 (marriageable male or  
female populat ion,  and (10) modi f ied crude d i vo rce  rate,  t h a t  Vs, 15 years of 
age and over, per 1,000 married couples. These new i n d i c a t o r s  may, t o  some 
extent ,  have t h e i r  o r i g i n  i n  the need for  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  W i a t  can be used to  
study the problems o f  women. The inclusion1 o f  these indi,cators . in  the  1977 
Compendiwn shows t h a t  those proposed for  computation, as w e l l  as aGnumber of 
more soph i?s t ica ted  ind ices,  a re  ab le  to  be computed by a number of count r ies .  
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A number o f  i nd i ca to rs  of demographic and soc ia l  cond i t i ons  r e l a t i n g  t o  
1960 publ ished i n  the Compendium, 1967 became, i n  February 1969, p a r t  o f  a 1960 
data bank c rea ted  by the United Nations Research I n s t i t u t e  for  Socia l  Development 
(UNR SD) t o  serve i t s  research needs on the  contents and measurement o f  develop- 
ment Some 92 s o c i a l  and economic i n d i c a t o r s  shown t o  be d i sc r im ina to ry  were 
pub 1 shed i n  a Compilat ion o f  Development Ind i ca to rs  ( for  1960) (1969); of these, 
7 we e based on v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  namely, ( 1 )  crude b i r t h  ra te ;  (2) crude death 
r a t e  (3)  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ;  (4) expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h ;  (5) death r a t e  
due t o  in fec t i ous  and p a r a s i t i c  diseases; (6) gross reproduct ion ra te ,  and (7) 
p ropor t i ona l  m o r t a l i t y  r a t i o .  

From the  92 chosen soc ia l  and economic i nd i ca to rs ,  the  UNRISD i s o l a t e d  24 
"core i nd i ca to rs ' '  on the bas is  of i n t e r c o r r e l a t i o n ,  sec to ra l  coverage and o the r  
c r i t e r i a .  These 24 were blrought t o  change as a group w i t h  development and', i n  
a c ross-na t iona l  s t a t i s t i c a l  sense, may be s a i d  roughly to de f i ne  development. 
F i ve  o f  the  core i nd i ca to rs  were de r i ved  from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  they are ( 1 )  
crude b i r t h  ra te ;  (2) crude death ra te ;  (3) crude r a t e  o f  na tu ra l  increase; (4) 
i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ,  and (5) expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h .  

3. STATISTICAL SERIES FOR THE USE OF LESS-DEVELOPED COUNTRIES (1959) 

C lose ly  r e l a t e d  t o  the work on measurement'of l e v e l s  o f  l i v i n g  was t h e  dec 
s i o n  o f  the  S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission o f  the  Uni ted,Nat ions a t  i t s  10th Session i n  
1958 to  au tho r i ze  the  compi la t ion o f  a " l i s t  o f  s t a t i s t i c a l  se r ies  which, when 
coupled w i t h  a desc r ip t i on  of the need for  and sources o f  each o f  t he  se r ies ,  
would be o f  ass is tance t o  less-developed count r ies  i n  developing an i n teg ra ted  
se t  o f  bas i c  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  use i n  programmes o f  economic and s o c i a l  develop- 
ment." The l i s t  was not  to  be considered a minimum or standard s e t  of  s t a t i s t i -
c a l  se r ies  b u t  the  Report no tes . tha t  i t  d i d  "contain the main s t a t i s t i c a l  s e r i e s  
which i t  had proved t o  be f e a s i b l e  to c o l l e c t  and which f u r n i s h  the  p r i n c i p a l  
measures necessary to  assess economic growth and changes i n  cond i t ions  of f 

1 iv ing . .  .. I1 

The l i s t  was c l a s s i f i e d  i n t o  12 categor ies o f  s t a t i s t i c s ,  the  f i r s t  o f '  
which was "The s i z e  and nature of popu la t ion  and i t s  elements of change (e.g., 
b i  r t h s  and deaths). . . .I' These were i d e n t i f i e d  as "basic fac to rs  i n  the economic 
and soc ia l  s e t t i n g  for development e f f o r t s  and en te r  i n t o  determining, on the  
one hand, the  magnitude and character  o f  the  demand fo r  goods and serv ices  and, 
on the  o the r  hand, the  s i z e  and q u a l i t y  o f  the  labour resources f o r  producing 
those goods and services.' '  The v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  se r ies  included i n  the l i s t  
were th ree  i n  number: t he  f i r s t  was the  t o t a l  number o f  l i v e  b i r t h s  occu r r i ng  
du r ing  the  year, c l a s s i f i e d  by sex. L i v e  b i r t h s  by o rde r  o f  l i v e  b i r t h  and age 
o f  mother was the  second recommended se r ies .  The t h i r d  was the  t o t a l  number o f  
deaths occu r r i ng  dur ing  the  year, c l a s s i f i e d  by sex, age and cause. I t  was a l s o  
suggested tha t ,  i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  the  t o t a l  country; each be made a v a i l a b l e  for  
urban and r u r a l  areas and, if feas ib le ,  f o r  major c i v i l  d i v i s i o n s .  

I t  w i l l  be ev ident  t ha t ,  depending on the  age c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  chosen for 
deaths, and a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  comparable popu la t ion  bases, these th ree  se r ies  
could p rov ide  the  base data f o r  compi la t ion  o f  e i g h t  o f  the n ine  ra tes  and 
r a t i o s  recommended as i nd i ca to rs  o f  l e v e l s  o f  l i v i n g  by the above-mentioned Com-
m i t tee .o f  Experts (1954) as w e l l  as by the Working Par ty  (1961). I n  t o t a l ,  
these se r ies  could prov ide fo r  the computation o f  the f o l l o w i n g  20 i nd i ca to rs ,  
derived) from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s :  ( 1 )  crude n a t u r a l  increase ra te ;  (2) n a t u r a l  
d'nc'reese r a t e  by sex; (3 )  na tu ra l  increase r a t e  by age groups; (4) n a t u r a l  'I 

i
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increase rate by age and sex; (5) natural increase rate by sex; ( 6 )  crude birth 

rate; (7) total fertility rate; (8) birth rate by sex; (9) birth rate by age of 

mother; (10) birth rate by order of birth; (11) birth rate by age of mother and 

birth order; (12) crude death rate; (13) death rate by age and sex; (14) death 

rate by cause; (15) death rate by cause, age and sex; (16) percent of deaths due 

to infectious and parasitic diseases; (17) proportional mortality ratio; (18)

expectation of life at birth; (19)expectation of life at selected ages; (20) 

expectation of life at birth for males and females; (21) expectation of life at 

birth and selected ages for males and females, and (22) infant mortality rate. 

These 22 indicators, able to be computed from the 3 basic vital statistics 

series, are shown in the Annex. 


4. 	 UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT DECADES--INDICATORS FOR MONITORING 

PERFORMANCE 


In the chronology of the evolution of statistical indicators to measure 
development, one might expect the fi  rst United Nations Development Decade (1962) 
to have had an important impact. The implementing General Assembly resolution 
(1710 ( X V I )  of 19 December 1961) referred not only to economic development but 
also to social advancement; social development; the elimination of illiteracy, 
hunger and disease; improvements in education, and similar measures of social 
progress. But statistical indicators of social development or targets of develop- , 
ment were suggested only in the fields of education, where UNESCO's programme was 
adopted, and health, which reflected the "Third Programme of Work for a Specified 

' Period,'' adopted by the Thirteenth World Health Assembly, wherein health was seen 
in its proper socio-economic context. There were no suggestions for a system of 
indicators of development that might be used in appraising progress during the 
decade although "reduction of the infant mortality rate'' was cited as an example 
of a target. 

The charting of economic and social development and the monitoring of pro-
gress toward objectives took on more importance when the General Assembly pro-
claimed the Second United Nations Development Decade, starting in 1971, and 
simultaneously adopted the International Development Strategy (1970), known also 
as the "Action Programme" for the 1970s. This Strategy, unlike that for the 
1960s, made biennial review and appraisal of progress in both the objectives and 
the policies of the comprehensive and integrated programme for national and inter-
national action a matter of overriding importance to the United Nations bodies. 
The General Assembly specifically requested that an inter-agency report, "out- 
lining the details of a system of over-all appraisal of the progress in imple-
menting the International Development Strategy," based on the views of. govern-
ments as well as the discussions in the General Assembly and the Economic and 
Social Council, be prepared for the Council's consideration in 1971.1 The result- 
ing report, entitled "A System of Over-all Review and Appraisal of the Objectives 
and Policies of the International Development Strategy" (1971a) contained a list 
of "Indicators for Monitoring Performance in Respect of the.Various Elements of 
the International Development Strategy," geared to the quantitative targets sug- 
gested in the Strategy. Indicators derived from vital statistics were included 

birth rate; (2) crude ,death rate; (3)-infant mortal i ty 

rate; (4) death rate by cause, and (5) expectation o f  life at bhrth. 

as follows:
 (-


On 3 May 1971, the Economic and Social Council adopted Resolution 1566 (L) 
which was concerned with the methods of achieving the goals of the Decade, 
specifically with the establishment of an integrated system for the collection 
of data, data processing, and dissemination of international statistics, with 
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specia l  regard t o  the requirements o f  rev iewing and appra is ing  economic and 
soc ia l  progress, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  the  contex t  o f  the  p o l i c y  measures and objec-  
t i v e s  o f  the Second Uni ted Nations Development Decade. 

In  response t o  t h i s  Resolution, t he  S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission drew up a l i s t  
o f  " I nd i ca to rs  f o r  Moni tor ing Performance i n  Respect o f  t he  In te rna t i ona l  
Development Strategy". The p o i n t  o f  depar ture f o r  working o u t  these i n d i c a t o r s  
was the l i s t  of " Ind i ca to rs  f o r  Mon i to r ing  Performance...'' included by the  Eco-
nomic and Socia l  Council i n  i t s  Syste m....( l 9 7 l a )  mentioned above. These were 
c l a r i f i e d ,  e laborated and expanded i n  c e r t a i n  cases and, though made re levan t  t o  
i nd i v idua l  count r ies ,  they appl ied a l s o  to  groups o f  count r ies  when aggregated. 
The r e s u l t  was ''a p re l im ina ry  d r a f t  o f  the  guidance t h a t  might be fu rn ished i n  
respect o f  the  i n d i c a t o r s  t h a t  should be compiled n a t i o n a l l y  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y  
i n  o rder  t o  f o l  low developments dur ing  the  Second Development Decade." (1972) 
Among the s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s  der ived from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  suggested f o r  t h e  above 
purpose were (1) crude b i r t h  ra te ;  (2) crude death ra te ;  ( 3 )  age and sex spec i -  
f i c  death ra te ;  (4) i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ,  and (5) expectat ion o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h  
and a t  c e r t a i n  o t h e r  ages. These a re  shown i n  the Annex t o  t h i s  paper. 

5. SOCIAL INDICATORS: PRELIMINARY GUlDELlNES AND ILLUSTRATIVE SERIES 

The Pre l im inary  Guidel ines (19781, approved by the  S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission 
a t  i t s  19th Session i n  1976, was the cu lmina t ion  o f  the  work t h a t  has been ou t -  
l i n e d  above. I t  has u t i l i z e d  the var ious fragmentary e f f o r t s  and i s  now recog- 
n ized  as a re ference f o r  work on soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  i n  na t i ona l  s t a t i s t i c a l  o f -
f i ces .  I t  prov ides a review o f  concepts o f  s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s  which have been 
advanced and discussed i n  d e t a i l  both by governments and independent exper ts ,  
reg iona l  commissions, i n te res ted  spec ia l i zed  agencies and o the r  bodies. I t  
ind ica tes  the  way i n  which soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  may be se lec ted  and defined w i t h i n  
a framework for  the  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  s o c i a l  and demographic s t a t i s t i c s .  As em- 
phasized i n  the  Commission's Report (1977), t h e  Guidel ines are  n o t  t o  be con- 
ceived as recommendations bu t  as a use fu l  inventory  which i n te res ted  producers 
and users o f  s t a t i s t i c s  might consu l t  i n  i d e n t i f y i n g  and d e f i n i n g  i n d i c a t o r s  
use fu l  for any number o f  d i f f e r e n t  purposes. The Commission a l s o  stated. t h a t  
the i l l u s t r a t i v e  ser ies ,  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  and i n d i c a t o r s  shown i n  the Guidel ines 
represented a subs tan t i a l  updating o f  prev ious mater ia l  on the  bas is  o f  wide 
consu l ta t ions  and the rev ised Report should, there fore ,  be considered as super- 
seding the  ma te r ia l  presented i n  e a r l i e r  pub l i ca t i ons .  

Inso far  as personal c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a re  concerned, i n d i c a t o r s  der ived  from 
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  the Pre l im inary  Guidel ines are  s i m i  a r  t o  those inc luded i n  
the prev ious proposals as shown above and i n  t h e  Annex. However , they int ro-
duced geographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  which, for: simp1 i c i  t y ,  have been omi t ted  i n  
t h i s  paper. 

The v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i nd i ca to rs  s e t  f o r t h  i n  the  I '  l l u s t r a t i v e  Series and 
C 1ass if ica t ions  for  Select inq Soci a1 Indicators"  (Annex I1 o f  the  Guidel ines)  
and i n  the  " I l l u s t r a t i v e  Examples o f  Socia l  I nd i ca to rs  f o r  D i f f e r e n t  Types of. .  
Countries,'' (Annex I V  o f  the Guidel ines) comprise the  most comprehensive 1 i s t  
yet  suggested. Included i n  i t  are i n d i c a t o r s  f o r  developed and developing coun- 
t r i e s  because the  examples are designed to  p rov ide  the  widest  poss ib le  range o f  
i nd i ca to rs  from which count r ies  can s e l e c t  those t h a t  they consider a re  f e a s i b l e  
o f  computation. The " I l l u s t r a t i v e  Examples and Series" inc lude (1) crude b i r t h  
ra te;  (2) b i r t h  r a t e  by age o f  mother; ( 3 )  b i r t h  by na t i ona l  o r  e t h n i c  o r i g i n ;  
(4) b i r t h  r a t e  by socio-economic groups; (5) gross reproduct ion ra te ;  ( 6 )  n e t  

i 
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reproduct ion ra te ;  (7) percent o f  b i r t h s  attended by a phys ic ian;  (8)  percent  o f  
b i r t h s  attended by a physician, by na t i ona l  or e t h n i c  o r i g i n ;  (9) crude death 
rate;  (10) death r a t e  by age and sex; (11) death r a t e  by causes o f  death; (12) 
death r a t e  by n a t i o n a l  o r  e t h n i c  o r i g i n ;  (13) death r a t e  by socio-economic 
groups; (14) death r a t e  o f  married persons by du ra t i on  o f  marriage; (15) death 
r a t e  of married persons by du ra t i on  o f  marriage and age of decedent; (16) c h i l d -
hood death ra te ;  (17) chi ldhood death r a t e  by sex and se lec ted  causes; (18) in -
f a n t  m o r t a l  it y  ra te ;  (19) neonatal mor ta l  it y  ra te ;  (20) post-neonatal mor ta l  it y  
ra te ;  (21) maternal m o r t a l i t y  ra te ;  (22) percent o f  labour fo rce  who d ie ,  by  sex; 
(23) percent of labour  fo rce  who d i e  by age and sex; (24) percent o f  labour  
force who d ie ,  by occupation; (25) expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e ,  a t  b i r t h ,  by sex; (26) 
expectat ion of l i f e  a t  b i r t h ,  se lec ted  ages and sex; (27) expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  a t  
se lected ages and socio-economic groups; (28) expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  a t  se lec ted  
ages and na t i ona l  o r  e t h n i c  o r i g i n ;  (29) f i r s t  marriage ra te ;  (30) f i r s t  mar-
r i age  r a t e  by age and sex; (31) f i r s t  marriage r a t e  by n a t i o n a l  o r  e t h n i c  groups; 
(32) average age a t  f i r s t  marriage f o r  males and females; (33) crude d i vo rce  
ra te ;  (34) d i vo rce  r a t e  o f  married couples, 15 years and over; (35) d i vo rce  r a t e  
by average du ra t i on  o f  marriage, and (36) d i vo rce  r a t e  by average du ra t i on  o f  
marriage and age o f  par tners .  

Wi th  the Pre l im inary  Guidel ines, therefore,' the  sub jec t  o f  s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s ,  
a t  l eas t  those der ived  from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  has reached a stage where the  pro- 
posals span almost t he  e n t i r e  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  f i e l d .  Taking i n t o  cons ide ra t i on  
ind ica tors .  proposed i n  Annex I I and Annex I V ,  one i s  l e f t  w i  t h  a minimum o f  36 
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  ra tes  and r a t i o s  from which count r ies  can choose. This minimum 
does no t  take cognizance o f  the a d d i t i o n a l  ind ices  t h a t  would r e s u l t  i f  t h e  pro- 
posals for geographic cha rac te r i za t i on  were t o  be taken i n t o  account. I t  there-
f o r e  f a i l s  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  i f  the  proposed geographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  were 
adopted by a country, the data requ i red  would almost c e r t a i n l y  have to  be pro- 
duced by a c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system s ince  demographic surveys by v i r t u e  of 
t h e i r  dependence on sampling cannot e a s i l y  produce data f o r  l oca l  areas. They 
can, w i t h  wide margins o f  e r r o r ,  produce data for u r b a d r u r a l  resi,dence, b u t  
they a re  o f t e n  unable t o  produce data for major and minor c i v i l  d i v i s i o n s ,  ex-
cept, perhaps, w i t h  great  expense. The e s s e n t i a l  r o l e  of the  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n /  
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system i s  c l e a r l y  demonstrated. 

B. USES OF INDICATORS DERIVED FROM VITAL STATISTICS 

1. GENERAL 

I n  approving the p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  the  Pre l im inary  Guidel ines and I l l u s t r a t i v e  
Series,for Socia l  I nd i ca to rs  (1978), t h e  S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission considered var-
ious purposes which soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs  might serve i n  planning, p o l i c y  making, 
research, general mon i to r ing  o f  s o c i a l  cond i t i ons  and changes, l eve l s  of 1 i v i n g  
and l i v i n g  cond i t ions ,  and so f o r t h .  Members agreed t h a t  " i t  was n e i t h e r  feas i -  
b l e  nor des i rab le  i n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  gu ide l ines  to  designate any one of those 
alone as preeminently important." The Report o f  the  Commission (1977) empha-
s ized t h a t  " the purposes for  which i n d i c a t o r s  might be compiled, i n  any g i ven  
case, and t h e i r  ac tua l  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  and se lec t i on ,  should be l e f t  t o  n a t i o n a l  
and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  bodies and researchers t o  decide i n  terms o f  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  
i n t e r e s t s  and p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  data compilat ion." 

These remarks, of course, re fe r  to  comprehensive s t a t i s t i c a l  se r ies  cover-
i n g  the f u l l  a r ray  of top i cs  usua l l y  considered as soc ia l  s t a t i s t i c s .  I n  t h e  
more l i m i t e d  area of v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  a r a t h e r  ex tens ive  l i t e r a t u r e  e x i s t s  on 
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ented. The 

t describes the r o l e  o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  c a r r y i n g  o u t  demographic 
nd ana lys i s  a t  the na t i ona l  l eve l ,  i nc lud ing  popu la t ion  est imat ion,  

hea l th  services, housing po l i cy ,  educational serv ices,  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  systems, 
food requirements and so f o r th .  I t  a l s o  notes t h a t  commercial i n t e r e s t s  make 
use o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  market analys is ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  o f  the needs o f  mothers 
and in fan ts ,  and t h e i r  in f luence on business planning. 

1 

I ,According t o  the  P re l  iminary Guidel ines (1978) ; soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs ,  i n c l u d i n g  
those der ived f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  may be used (1) to de tec t  inc ip iemt  s o c i a l  
problems, as we l l  as t o  monitor recognized ones; (2) t o  e s t a b l i s h  scales i n  terms 
o f  which ta rge ts  f o r  b e t t e r  l eve l s  o f  l i v i n g  can be set, and ( 3 )  t o  h i g h l i g h t  
c e r t a i n  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s  among the  various dimensions of we l l -be ing  and some 
of t he  under ly ing circumstances t h a t  may a f f e c t  the  s ta tus  o f ,  and trends i n ,  
well-being. 

I n  the Guidel ines, the uses o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  a re  described as 
being concerned w i t h  measuring changes i n  ( 1 )  populat ion;  (2) f am i l y  format ion 
and s t a b i l i t y ,  and (3)  the  s t a t e  o f  h e a l t h  o f  the populat ion.  

(a) Populat ion 

I n  d iscuss ing  "Population", t he  Guidel ines p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  "5.6  The s i z e  
and composition o f  t he  popu la t ion  according to sex, age, n a t i o n a l  o r  e t h i c  o r i g i n  
and socio-economic groups and ra tes  of n e t  change are e s s e n t i a l  t o  understanding 
populat ion trends i n  themselves as w e l l  as t h e i r  impact i n  terms o f  socio-
economic cond i t ions  and problems, the demand for and use o f  s o c i a l  serv ices and 
rates and types o f  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  s o c i a l  and economic a c t i v i t i e s .  The i l l u s -  
t r a t e d  ser ies  on b i r t h s ,  deaths and ne t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m ig ra t i on  po r t ray  the 
trends i n  the  components o f  changes i n  na t i ona l  populat ion.  Tabulat ion of these 
se r ies  according to t h e  se lec ted  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  shown i s  designed t o  i d e n t i f y  
some o f  the important groups o f  the  populat ion whose ra tes  of change i n  s i z e  I 

1and associated we l fa re  cond i t ions ,  problems and needs a re  l i k e l y  t o  d i f f e r ,  and 
thus reveal important d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  cha rac te r i s t i cs .  I 

i 

"5.7 The b i r t h  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  migra t ion  ra tes  of a popu la t ion  o f t e n  
receive a t t e n t i o n  s ince  f e r t i l i t y  and ne t  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  m ig ra t i on  are the  e le -  
ments o f  ove r -a l l  popu la t ion  change t h a t  may be the sub jec t  of vary ing  govern- 
ment p o l i c i e s  and programmes. Crude b i r t h  ra tes  are  no t  w e l l  s u i t e d  f o r  t h i s  
purpose, s ince they a re  af fected by such fac to rs  as v a r i a t i o n s  i n  the  age and 
sex composition o f  t h e  populat ion.  Therefore, a c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  according t o  ag6 
of mother i s  shown." 

(b) Family format ion and s t a b i l i t y  

The d iscuss ion  o f  f am i l y  formation and s t a b i l i t y  i n  the  Guidel ines 
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includes the fo l l ow ing :  "5.9 Family format ion and s t r u c t u r e  a re  fundamental fac-
t o r s  under ly ing the  l i v i n g  cond i t ions  o f ...the  n o n - i n s t i t u t i o n a l  popu la t ion.... 
Informat ion on fami ly  formation and d i s s o l u t i o n  i s  impor tant  i n  making estimates 
o f  f u t u r e  demands for goods and serv ices i n  many f i e l d s .  The ser ies ,  c l a s s i f i c a -
t i o n s  and i n d i c a t o r s  shown for t h i s  f i e l d  o f  soc ia l  concern i n  Annexes I I  and I V  
can f u r n i s h  i n fo rma t ion  on the number and types o f  f a m i l i e s  ( f o r  example, whether 
one male o r  female parent  on l y  ' is present) ,  on s i z e  o f  f a m i l i e s  and on fam i l y  
formation and d i s s o l u t i o n .  Since these circumstances and t h e i r  impact on condi' 
t i o n s  o f  we l fa re  may, i n  a number o f  countr ies,  vary between urban and r u r a l  com-
muni t ies o r  among e t h n i c  groups, these c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  are  a l s o  useful here.'' 

i (c) S ta te  o f  h e a l t h  o f  t he  popu la t ion  

The Guidel ines discuss the  uses o f  s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s  for  ana lys is  of the  
s t a t e  of hea l th  of the popu la t ion  i n  the  f o l l o w i n g  words: "5.42 Because o f  the  
conceptua1,and p r a c t i c a l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  the d i r e c t  measurement o f  good hea l th ,  
i n d i r e c t  ser ies  and ind i ca to rs  for t h i s  purpose a re  shown i n  Annexes I I  and I V .  
These measures deal w i t h  number and ra tes  o f  death, which a re  o v e r - a l l  measures 
of the  e f f e c t s  o f  poor hea l th ,  and the prevalence and s e v e r i t y  of se lected com-
municable disease. 

."5.43 Death ra tes  c l a s s i f i e d  according t o  cause, age and sex p o i n t  t o  
the important s ta tes  and circumstances o f  poor h e a l t h  t h a t  lead t o  deaths, and 
t o  vu lnerable groups. A t t e n t i o n  may a l s o  be focused on ra tes  of neo-natal, post-
neo-natal and maternal deaths; these ra tes  tend t o  be h igh  r e l a t i v e  to  o the r  
death ra tes  and a re  the re fo re  the  sub jec t  o f  major concern. Expectat ions of 
years o f  l i f e  a t  se lec ted  ages f u r n i s h  use fu l  comprehensive measures of m o r t a l i t y "  

2. MONITORING PROGRESS TOWARD ACHIEVING GOALS 

(a) F i r s t  Uni ted Nations Development Decade 

As i nd i ca ted  e a r l i e r  i n  t h i s  paper, s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r s  may be used t o  
de tec t  i n c i p i e n t  s o c i a l  problems; t o  formulate p o l i c i e s  and programmes; to es; 
t a b l i s h  scales i n  terms o f -wh ich  ta rge ts  can be set ;  and to  moni tor  o r  evaluate 
success o r  f a i l u r e  i n  achiev ing these t a r g e t  l eve l s .  A t  t he  na t i ona l  l eve l ,  
mon i to r ing  i s  perhaps the  most important. As noted above, t h e  f i r s t  Uni ted 
Nations Development Decade ( f o r  the  1960s) made few suggestions f o r  i n d i v i d u a l  
s o c i a l  i nd i ca to rs  t h a t  might be used t o  monitor achievement i n  connection w i t h  
the goals o f  the Decade. No i nd i ca to rs  o f  popu la t ion  change were suggested, 
probably because popu la t ion  as such had no t  y e t  been recognized as an i n t e g r a l  
p a r t  of development planning. The on ly  reference to  a s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r  .derived 
f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  occurred i n  connection w i t h  "Health Targets fo r  Develop-~ . 
ment" (1962). Here, i t  was s ta ted  t h a t  "The t h i r d  component o f  a poss ib le  pro- 
gramme of p u b l i c  h e a l t h  development i s  the  establ ishment as basel ines o f  c e r t a i n  
ind ices o f  the cu r ren t  h e a l t h  s i t u a t i o n  o f  count r ies  so t h a t  progress toward cer- 
t a i n  hea l th  goals can be  measured." It goes on to  suggest t h a t  "Target f i gu res  
f o r  the decade should be se t  in ,  for example, t he  f o l l o w i n g  , f i e l d s :  (a) In fan t  
m o r t a l i t y .  The present l eve l  should be ascer ta ined and e f fo r ts 'made t o  lower 
i t . Success a t t a i n e d - i n  achiev ing a more favorable age composit ion o f  the  more -
r a p i d l y  growing popu la t ion  groups w i  1 1  lead to g rea te r  soci.ca1 we1 1-being. (b) 
Communicable diseases. The incidence o f  diseases such as malar ia ,  smallpox, and 
o the r  prevalent  communicable ,diseases should be ascer ta ined-and e f f o r t s  made t o  
e rad ica te  them, o r  a t  l e a s t  t o  reduce t h e i r  incidence t o  the  p o i n t  where they 
cease t o  be p u b l i c  h e a l t h  problems." I t  i s  assumed t h a t  t h e  second ta rge t  would 
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be measured by death ra tes  by cause, inasmuch as morb id i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  are l ess  
developed than m o r t a l i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  developing count r ies .  

(b) Second Uni ted Nations Development Decade 

The Second Uni ted Nations Development Decade, on the  o the r  hand, was 
accompanied by the  In te rna t i ona l  Development St rategy (19701, the  Ac t i on  Pro-
gramme of  the  General Assembly f o r  the Decade. As noted above, p e r i o d i c  review 
and appra isa l  o f  the  ob jec t i ves  o f  the Decade were g iven a very important place, 
and i t  would be expected t h a t  each o f  t he  i nd i ca to rs  recommended f o r  mon i to r ina  

I 

performance would be r o u t i n e l y  used. The Strategy i t s e l f  does no t  con ta in  any 
s p e c i f i c  t a r g e t  i n d i c a t o r s  der ived  from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  

One i n d i c a t o r  t h a t  could be der ived f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  was mentioned 
i m p l i c i t l y  i n  para. 15 o f  the  Strategy where i t  was s ta ted  t h a t  "The ta rge t  f o r  
growth i n  average income per  head i s  ca l cu la ted  on the  bas i s  o f  an average annual 
increase o f  2.5 percent i n  the popu la t ion  of developing countries..:.''' 

I n  para. 18 (c), the  need f o r  i nd i ca to rs  based on v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i s  
i m p l i c i t  i n  connection w i t h  the formulat ion,  i n  each developing country, o f  "... 
a coherent h e a l t h  programme fo r  the prevent ion  and treatment o f  diseases and f o r  
r a i s i n g  general l e v e l s  of h e a l t h . . . . I '  I n  add i t i on ,  the  St ra tegy  noted ( i n  para. 
65) t h a t  "Those developing count r ies  which consider t h a t  t h e i r  r a t e  of popu la t i on  
growth hampers t h e i r  development w i l l  adopt measures which they deem necessary i n  
accordance w i t h  t h e i r  concept o f  development." Such ta rge ts  would requ i re  a 
country  t o  have continuous in fo rmat ion  on i t s  r a t e  of na tu ra l  increase, a s t a t i s -
t i c a l  i n d i c a t o r  w ide l y  recommended and 'one dependent on knowledge o f  the crude 
b i r t h  r a t e  and the  crude death rate.  I n  connection w i t h  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a t  l e a s t  a 
minimum programme of h e a l t h  f a c i l i t i e s ,  Phet St rategy p o i n t s  ou t ,  as d i d  the  F i r s t  
Uni ted Nations Development Decade, t h a t  "A concerted i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e f f o r t  w i l l  be 
made to  mount a world-wide campaign:to e rad ica te  by the  end o f  the Decade, from 
as many count r ies  as poss ib le ,  one o r  &re  diseases t h a t  s t i l l  se r ious l y  a f f l i c t  
people i n  many lands." Such atcampaign would, of necess i ty ,  be based on know- 
ledge o f  deaths by cause, because m o r b i d i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  developing count r ies  
a re  almost nonexis tent .  Bu t , -desp i te  these i m p l i c i t  ta rge ts ,  such goals as 
lower ing the i n f a n t  mortal i t y  r a t e  or, indeed, general m o r t a l i t y ,  a re  miss ing 
from the  Second Development Decade Strategy (1970). 

(c)  T h i r d  Uni ted Nations Development Decade 

The I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Development S t ra tegy  f o r  the  T h i r d  -United Nations 
Deve1opment, Decade (1981a) was adopted by Genera 1 Assemb 1y Reso 1u t  i on  A/RES/35/56 
on 5 December 1980. The Strategy cons is ts  of f o u r  pa r t s :  1 .  Preamble; 1 1 .  Goals 
and Object ives;  1 1 1 .  P o l i c y  Measures, and I V .  Review and Appra isa l  of the Imple-
mentation o f  the new In te rna t i ona l  Development Strategy. 

Under "Goals and Objectives," t he  Strategy p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  "The i n t e r -
na t i ona l  community recognizes the need for  count r ies  to  cont inue t o  s t rengthen 
t h e i r  implementation of the recommendations o f  the  World Populat ion Plan of 
Action'' emphasizing, therefore,  t h a t  "The reduc t ion  of m o r t a l i t y  ra tes  w i  11  be a 
major ob jec t i ve .  I n  the poorest count r ies ,  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  should be reduced 
t o  less than 120 per  1,000 l i v e  b i r t h s .  L i f e  expectancy i n  a l l  count r ies  should 
reach 60 years, as a minimum, and i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra tes  should reach 50 per  
1,000 l i v e  b i r t h s ,  as a maximum, by the  year 2,000." 

! .  
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The process of review and appraisal forms an integral and very important 

part of the third International Development Strategy. According to the Resolu- 

tion, "the process will consist of systematic scrutiny, within the context made 

towards achieving the goals and objectives of the Strategy and the identifica- 

tion and appraisal of the factors which account for shortfalls that may be en- 

countered." For carrying out these appraisals, indicators derived from vital 

statistics would be essential. 


(d) International Dills of Human Rights 


Perhaps the most far-reaching international instrument that sets speci- 
fic goals or targets for achievement and that uses indicators derived from vital 
statistics for evaluating performance, is the International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights (1973b) that came into force in 1976. This Covenant, 
in Article 12(2), calls upon States Parties to the Covenant to provide "for re-
duction of the stillbirth rate and of infant mortality ..." as an element in 
achieving implementation of the "Right to Health." The first step in achieving 
the full realization of this Right must be the determination of the current 
levels of the stillbirth rate and the infant mortality rate as indicators of 
health status. Only with knowledge of such baseline indicators can a country 
develop a programme for the reduction of the rates. And, only with continuous 
evaluation of the levels and trends of the rates can the country gauge its pro- 
gress in achieving the goal of the reduction. 

(e) World Population Plan of Action 


Most importan't in the setting of goals that could be monitored by social 
indicators derived from vital statistics was the World Population Plan of Action 
(1975), adopted by the 135 Governments that participated in the World Population 
Conference, convened by the United Nations in 1974. The -Plan must be considered 
as a very important component of the system of international strategies, and as _. 
an instrument of the international community for the promotion of economic devel- 
opment, quality of life, humane rights and fundamental freedoms. 

Recommendations for Action made by the Conference fall into three prin-

cipal sectors, namely, "Population goals and policies,'' "Socio-economic policies,'' 

and "Promotion of knowledge and policies.'' Indicators derived from vi tal statis-

tics play a role in the first and third of thes'e. Their uses for monitoring 

population goals are set forth in paras. 18, 22, 23 and 24: 


"18. Countries which aim at achieving moderate or low population 

growth should try to achieve it through a low level of birth and 

death ra.tes. Countries wishing to increase their rate of popula- 

tion growth should, when mortality is high, concentrate efforts 

on the reduction of mortality, and where appropriate, encourage 

an increase in fertility and encourage immigration, 


"22. It is a goal o f  this Plan of Action to reduce.mortality 
levels, particularly infant and maternal mortality,levels, to 
the maximum extent possible in all regions of the world and to 
reduce national and subnational difcferentials therein. The 
attainment of an average expectation of li,feof  62 years by
1985 and 74 years by the year 2000 for the world as a whole 
would require by the end of the century ,an increase of 1 1  years
for Latin America, 17 years for Asia, and 28 years for Africa. 
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sdwlthnthe h ighes t  m o r t a l i t y  l eve l s  should aim by 
sns8xpectetdon o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h  o f  a l e a s t  50 years 
s b r t a 4 l t y  r a t e  o f  less than 120 per thousand l i v e  

ed t h a t  n a t i o n a l  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e f f o r t s  
morb id i t y  and m o r t a l i t y  l eve l s  be accompanied 

byhtperti,cularly vigorous e f f o r t s  t o  achieve the fo l  lowing goal : 

i t  . . \ < t  (a) Reduction o f  foe ta l ,  i n f a n t  and e a r l y  ch i ldhood 

r e l a t e d  maternal morb id i t y  and m o r t a l i t y . "  


t y  of na t i ona l  goals w i t h  regard t o  f e r t i l i t y ,  the, 
ion  does not  recommend any wor ld  fam i l y -s i ze  norm. 

But, i t  does p o i n t  ou t  t h a t  " the p r o j e c t i o n s ...i n  para. 22 concerning increased 
expec ta t ion  o f  l i f e  are cons is ten t  w i t h  dec l ines  i n  the  b i r t h - r a t e  o f  the  devel- 
op ing  count r ies  as a whole from the  present  l e v e l  o f  38 per  thousand to 30 p e r  
thousand by 1985; i n  these p ro jec t i ons ,  b i r t h - r a t e s  i n  the developed coun t r i es  
remain i n  the reg ion o f  15 per  thousand . . . . ' I  

The Plan goes on t o  note t h a t  "Countries which d e s i r e  to  reduce t h e i r  
b i r t h - r a t e s  a r e  i n v i t e d  t o  g i ve  p a r t i c u l a r  cons idera t ion  t o  the  reduc t ion  o f  
f e r t i l i t y  a t  the  extremes o f  female reproduc t ive  ages because o f  the s a l u t a r y  
e f f e c t s  t h i s  may have on i n fan t  and maternal welfare." 

I t  i s  ev ident  t h a t  t he  goals  o f  the  World Populat ion Plan o f  Ac t i on  se t  
f o r t h  above, be ing s t a t i s t i c a l  i n  nature, would demand s t a t i s t i c a l  i n d i c a t o r s  
f o r  mon i to r ing  progress. A t  a minimurn, these would appear t o  inc lude (1)  crude 
b i r t h  ra te;  (2) crude death ra te ;  (3) i n fan t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ;  (4) maternal mor ta l -  
i t y  ra te ;  (5) expectat ion o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h ;  (6) foe ta l  death ra te ;  (7) e a r l y  
ch i ldhood m o r t a l i t y  ra te;  (8) death r a t e  by age and sex, and (9) b i r t h  r a t e  by 
age o f  mother and sex. With the s o l e  except ion of the foe ta l  death ra te ,  a l l  o f  
these have been recommended or suggested by i n t e r n a t i o n a l  governing bodies for 
computation by na t i ona l  o f f i c e s .  

( f )  	 World Plan o f  Ac t i on  fo r  the  ImDlementation o f .  the  Obiect ives o f  
the In te rna t i ona l  Women's Year (1976) : 

This i s  another World Plan i n  a sec to ra l  area t h a t  se ts  f o r t h  ta rge ts  
for achievement over the  pe r iod  1976-1985, and thereby suggests the  need for  
s t a t i s t i c a l  i nd i ca to rs  f o r  measuring progress. Adopted by the World Conference 
o f  the  In te rna t i ona l  Women's Year, and endorsed by the  General Assembly o f  t h e  
Un i ted  Nations a t  i t s  30th Session i n  mid-December 1975, the  Plan represents a 
g loba l  consensus of what should be done t o  improve the cond i t i ons  o f  women. 

One goal o f  p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r e s t  i n  the  use o f  soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  de r i ved  
from v i  t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  t o  monitor performance i s  the recommendation t h a t  "Pro-
grammes should be formulated for the reduc t ion  o f  in fan t ,  c h i l d  and maternal 
mor ta l ity..  ..I' Obviously, the  mon i to r ing  o f  t he  success o f  such programmes must 
depend on s t a t i s t i c a l  i nd i ca to rs  of t h e  l e v e l s  and trends of the  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  
ra te,  the  maternal m o r t a l i t y  r a t e  and the ch i ldhood m o r t a l i t y  r a t e ;  a l l  t h ree  
a r e  among the recommended v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  ind ica tors .  

I 


0 

I 


I n  consider ing "The Family i n  Modern Society,' ' the Plan proposes t h a t  
"Leg is la t i on  r e l a t i n g  t o  marriage should be i n  conformity w i t h  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  



standards. I n  p a r t i c u l a r . .  .a min mum age for  marriage should be f i xed  by I,aw .... 
O f f i c i a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f  marriage should be made compulsory." A measure fo r  mon-
i t o r i n g  progress i n  t h i s  area cou d be the  crude marriage r a t e  and the age-speci- 
f i c  marriage rates.  

Under "Population", t h e  Plan endorses the recommendations o f  t he  World 
Populat ion Plan o f  Ac t ion  (19751, e s p e c i a l l y  those r e l a t i n g  t o  the s ta tus  o f  
women, and notes t h a t  a number o f  c r u c i a l  demographic va r iab les  a r e  c l o s e l y  i n t e r -
r e l a t e d  w i t h  the f u l l  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  women i n  na t iona l  l i f e ;  these inc lude  
"age a t  marriage, age a t  b i r t h  of f i r s t  c h i l d ,  the length  of i n t e r v a l  between 
b i r t h s ,  age a t  te rmina t ion  of ch i ld -bear ing ,  and t o t a l  number o f  c h i l d r e n  born." 
The Plan goes on t o  po in t  ou t  t h a t  when a l l  these elements a r e  added t o  the  
h e a l t h  hazzards o f  ch i ld-bear ing,  i n  many nat ions,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  demographic 
f a c t o r s  a re  a major aspect of the s o c i a l  and economic environment a f f e c t i n g  the 
s t a t u s  o f  women. 

To be usefu l ,  each o f  the  fac to rs  l i s t e d  above must be perceived as a 
s o c i a l  i n d i c a t o r  der ived from v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  Poss ib le  s t a t i s t i c a l  se r ies  t o  
produce such ra tes  a re  (1) marriages by age of  b r i d e  and groom; (2) b i r t h s  by 
age of mother and b i r t h  order, and (3) b i r t h s  by b i r t h  i n t e r v a l .  Two o f  these 
a re  among the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  recommended or suggested, as shown i n  
the Annex. 

(9) 	 Programme of Ac t i on  for the Second H a l f  o f  the  Un i ted  Nations 
Decade fo r  Women; Equal it y ,  Development and Peace (1980b) 

A1 though the Programme recommends ' 'a comprehensive and c r i t i c a l  b i e n n i a l  
review and appra isa l  of progress achieved i n  implementing the  p rov i s ions  of the  
World Plan of  Ac t i on  and of the  Programme f o r  the Second Hal f  o f  the  Decade,'' i t  
does no t  e x p l i c i t l y  c i t e  any ta rge ts  t o  be used i n  t h i s  exerc ise .  The o n l y  
re ference t o  ta rge ts  u t i l i z i n g  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i nd i ca to rs  occurs i n  p r i o r i t y  
areas for  a c t i o n  i n  "Health" where i t  i s  noted tha t  "Family P lanning should be ' 

f a c i l i t a t e d  as one means of reducing maternal and in fan t  m o r t a l i t y  where h i g h  
r i s k  f a c t o r s  p r e v a i l ,  such as h i g h  p a r i t y ,  t oo  frequent pregnancies, pregnancies 
a t  t h e  extremes o f  the reproduc t ive  age, and the frequency and dangers o f  
s e c r e t l y  performed abort ions." This ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  i s  a r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  one o f  the 
goals o f  the World Populat ion Plan o f  Ac t i on  and o f  the World Plan o f  Ac t i on  f o r  
the  Implementation o f  the Object ives o f  the In te rna t i ona l  Women's Year. 

C. AVAILABILITY OF RELIABLE VITAL STATISTICS INDICATORS AND RECOMMENDED ACTION 

Since the  very beginning o f  the  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  work on developing a s e t  o f  
s t a t i s t i c a l  i n d i c a t o r s  f o r  measuring progress i n  economic and soc ia l  development, 
there  has been wide recogn i t ion  o f  the  f a c t  t h a t  r e l i a b l e  da ta  t o  support such 
i n d i c a t o r s  were no t  w ide ly  a v a i l a b l e  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  developing count r ies .  

For example, t he  1954 Report on I n t e r n a t i o n a l  D e f i n i t i o n  and Measurement o f  
Standards and Levels o f  L i v i n g  s t a t e d  t h a t  "Cer ta in ly  i n  no country  i n  the  wor ld  
today a re  s t a t i s t i c s  co l l ec ted  and compiled i n  an e n t i r e l y - s a t i s f a c t o r y  manner 
f o r  purposes of measuring the l e v e l  of l i v i n g  o r  changes the re in .  Even i n  the  
more-developed count r ies  the s t a t i s t i c s  c u r r e n t l y  compiled have i n  the main no t  
been designed f o r  the express purpose of measuring l eve l s  o f  1 i v i n g  and a r e  gen-
e r a l l y  no t  as w e l l  adapted as they might be f o r  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s tud ies .  The pro- 
blem i s ,  o f  course, much more acute i n  the  less-developed areas. I n  many such 
areas o n l y  rudimentary s t a t i s t i c a l  systems are  t o  be found and a s a t i s f a c t o r y  
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statistical output cannot be expected unti 1 competent statistical personnel are 
trained and adequate provision made in budget and other facilities for statisti-
cal work." The Committee included in its report Table A showing availability of 
statistics referring to "priority indicators," by continents. Life expectancy at 

I 

birth was one of these as was the infant mortality rate. The table revealed that 
life expectancy data were available for only 52 countries out of 176 and, for 23 i 
of these, data were incomplete or obsolete. infant mortality rates were avail- i 

iable somewhat more widely, that is, in 87 countries but of these, data for 49 

were incomplete or  obsolete. The lack of adequate data for these and other indi-
cators induced the Committee to lay great stress on the need to improve statisti- 
 ical services, recognizing that "the development of adequate statistical facili- 

ties necessarily takes a number of years and is in some measure dependent upon 
 Igeneral economic and social development." I 

As far back as 1961, the inter-agency Working Party on Statistics for Social 
Programmes (1961) noted that, despite the long use of the infant mortality rate, 
the crude annual death rate and the expectation of life at girth as measures of 1

! 

general levels of health, "the use of these indicators is ...limited by lack of 
I
I 
i 

reliable data for many countries and territories of the world." The Report went 
on to state that "The next round of censuses which will make available data on iage structure of population should increase the number of countries for which it 1
will be possible to make estimates of expectation of life." But it pointed out i 
that "the real difficulty is that data involving fertility and mortality rates 
cannot be more reliable than the registration of births and deaths from which ithe data are derived. Since the completeness of registration is in turn related 

to the general level of social and economic development of the country concerned, 
 i
the problem of obtaining reliable data for the less developed countries is a 1 
very real one." 1

i 
In the area of population, the World Programme for the improvement of Vital 


Statistics (1968b), adopted by the Economic and Social Council of the United 

Nations in Resolution 1307 (XLIV) of 31 May 1968, put special emphasis on the 

inadequacy of statistics of births and deaths for planning purposes. 


The target of the Programme was "to push forward the development of reliable 
civi 1 registers of vi tal events.. To achieve thi's goal , it was recommended . . ' I  

that "States Members of the United Nations endeavour to establish a system of 
vital records and statistics, or to improve the existing system, to the level 
where it will yield, in particular, reliable statistics of births and deaths, 
adequate, inter aZia, to meet the needs of economic and social development plan- 
ning.. ..'' 

The first United Nations Development Decade: Proposals for Action (1962) 
recognized that "The lack of basic economic and social statistics and surveys in 
many of the developing countries is a well-known obstacle to progress since it 
deprives the Governments of an adequate quantitative basis for their development 
plans....'' With respect to demographic statistics, the report went on to say 
that "Development planning is also hampered in the majority of developing coun- 
tries by the lack of an adequate foundation of basic demographic research.'' 

The acknowledged inadequacy of statistical data led to the inclusion in the 

General Assembly Resolution 1710 (XVI) that proclaimed the first United Nations 

Development Decade reference to "The need to review facilities for the collection, 

collation, analysis and dissemination of statistical and other information re- 

quired for charting economic and social development and for providing constant 

measurement of progress toward the objectives of the Decade." 
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I n  s e t t i n g  for th the "Requirements f o r  Over-a1 1 Appraisal ' '  o f  the  ob jec t i ves  
and pol  i c i e s  o f  the  second Uni ted Nations Development Decade (1971a), the Secre- 
t a r y  General o f  the  Uni ted Nations made perhaps the  most d e t a i l e d  and s p e c i f i c  
ind ic tment  o f  s t a t i s t i c s  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  mon i to r i ng  performance. He noted t h a t  
"An examination o f  data a v a i l a b i l i t i e s  ...suggests t h a t  there  are  th ree  d i s t i n c t  
types o f  de f i c ienc ies :  the f i r s t  i s  t he  complete absence o f  data where the  
phenomenon i n  ques t ion  i s  j u s t  no t  measured. The second i s  the tard iness o f  the  
data, where the  lapse o f  t ime between t h e  phenomenon, i t s  measurement and the  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  o f  the  re levant  s t a t i s t i c s  i s  so great  t h a t  t h e i r  relevance and 
usabi 1 it y  f o r  purposes o f  po l  i c y  fo rmula t ion  a r e  severe ly  reduced. F ina l  l y ,  the 
t h i r d  i s  the  poor q u a l i t y  of data - whether because o f  ambiguous d e f i n i t i o n s ,  
inaccurate c o l l e c t i o n  and recording, inadequate coverage o r  excessive r e s o r t  t o  
est imat ion,  t he  r e s u l t i n g  s t a t i s t i c s  l ack  a u t h e n t i c i t y .  I n  a l l  these cases, 
there i s  a need to  strengthen the n a t i o n a l  s t a t i s t i c a l  serv ices  i n  ways t h a t  w i l l  
impose the  l e a s t  poss ib le  increase i n  rea l  cos t  ( i n  money as w e l l  as the s k i l l e d  
and scarce manpower) . I '  

The I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Development St rategy fo r  the T h i r d  Uni ted Nations Develop- 
ment Decade (1981) made reference t o  the  poss ib le  inadequacy o f  data f o r  purposes 
o f  review and appra isa l  o f  the implementation of the  s t ra tegy  i n  the  f o l l o w i n g  
words:' "Where necessary, the eva lua t i on  capaci ty ,  comprising a l s o  the  s t a t i s t i -  
c a l  c a p a b i l i t y ' o f  the  countr ies concerned should be strengthened." 

I t  was the  var ious sec tora l  World Plans t h a t  recognized more s p e c i f i c a l l y  
the d e f i c i e n c i e s  i n  ava i l ab le  demographic data. One of t he  most important s t a t e -
ments i n  t h i s  regard was made i n  the World Plan o f  Ac t i on  f o r  the  A p p l i c a t i o n  o f  
Science and Technology f o r  Development (1971b) approved by the  Uni ted Nations 
Advisory Committee on t h a t  sub jec t  a t  i t s  14th Session i n  1971 as i t s  p r i n c i p a l  
c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  the  Programme o f  Ac t ion  f o r  t h e  Second Uni ted Nations Develop- 
ment Decade. I n  d iscuss ing "Basic Populat ion S t a t i s t i c s , "  the -Plan po in ted  o u t  
t h a t  " I n  most developing countr ies,  the  shortage and l i m i t e d  r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  
demographic and r e l a t e d  s t a t i s t i c s  i s  a major handicap i n  dea l i ng  w i t h  the many 
aspects o f  development planning i n c l u d i n g  popu la t i on  a c t i o n  programmes.. .. A l -
though considerable progress has been made i n  recent years, most developing coun-
t r i e s  s t i l l  l ack  a r e l i a b l e  v i t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system and there fore  l ack  im-
po r tan t  data requ i red  f o r  economic and s o c i a l  planning.' '  The Plan c i t e d  as i t s  
goal t h a t  f i r s t  s e t  f o r t h  i n  the 1968 World Programme f o r  the  Improvement o f  
V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  (1968b), namely, " t o  e s t a b l i s h  i n  every country  by the  end o f ,  
the Decade a system of v i t a l  records and s t a t i s t i c s  or  to improve the  e x i s t i n g  
system t o  the  l e v e l  where they w i l l  y i e l d  r e l i a b l e  data on b i r t h s ,  deaths, mar-
r iages, etc." 

The World Populat ion Plan o f  Ac t i on  (1975) s i m i l a r l y  emphasized t h a t  "sta- 
t i s t i c a l  da ta  on t h e  populat ion c o l l e c t e d  by means o f  censuses, surveys and v i t a l  
s t a t i s t i c s  r e g i s t e r s ,  a re  essen t ia l  f o r  the  p lann ing  o f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  and the  
p r o v i s i o n  o f  a bas is  f o r  the fo rmula t ion ,  eva lua t i on  and a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  popula- 
t i o n  and development po l i c ies . "  I t  went on t o  urge tha t ,  " i n  l i n e  w i t h  the  
ob jec t i ves  o f  the World Programme f o r  t he  Improvement o f  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  (1968b), 
count r ies  a r e  encouraged t o  e s t a b l i s h  or  improve t h e i r  v i  t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system, 

'as a long-term ob jec t i ve ,  and t o  enact laws re levant  t o  the improvement o f  v i t a l  
reg i s t ra t i on . ' '  Under "Research", the  -Plan proposed t h a t  "development o f  s o c i a l  
i nd i ca to rs ,  r e f l e c t i n g  the q u a l i t y  o f  l i f e  as w e l l  as the  i n t e r r e l a t i o n s  between 
socio-economic and depbgraphic phenomena, should be encouraged." 
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, I n  i t s  f i r s t  review and appra isa l  o f  the  progress made towards implementa-
a t i o n  o f  bhe World Populat ion Plan o f  Act ion,  the  Economic and Social Counci l ,  i n  

a r e s o l u t i o n  e n t i t l e d  "Strenqthening o f  Ac t i on  Concerned w i t h  the F u l f i l l m e n t  o f  
the World Populat ion Plan o f -Ac t ion"  (1979) made recommendations concerning 
p r i : o r i t y  areas for  ac t ion .  Among these was a reminder t o  Governments o f  the 
"urgent need t o  develop and improve v i t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems and demographic 
s t a t i s t i c s  i n  o rder  t o  ob ta in  accurate and t i m e l y  in fo rmat ion  on the  e v o l u t i o n  
o f  f e r t i l i t y ,  m o r t a l i t y  and m ig ra t i on  . . . . ' I  

The World Plan o f  Act ion f o r  t he  Implementation o f  the Object ives o f  t h e  
In te rna t i ona l  Women's Year (1976) g ives  h igh  p r i o r i t y  t o  data c o l l e c t i o n  and 
ana lys is  and s ta tes  c a t e g o r i c a l l y  t h a t  "adequate data and in fo rmat ion  are essen- 
t i a l  i n  f o rmu la t i ng  p o l i c i e s  and eva lua t i ng  progress....'' I t  goes on t o  recom-
mend t h a t  "A s c i e n t i f i c  and r e l i a b l e  data base should be es tab l i shed and s u i t a b l e  
economic and s o c i a l  i nd i ca to rs  u r g e n t l y  developed which are s e n s i t i v e  t o  t h e  
p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n  and needs o f  women as an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  na t i ona l  and i n t e r -  
na t iona l  programmes o f  s t a t i s t i c s . ' '  

F i n a l l y ,  t he  Programme o f  Ac t i on  for  the  Second H a l f  o f  the Un i ted  Nations, 
Decade f o r  Women (1980b), which i s  based on a review of progress made d u r i n g  the  
f i r s t  h a l f  of the  Decade and the  obstac les encountered i n  implementing the  World 
Plan o f  A c t i o n  (1976), endorsed the p r i n c i p l e s  and ob jec t i ves  o f  the  1975 Confer-
ence, and proclaimed several " p r i o r i t y  areas f o r  act ion. ' '  I n  the h e a l t h  f i e l d ,  
the Conference emphasized the need t o  "develop s imple economic, soc ia l  and cu l -  
t u r a l  indica-tors i n  order  t o  o b t a i n  b e t t e r  data on trends i n  m o r b i d i t y  and mor- 
t a l i t y  among women ...." 
D. CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose o f  t h i s  paper was t o  t r a c e  the  development o f  soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  
i n  the Un i ted  Nations, t o  prove t h a t  i n d i c a t o r s  der ived  f r o m  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  
c o n s t i t u t e  a reasonably la rge  segment o f  the f u l l  a r ray  o f  soc ia l  i nd i ca to rs ,  t o  
suggest the  uses such ind i ca to rs  might have, and t o  consider  t h e i r  adequacy for 
these purposes. 

It has been demonstrated t h a t  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  are an i n t e g r a l  
and r e l a t i v e l y  l a rge  p a r t  o f  the f u l l  a r ray  o f  s o c i a l  i nd i ca to rs .  Indeed, t h e  
most recent  Guidel ines on soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s  approved by the Uni ted Nations i n  
1976 show t h a t ,  o u t  of a t o t a l  o f  149 ind i ca to rs ,  f u l l y  36 are  der ived f r o m  
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  Th is  i s  a remarkable increase s ince  1954 when the Committee 
o f  Experts proposed v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n d i c a t o r s  ( i n c l u d i n g  3 "next steps") among 
a t o t a l  o f  40. Since t h i s  simple beginning i n  1954, some e i g h t  a d d i t i o n a l  sets  
o f  s t a t i s t i c a l  i n d i c a t o r s  have been promulgated f o r  measuring degrees of econo-
mic and s o c i a l  development. The v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i nd i ca to rs  included i n  a l l  
n ine  sets  a r e  (1) the  crude death ra te ,  (2 )  t h e  i n f a n t  m o r t a l i t y  ra te ,  and (3 )  
expectat ion o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h .  The crude b i r t h  r a t e  was inc luded i n  e i g h t  
sources. The remaining i nd i ca to rs  had frequencies o f  i n c l u s i o n  of 4 or  less ,  
w i t h  21 appearing o n l y  i n  the Pre l im inary  Guidel ines, the most recent work i n  
t h i s  area. 

V i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  as we l l  as o the r  s o c i a l  s t a t i s t i c s  a re  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  by- -. 
products o f  c a r r y i n g  ou t  some o f  the r o u t i n e  work of  governments. Many types o f  
soc ia l  s t a t i s t i c s  a re  thus r o u t i n e l y  compiled bu t  no t  enough a t t e n t i o n  has been 
pa id  t o  the  e s s e n t i a l  r o l e  such s t a t i s t i c s  can p l a y  i n  measuring accu ra te l y  
changes t h a t  a r e  tak ing  place i n  c e r t a i n  areas of soc ia l  concern. Work on 
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development of a system o f  social indicators has occurred in response to this 
defi ci ency . 

To highlight the role that social indicators derived from vital statistics 

can play in measuring changes that are taking place, the goals and targets of the 

United Nations Development Strategies have been set forth, beginning with those 

for the 1960s and ending with those for the 1980s. In addition, the goals of 

several Plans of Action in sectoral areas have been cited as evidence of the need 

for countries to develop and maintain civil registration systems to produce vital 

statistics indicators, indicators that are accurate enough and sensitive enough 

to serve as moni tors of change. 


These same Development Strategies and Programmes of Action that give evidence 

of the uses of indicators derived from vital statistics also recognize the inade- 

quacies of !much national data for monitoring progress and appraising achievement 

in reaching the goals set forth. Recognition of the serious handicaps that defi- 

cient data can be to development planning and evaluation runs through almost all 

Strategies and Plans of Action and these have been set forth in the paper. 


Most systems that exist in developing countries do not produce reliable 

vital statistics, capable of monitoring progress. It is hoped that the emphasis 

now being placed on the full array of social indicators and the integration of 

social and demographic statistics, especially for developing countries, may serve 

as an additional stimulous to countries to increase emphasis on establishing or 

improving systems for registration of vital events and the compilation of reli- 

able vital statisti.cs from these records. 


It is abundantly clear that some priorities must be established if an im-

provement programme of vital records and statistics in a developing country is'to 

be given tangible shape. The priorities extended to vital statistics by virtue 

of their inclusion in an international system of social statistics indicators 

should be of great assistance to countries in effecting improvements in their 

conve.ntiona1 vi tal statistics systems. 
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ANNEX 


I
I t 


V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  Ind ica tors  

NATURAL INCREASE: 

Natura l  increase r a t e  (crude). . . . .  
by age groups . . . . . . . . . .I -
by age and sex. . . . . . . . . . 
I -
by sex. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  


NATAL 1 TY : 

B i r t h  r a t e  (crude) . . . . . . . . . .  x
 

by age of mother. . . . . . . . . .  

by b i r t h  order .  . . . . . . . . .  


. 

I - by age of mother and b i r t h  order .  

by na t i ona l  or  e t h n i c  o r i g i n .  . .I -
by socio-economic groups. . . . .  
b y s e x .  : . . . . . . . . . . . .  


F e r t i l i t y  r a t e  ( t o t a l )  . . . . . . . .  

Gross reproduct ion ra te .  . . . . . . .  

Net reproduct ion ra te .  . . . . . . . .  

Percent o f  b i r t h s  attended by phys ic ian  

Percent o f  b i r t h s  attended by phys ic ian  
by na t i ona l  or  e t h n i c  o r i g i n  . . . .  

MORTALITY: 

Death r a t e  (crude) . . . . . . . . . .  
by age and sex. . . . . . . . . .  
by age, sex and cause . . . . . .  
by causes o f  death. . . . . . . .  
by se lec ted  causes and sex. . . .  
by na t i ona l  or e t h n i c  o r i g i n .  . .  

Source-1/ 

x x x x x x x -
- - -x - - x -
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- -  

- - 

I - by socio-economic group. . . . . . .  
by s e x .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .I -

Childhood (1-4 years) death rate.  . . . .  
by s e x .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

by sex and selected causes . . . . .  

I n f a n t  mortal it y  ra te  . . . . . . . . . .  
by selected causes of death and sex. 

Neonatal mortal it y  ra te  . . . . . . . . . .  
Post neonatal mortal it y  rate. . . . . . .  
Maternal mortal it y  ra te  . . . . . . . . .  
Percent o f  deaths due t o  i n fec t i ous  and 

p a r a s i t i c  diseases. . . . . . . . . . .  
Percent o f  deaths aged.50 years and over. 

Percent o f  deaths aged 15 years and over 
by sex. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  


Percent o f  labour force who die, by age 
and s e x .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  


Percent o f  labour force who die, by sex . 
Percent o f  labour force who die, by 

occupation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

EXPECTATION OF L I FE: 

Expectation o f  l i f e  a t  b i r t h .  . . . . . .  
a t  b i r t h  and selected ages . . . . .  
a t  b i r t h ,  selected ages and sex. . .  

X x - x -

- x x -

x x x x 

X 

x -


x -


- - . -- x - x 

x x - - x x - . 
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Source-1 /  

V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  I n d i c a t o r s  

a t  b i r t h ,  by sex. . . . . . . . . . .  

a t  se lected ages and n a t i o n a l  o r  

e t h n i c  o r i g i n  . . . . . . . . . . .  
a t  se lected ages and soc io-  

economic group. . . . . . . . . . .  
! 
L 

i NUPTIALITY: 

Average annual marriage r a t e  i n  mar- 
r iageab le  populat ion by sex. . . . . . .  

by age o f  b r i d e  and groom . . . . . .  
by na t i ona l  o r  e thn i c  o r i g i n .  . . . .  

Average age of b r i d e  and groom a t  
f i r s t  marriage . . . . . . . . . . . . .  


DIVORCE : 

Divorce r a t e  (crude) . . . . . . . . . . .  
o f  marr ied couples, 15 years 

and over. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

by average dura t ion  o f  marr iage . . .  
by average dura t ion  o f  marr iage 

and age of par tners . . . . . . . .  

1/- See l i s t  o f  References f o r  complete c i t a t i o n s  
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