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'RODUCTION

1. According to the United Nations, the most important vital
events which could be utilized to measure population changes and
could also be used for administrative and legal purposes are: live

. births, deaths, marriages and divorces.‘The focus in this paper on

the uses of vital records in African countries would, however, be
restricted to two events: births and deaths.

2. In this context, a civil registration and vitalystatistics

‘system has been defined as, "... ‘the total proceés- of (a)

collecting, by registration, enumeration, or indirect estimation,
of information on the frequency of occurrence of these events, as
well as relevant characteristics of the events themselves, and of.
.the persbns concerned, and_(b) Compiling, analyzing, evaluating,
presenting, qnd‘d15seminating these data in statistical form."?

3. The discussion of the uses of vital records pertaining to live

_ births and deaths will be confined to those generated through

contlnuous, permanent, compulsory recordlng of their occurrence and
characteristics.

4. It has been ;oted that civil registration and vital statistics
systems are maintained principally because of the value of the
legal documents that they produced along with the statistical uses
of their products. During the past three decades or so, with socio-
economlc developments that are occurring in all Afrlcan countrles,
v1ta1 records have assumed great importance because of their actual
and potential, legal, administrative and statistical uses. |

1, United Nations, Principles and Recommendations for a

vital sStatistics System. Statistical Paper Ser. M. No.
19, Revil, sales No. E.73. XVII. 9, New York.

2, Idem




- isti es of Vital Rec 3

5.. Records .from the civil registration and vital statistics
;system have a number of uses. Before a review of .the uses .for
demograéhic analysis, a brief discussion .of the ugcs,fcr_gén;

statistical uses follows in this section.

,,6,{_ One iﬁportgpg,lggal cvidence,pertaining to individuals which
vital records provide is proof of identity. Legally inscribed items
on the register of birth relating to the name of the person, his

..parentage, ancestry and lineage;ihaveilong been recognized since

.. the establishmént of civil registration systems, as legal proof of

-identity. Considering the vaiue, of- this ..function of birth

certificates, the International Covenant on Civil and Political

rights adopted by the General Assembly of the United Nations

. -resolution 1386 (XIV) in Novémber 1959, stated that: "The child

shall -be -entitled from his birth to a name and nationality".

7. Another important legal evidence which vital_tecordc;prcﬁide
is nationality or citizenship. Nationality and citizenship are
contigent on the place of birth. Proof of nationality is required
in order to enter or leave one's country of birth, to qualit?ffor
 -veting -rights, to obtain a passport, to be employed as a civil

‘servant; to own property.. . .. : |

8« Proof  of age or date of birth is .rQQuired .fqgghthe
_;establishment of rights to privileges such as beiné_é;igyeqéto
.-enter school,v‘or,ﬂgoyaobtain perﬁission to .work .in certain
.. occupations and the civil service. .

-l ,‘\

3% Nora P. Powell, The Conventjonal Vit yistrati
S oo System, - Laboratories  for Population- statistics,
e Scientific Report Series, No._zb (April 1975). ,
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9. Death records are used to establish evidence relating to
clalms for inherltance of property, to insurance claims on deceased
persons, to the right of surviv1ng spouse to remarry and, in
"certain countries, to famlly ‘allowances.

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

dle as a result of 1nfectxous and epldemlc diseases- 1n ‘order  to
1 1nit1ate control measures. ' ’

'"i11. The records can be used in criminal investigations in cases
‘where death is suspected to have occurred from causes other than
‘natural ones. They are also used in campaigns geared at accident
and crlme preventlon. S o e )

437 The causes of death records are important source records in
medical résearch on the aetiology of patterns and causes of death
by age and sex and other socio-economic and cultural
‘‘characteristics. S ' ‘

'“13. In African countries, = vital = statistics - from civil
registration/vital statistics systems could be used in three ways:
(a) for policy making, that is, to form the basis for policy
'guldance, planning and pro;ectlons, (b)”fbr'administratidn, that
: “to monitor current: demographlc trends’ and actlon programmes;
- and (c)‘for research, that is;, to support ‘the ‘scientific study of

the interrelationship between fertility”and;ﬁortality trends and

socio-economic development.

eoﬂn7ﬁ“cOmmittee on’Populatlon and Demoqraphy, Collecting Data
L ation of F t ity (Washington
D.C., 1981), Report No, 6, Powell gp gi;, and UN, op.

cit.
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a)"  Policy makiig and‘proﬁections“

~14. Data from civil registration/v1ta1 statlstlcs systems could.be
;used to update bench mark demographic statistics pertaining to a
region or a country on a continuous basis. Durlng intercensal
;1ntervals, five or ten years, data on the number of births and
deaths recorded could be utilized within: the framework of the
gbalancing equation, with adjustment made for net’ migrations. Tﬁe
same data source facilitates cla551f1cations of the population by
' sex and age.' ‘

;315. Apart from providing population estimates the data form civil
?registration/v1tal statistics systems could used as inputs in the

_;preparatlons of demographic projections. Based on past trends of

inatality and mortality along with assumptions of future trends,

ifuture __prospects :of" population _slze, distribution féﬁd
characteristics could be derlved.

16. Population estimates and projections (national, subnational
“and sectoral) play important roles*in the integration of population
factors in socio-economic developmént plans and programiies, as well
as for making provision ‘for e.g., food, “health, employment,
education and housing sectors.

“17. In addition, statistics on the size, distribution ‘and
‘characteristics of the population are necessary to prov1de social
“and demographlc profiles of regions and countries.

by AdminiStrative/Monitoring'uSes:”'
s T P . T \;,_‘
18. The demographic profiles of African countries is characterized
by high population growth rates as a result of high fertility and
high but falling mortality rates. Against this background, the
‘Dakar/Ngor Declaration suggested’ demographic targets mainly based
on fertility and mortality (see box"i)i’Therpériodicfnonitoring of




BOX 1

f:fAfrican governments should (a) integrate population policies
and programmmes in development strategies, focus51ng on T

'strengthening social sectors Wlth a View to influencing human

‘development and work toWards the solution of population

‘r problems by setting quantified national ob)ectives for the

=reduction of population growth With a View to bringing down

the regional natural growth rate from 3.0 to 2.5 percent by

| the year 2000 and 2 percent by the year 2010.

N o ecl atio : o ulation, F
ggg Susta;nab;e Qovelopgegg Thira African
Population conference, ‘Dakar, Senegal, December
1992 (Addis Ababa. UN-ECA, 1993)

source:

N S
. " _' v.".’
fertility and mortality trends is, therefore, an important exerCise

.for African countries in assess1ng progress towards the Dakar/Ngor
targets along w1th national requirements. To this end, data on
‘births and deaths on a continuous basis could form an important
data input in the monitoring of population trends.

19. As well, data from civil registration/vital‘statistics systens
could be used in making dEClSlonS< on the establishment of
demographic related proJects and programmes (eg. on family planning
serVices) Estimates of the levels and trends of fertility and
mortality and other demographic indicators could be used in making
the decisions to establish such pro;ects as well as. for monitoring
the impact of interventionist strategies aimed at moderating
“trends.

SS

h20. Birth registrations _érét necessary for the efficient'

_functioning of some public health programmes such as after-birth
care for mothers, immunization and vaccination programmes.,w
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21’ Studies on the complex interrelationship between demographic
“ trends and sicio-economic development could also drow upon data
. from civil registration/vital statistics systems. A cla551f1catlon
" of research areas on th1s topic has been suggested 5

a) The social, cultural and economic determinants of population
vvari#bles in different developmental and political sett_y:;rwlg‘s, at
the micro and macro level;

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

c) Methods for the development of systems of social, demographic
and related economic statistics in which various data sets are
interlinked with a view to improving 1ns19ht into the
relationship of variables;. |

“d)’ The construction of economic-demographic models to investigate
the direct and indirect effects of population policies and the
interdepe_ndence between patterns of population change and
patterns of development. '

22. The Programme of Action of the Cairo Internatiqnel Conference
in Population and Development emphasized this topic. It stated
that: "At the international, regional and local levels, population

- issues should be integrated into the formulation, implementation,

- monitoring and evaluation of all policies relating to 'spstéinaple
* development. Development strategies must realistically reflect both
i the short, medium and long-term implications of, and consequences




for, population ‘dynamics asgwe11 as,pétterns of production and
consumption",

23, Reséarch covering subject areas delineated by the Dakar/Ngor
-Déclaration such as population, sustained economic growth and
" sdstainable development, fertility and family planning, mortality,
morbidity and AIDS, and women in development could also utilize

data from civil registration and vital statistics systems.

" '24. c€ivil registration/vital statistics systems cannot satisfy all
" national and ‘international; demographic‘uses of vital statistics
described above. Two other demographic data collection systems -
population censuses and samﬁle surveys - are alternative sources of
this information. Moreover, data from the three systems could. be
employed to cross check: accuracy.and completeness of coverage of
””éach'other.‘That, African-countries should collectively employ all

three systems for their requirements of vital statistics since they
complement each other, is amply demonstrated by the short review

" that follows which reviews the advantages and disadvantages of the
~ three system. ’

25, Table 1 summarizes the main advantages and disadvantages of
the three systems. '

- a) - civil registration/vital statistics systenm.

26 'The civil registration/vital statistics system involves, as

“"has been mentioned . above, the legal registration, .statistical

' recording and reporting of the occurrence of, and the collection,
* ‘compilation, analysis, presentation and distribution of statistics

6, Committee on Population and Demographic, ¢op. git.
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pertaining to v1tal events ,(eg.‘ births_ and 'deathsj{WNThe
registration method consists of the continuous, permanent,

scompulsory'recording‘ofuthe occurrence and characteristics of vital
~_events in accordance with the legal requirements in each COunéry.
27. The main advantages and disadvantages of a fully working CR/VS
system include:

a) It generates’Current vitalnstates; and o . \u», :

b) Data can be tabulated for many local geographic areéas.

. a) a .very demanding ‘data collection system to establish and
o operate, since it should detect the occurrence of v1ta1 events
at whatever time and place they take place; and
b) can collect only a 1imited'anount of background variable about.
households - and/or .persons whose vital events . are being
: investigated.




Table 1: Sustainability of Various Techniques for Detecting Births
" 'nndﬂlnea.ths,' classified by Data Collection Method -

. DATA COLLECTION METHOD '
. Population census Civil registration ~ Sample survey
#) Conteraporary recording of cach - No ‘ i o Yeg e - No* °
event
b) Reumpeclive questions about Yes, but very limited® Genenally not applicable Yes
cach event ERE ‘ - ’
<) Qneluom about cumulmve number Yel, but limited* Yes, in the case of fertility (parity) Yes
of everils~ A » ' ‘
i
d) Aggregate population data clas- Yes Generally not applicable® Yes
sified by age and sex o £
¢) Houschold change technique ‘ No Not applicable : Yes
L e
. Some variations of a sample survey may include a continuous recording

operation in sample areas or monthly or more frequent Lnterview;ng that

approaches notions of contemporaneous recording. However, most sample

surveys do not use this technique. R ) i

- b -Suitable .only for a question relating to events. in the ast 12 months or
the date of the most recent event. Totally unsuited for a full birth
history. (Sometimes indirect estimation techniques can be épplied to
census data to construct better estimates.)

° Although by definition CR/VS systems involve the contemporaneous recording
of each event, limited information on past fertiliﬁy can be ascertained,
for example, from a gquestion on birth order.

4 Often not feasible to use the recommended full battery of six questions
(i.e., living in household, living elsewhere, born alive but now dead,
each separately for males and females). '

¢ Although CR/VS systems do not collect aggregate population data, it is
possible to use CR/VS data to tabulate births by age of mother, deaths by
age and sex, etc.

10
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Table. 3, vSoﬁq . Advan es and Lim,ifatié;i‘sjbf civil Registration
. _ B et e ’
8ystems, Population Censuses and Sample Surveys

Data Collection | o ‘ /
o MﬁllOd ' Advan‘aggs N ' v Limitations “
LAl P y ?4

Civil Regiitration”

MO

Data can be tabulated for many ' - |-1. > - Need for sepairaw estimates of }

PRt

"local geographic areus. : . i . population at risk. ;
"2 -Detailed cross-cladsifications often - ‘2 = . Limited range and depth possible in the

not subject to sampling error. (See | - . "-.~collection of data on classifying

. foot-note a in:Table y - .+ variables. i

3. If properly ﬁlncﬁodné, provides- 3. Relatively inflexible to changes in ‘:

e éontcmporang;ous repo&ing for ‘ . content and plrocedures. :

'+ substantially éll events regardless 4. Very difficult to administer and

of household status. supervise (beéausc extensive in both

4. Institutional continuity. © U time'snd'ipace). e
5. Well-suited for p'roviding both 5. Difficult to establish occurence of
long-term and short-term time * events when births and deaths (or

series. ‘ knowledge qf them) are not associated

with individuals who can serve as

informants (for example, health

workers or religious personnel).

11




| Population Census

Data can be tabulated for many
local geographic areas.

Detailed cross-tabulations are not

" subject to sampling errors for

complete-count items (except when
arriving at inferences - see
footnote a in Table 1) and are
subject to relatively low sampling
errors for sample items.
Simultaneously obtains information

- related to enumerated events and

population at risk.

uscful for time series covering:

" long periods of time. S I

Infrequent.v

2. .° Limited range and depth possible in the

- collection data oh fertility and radHality
* as wéll 'as on classifying variables.
3. Information on "flow” variables (for
example, income, births, deaths) and

|

data from proxy respoﬁdents are aubject

 to increased lévels of response error.

4, - Persons not at their usual place of

residence are subject to high non- -

- response rates (a lesser problem in de

facto censuses),

5. Comparatively difficult to control

extensive in si:ace).

{ 6. . ......Costly and massive in scale, so

“dige oo relatively inflexible.

conditions of observation (because it 'is

i

12
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Sample Surveys

Simultaneously obtains information
related to enumerated events and
population at risk (with the

exception of surveys conducted as

' parts of dual-record systems). -

Topical flexibility (that is, the
depth and range of topics
investigated can be altered

" relatively easily).

Conditions of observation are

subject to control in a well-

designed and administered su&cy '

because of the limited geographic

scope of collection operations (that

is, because a sample is employed). ‘

Relatively edsy to initiate given -
availability ofa survey-taking
infrastructure.

Can.be useful for time-series. .
analysis, given comparability in

data collected.

Inability to produce estimates for local
areas. R

Detailed cross-classifications are subject
fo large sainpling errors. *

Information on "flow" variables (for

example, income, births, deaths) and -

" data from proxy respondents are subject

_ to increased levels of response error.

Coverage for the nonhousehold

. poplation is very poor and it varies

markedly for those who are not
members of a primary family (for
example, members of secondary
families, secondary mdnvnduals and

distant relatives of the house-hold

. "head).

Comparisons over time of estimates
base don dif-ferent ad hoc surveys are
subject to many uncertainties.
Requires close supervi-sion of field

work.

Population Censuses
28. A population-census has been defined as the total process of
w37 collecting, -compiling, evaluating, analysing. and publishing or
.2+ otherwise . disseminating . demographic,. economic. .and-. social. data
pertaining to all persons in a country or in a'weilndelimite& part
of the country at a spec1f1ed time. Ba51ca11y, a census attempts to
provide three types of information, namelg (a) how many persons
within a defined geographlcal unit? (b) the numbers in particular
categories (eg. . 'children, men, women; schoolrage, working¥age;
etc), and (c) the rate of growth of'the-population.

13
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29. The advantages and disadvantages of a population census as a

demographic data collection system are enumerated below.

¢

Advantagee"a 7

various geographlc units big or small.

i) Census data prov1de the opportunlty for tabulatlon for

!

ii) Provides 1nformatlon which can be used to estimate both

enumerated events and population at risk.

(.
|l
| ol

A

that are ten-year apart.

Disadvantages

i) Censﬁs operation is infrequent, usually‘ten years
. thus need for intercensal information.

Census data can be used to form time series data base

apart,

ii) The exercise is usually costly, given the massive size of

the operation.

iii) Not usually possible to collect information on particular

items in detail.
‘Demographic Sample Surveys
'30. Information is collected by this method from a‘subset
| populatlon regarded as made up of individuals, households or
Two major types:
li)f"The single round retrospective survey (SRRS).

“ ¥ C7{1)  The multi-round interview survey (MR).

14

of the

areas.
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31. In SRRS, each respondent is 1nterv1ewed oniy once. since
demographlc and economic parameters are usually measured for
+'periods as long as a.year,, retrospectlve questlons are 1nc1uded in

4,‘1; -

SRRS, using a reference period of 12 or 24 months.ﬁ_w

BT
CiE W

32. On the other hand, the multi-round survey involves at least
two rounds of interviews, separated by a given time period. During
the initial interview, just as in SRRS, the composition and other
characteristics of the household are recorded, with changes noted
in subsequent visits. The SRRS is susceptlble to errors of omission
and dating because of the use of retrospective questions with long
recall periods. This disadvantages of the SRRS is minimised by the
use of a shorter recall period in multi-round surveys. The
advantages and disadventages of demographic sample surveys as:
instruments for collecting demographic data are given below.

Advantages

‘i) It prbvides'the opportnnity to collect information on a
specific subject in greater detail and flexible time
frequency, given the small-scale of the operation, than

'is possible in a census.

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

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

Disadvantages

1) Inefficient in producing 'information on smaller
geographic areas.

15




ii) Cross—classificatlons may be subject to 1arge sampllng
7 errors. o ‘ Lo | '

CoRITERT

ii ) To produce good result field operatlon requlres to be

closely superv1sed.

16





