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national data. All these factors can lead to sig-
nificant discrepancies between national and
international estimates. 

This Report has often brought such discrep-
ancies to light. And while the Human Develop-
ment Report Office advocates for improvements
in international data, it also recognizes that it can
play an active role in such efforts. When dis-
crepancies in data have arisen, it has helped to link
national and international data authorities to
address those discrepancies. In many cases this has
led to better statistics in the Report. 

TOWARDS STRONGER STATISTICAL CAPACITY

A vital part of the solution to the enormous
gaps and deficiencies in statistical information
is building sound statistical capacity in countries,
an effort requiring financial and political com-
mitment at both national and international lev-
els (see box 2.1 in chapter 2). In contrast to old
approaches favouring short-term results, new
strategies should focus on long-term sustain-
ability of statistical capacity. The momentum
generated by the Millennium Development Goal
process has mobilized the entire international sta-
tistical community, and many initiatives are
under way. Among these are efforts by task

forces of the Partnership in Statistics for the
21st Century—the PARIS21 consortium—which
have been publicizing the need for better sta-
tistics, encouraging countries to develop long-
term master plans for statistical development
and developing new tools to measure statistical
capacity. 

One important way to build statistical
capacity is by conducting and analysing house-
hold surveys. But population censuses also
should receive adequate priority and resources
(box 2). And international statistical agencies
should continue to play an active part in sta-
tistical development by improving, promoting
and implementing internationally agreed stan-
dards, methods and frameworks for statistical
activities. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics
is developing the Literacy Assessment and Mon-
itoring Programme, a much-improved tool for
measuring literacy (box 3). The World Health
Organization has been developing a measure of
healthy life expectancy (box 4). And other insti-
tutions have been working on indicators relat-
ing to maternal health, trying to identify process
indicators that can help inform policy where
adequately measuring the outcome indicators
(such as maternal mortality) is difficult and
costly (box 5). 

A population census is the primary source of infor-
mation about the number of people in a country and
the characteristics of the population. Several features
distinguish it from survey-based sources of data. It
can achieve complete coverage of the population. It
offers possibilities for relating individual charac-
teristics of the population with those of households.
It provides details about subnational population
groups. And in a postconflict situation, where the
national statistical system has often collapsed, a
population census provides the foundation for devel-
oping democratic institutions and good governance
and may also give the people hope for a better
future. 

From census data, analysts can derive most of the
population-based indicators needed for monitoring
national and subnational progress towards the Mil-
lennium Development Goals. And no other data
source allows such comprehensive sex-disaggregated
analysis of population-based indicators. Without a
recent census, data gaps are inevitable. Even basic

information on the size and age composition of a
population will be unavailable or unreliable. 

Almost all developing countries have had some
experience in census taking in the past several decades,
although many still lack the financial and human
resources to conduct censuses without at least some
external financial or technical assistance. Efforts to
build census taking capacity are often impeded by
weak national statistical systems, long intervals between
censuses and rapid turnover of staff. 

Census taking is the most costly data collection
activity undertaken by a national statistical system.
Rising costs, shrinking public sector budgets and
declining aid have all contributed to delays and post-
ponements of censuses in the 2000 round, especially
in Sub-Saharan Africa. Without timely and adequate
resources, census taking will face an uncertain future.
For national statistical systems, partnerships with
major stakeholders—civil society, the private sector and
bilateral and multilateral organizations—are essential
for ensuring the continuity of censuses. 

BOX 2 

Building capacity to ensure the continuity of population censuses 

Source: UNFPA 2003. 
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