
Collecting data on sensitive topics 

and on rare events through surveys

Angela Me

Chief

Research and Trend Analysis Branch





Network scale up

• People’s social network … set of people they know … 

are on average representative of the general population



How does it work:

• In a random sample that is representative of the general 

population 

– How many people do you know?

– How many people do you know who use drug x? 

Estimated 

size of the 

sub 

population

= Total # of members in the 

subpopulation from all 

participant networks

x Size of the 

general 

population

Total # of members from all 

participant networks



Estimating personal network size

• How many people do you know…….

• Knowing some characterized by:

– Live in the area of interest

– You know them they know you

– You have had contact with them over 1 or 2 years

– You could contact them if needed



Two methods to estimate personal network

• Known population method

– Number of people they know various population of known 

size (people named Michael; primary school teachers - 0.1% 

to 4 % of the population)

• Knows 5 people named Michael,

• 2 million people named Michael

• Total population is 90 million

• (5/2000000) ÷ 90 million total population = 225 size of the network

• Internal consistency checks with the existing data

• Can lead to under reporting in larger population and 

over reporting in smaller populations



Two methods to estimate personal network ….

• Summation method

– No or unreliable data for known populations

– Participants asked to enumerate people they know in a list of 

specific relationships or categories

– exclusive relationship types (family, co-workers, neighbours, 

friends)

– Comprehensive list of relationship type eliminating overlap

• Culturally relevant

• Limitation - lead to over counting from overlaps 



Two main biases in network scale up 

• Transmission error

– Respondent is unaware of someone in network (is heroin 

user) – especially when behaviour is stigmatized –

underestimation

• Barrier effect

– Social barriers (ethnicity, race, occupation, location of 

residences) causes variation in likelihood a respondent will 

know the people with behaviour  (underestimation)



Applying network scale up: UNODC experience

• Pakistan – national household survey on drug use 

(50,000 respondents)

• Self reported drug use in past 12 months 

– cannabis 0.5%

– Heroin 0%

– Non medical use of prescription opioids 1.4%



Pakistan…..

• Using Dunbar number 

150 as average size of 

network

• Problem drug use 

survey(using treatment 

multiplier bench mark)

• Combined to get

• Prevalence of 

– Cannabis 3.5%

– Heroin 0.8%



Nigeria – drug use survey

• Household survey Self reported use of substances 

(40,000 across 36 states and Federal Capital)

• NSUM - Known population method

• Problem drug use assessment (RDS – benchmark)

(9,400 across 36 states and Federal Capital)



Self reported

• Cannabis use 1.4%

• Heroin use – 0.03%

• Non medical use of 

opioids (tramadol) 3.8%

Comparison of results

• National estimate using 

NSUM,  MBM

• Cannabis use – 10.4%

• Heroin use – 0.1%

• Non medical use of 

opioids (tramadol) 4.8%


