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FOREWORD 

A l l  o f  the  developed count r ies  have long-establ ished and e f f e c t i v e  c i v i l  
r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems. The design and o rgan iza t i on  o f  these systems vary 
g rea t l y  among the  countr ies;  bu t  they a l l  serve the general lega l  purpose o f  
es tab l i sh ing  the  i n d i v i d u a l  documentation regard ing b i r t h s ,  deaths and o t h e r  
v i t a l  events, and a l s o  serve the general s t a t i s t i c a l  purposes o f  forming t h e  
documentary bas i s  for the  computation o f  the e s s e n t i a l  demographic va r iab les  . 

o f  the b i r t h  ra te ,  t h e  death r a t e  and v a r i a t i o n s  o f  these ra tes  according t o  
various geographic, soc ia l  and economic, and demographic fac to rs .  

Many develop ing coun t r i es  have a l s o  created v i t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and s t a t i s -  
t i c s  systems t h a t  serve these purposes, bu t  i n  o the r  developing count r ies ,  
although almost u n i v e r s a l l y  es tab l i shed by law, the  systems have ser ious 
def ic iencies . 

This a r t i c l e  i s  an attempt t o  describe b r i e f l y  t he  present s ta tus  .of these 
systems i n  develop ing countr ies,  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  main obstac les t o  improvement, 
and t o  group these obstac les i n t o  those t h a t  a re  d i f f i c u l t  t o  overcome and those 
t h a t  can be e l i m i n a t e d  more e a s i l y .  

An e a r l i e r  ve rs ion  o f  t h i s  paper was prepared for  p resenta t ion  a t  t he  
In te rna t i ona l  Populat ion Conference organized by the In te rna t i ona l  Union for 
the S c i e n t i f i c  Study o f  Populat ion he ld  i n  Mani la  i n  December 1981. 
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IMPROVING VITAL REGISTRATION SYSTEMS 
I N  DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

For res t  E. L inder  

In te rna t i ona l  l n s t i  t u t e  for  V i  t a l  

Reg is t ra t i on  and S t a t i s t i c s  


A. PRESENT STATUS OF REGISTRATION SYSTEMS I N  DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 

Re l i ab le  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c ’ s  a re  a major element o f  any na t i ona l  demographic 
data c o l l e c t i o n  and ana lys i s  program and are u n i v e r s a l l y  recognized as such. 
Adequate v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  i n  the t r a d i t i o n a l  sense, a re  der ived  f r o m  a c i v i l  
r e g i s t r a t i o n  system and the i n d i v i d u a l  documents t h a t  i t  produces. I n  view o f  
the importance of v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  and an understanding o f  the general problems 
o f  the improving o f  the under ly ing  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems, progress has been 
steady and pervasive, b u t  nevertheless q u i t e  slow. 

Nat ional  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems have e x i s t e d  i n  some count r ies  for decades, 
even centur ies ,  and i t  can be noted t h a t  i n  c o n t r a s t  to  ad hoc censuses o r  sur-
veys, most coun t r i es  have adopted l e g i s l a t i o n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  continuous, permanent 
and compulsory c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems. The s t rong  lega l  bas is  for  c i v i l  
r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems e x i s t s  because r e g i s t r a t i o n  i s  p r i m a r i l y  regarded as a l e g a l  
ra ther  than as a s t a t i s t i c a l  funct ion,  and i t s  h i s t o r y  on t h i s  bas is  goes back t o  
the e a r l y  17th century ,  and i n  more fragmentary and spec ia l  purposes forms to 
perhaps a thousand or more years before tha t .  

I n t e r n a t i o n a l l y ,  the questions invo lved have h i s t o r i c a l l y  a l so  received much 
a t ten t i on .  As e a r l y  as 1853, the  In te rna t i ona l  S t a t i s t i c a l  Congresses began con- 
s i d e r i n g  questions r e l a t e d  t o  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  which were a l s o  matters o f  e a r l y  
i n t e r e s t  to  the  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  S t a t i s t i c a l  I n s t i t u t e  when i t  was created i n  1885, 
the Heal th  D i v i s i o n  o f  the  League o f  Nations, and, immediately upon i t s ’ c r e a t i o n ,  
o f  the Uni ted Nations. I n  i t s  over  30 years o f  work i n  t h i s  f i e l d ,  the UN has 
c a r r i e d  on many s i g n i f i c a n t  act iv i t ies- -development  o f  p r i n c i p l e s  for v i t a l  s ta -
t i s t i c s  systems, p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  opera t ing  manuals, numerous recommendations by 
Commissions and Counci ls, and a cont inu ing  sequence o f  seminars, conferences, and 
t r a i n i n g  sessions. Some b i l a t e r a l  and reg ional  agencies have a l s o  been very 
ac t ive .  

I n  j u s t  the  pas t  th ree  years, there  have been a t  l e a s t  s i x  l a rge  in te rna-  
t i o n a l  or reg iona l  conferences organized by the  UN or b i l a t e r a l  agencies r e l a t e d  
exc lus i ve l y  t o  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 .  I n  a l l ,  these confer- 
ences were attended by delegat ions from more than 60 count r ies .  A l l  of these 
conferences were c a l l e d  t o  consider the  s ta tus  o f  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  i n  the  
respect ive reg iona l  areas and the means o f  ach iev ing  improvement. The e f f e c t  of 
these conferences and o the r  soc ia l  developments means t h a t  there i s  g rea ter  
awareness o f  the need f o r  good c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  than ever before. The Uni ted 
Nations has adopted over  90 formal reso lu t ions  r e l a t i n g  e x p l i c i t l y  o r  i m p l i c i t l y  
t o  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 .  These . resolut ions*  are i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  
numerous recommendations by UN and World Hea l th  0,rganizasion Commissions and 
Committees. Recently, a t  i t s  21st  Session i n  January 1981, the UN’ S t a t i s t i c a l  
Commission endorsed an ex tens ive  and cont inu ing  UN’progiam f o r  the improvement o f  
c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n .  The reso lu t i ons  r e l a t e  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  to 



economic development, soc ia l  development, and p u b l i c  admin is t ra t ion .  I n  addi- 
t i on ,  the two Human Rights  Covenan,ts, r a t i f i e d  i n  1976, e x p l i c i t l y  and i m p l i c i t l y  
recognize c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  as an essent ia l  process i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  some o f  
these r i g h t s .  

As i s  expressed i n  the  numerous UN reso lu t i ons  and recommendations, the 
documents der ived  f r o m  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  are  e s s e n t i a l  as a bas is  for the rneas- 
urement o f  popu la t ion  change and eva lua t ing  the  success of popu la t ion  programs; 
as a bas is  for  h e a l t h  s t a t i s t i c s ;  as a bas is  f o r  s o c i a l  s tud ies ,  and as a bas i s  
f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  the  i n d i v i d u a l  c i v i l  r i g h t s  of ch i l d ren ,  women and men. 

Even w i t h  t h i s  recogn i t i on  o f  the importance o f  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 ,  there  a re  numerous problems i n  the  achievement o f  improvements. Some 
o f  these problems r e l a t e  to  geography, t ranspor ta t i on ,  l i t e r a c y  of the  popula- 
t i on ,  and o rgan iza t i on  and management matters r e l a t e d  t o  l i t e r a l l y  thousands o f  
l oca l  government employees sca t te red  throughout a count ry  t h a t  have responsi- 
b i l i t y  f o r  some aspects o f  the process. The problems a re  d i f f i c u l t ,  b u t  the 
experience o f  some coun t r i es  i n  each p a r t  o f  t he  wor ld  shows t h a t  adequate re-
s u l t s  can be obta ined a t  l eas t  i n  some aspects. 

Some problems a r i s e  f r o m  the f a c t  t h a t  the  respons ib le  o f f i c i a l s  a t  the 
na t i ona l  l e v e l  may be loca ted  i n  any one o r  more of severa l  m in is t r ies : - In te r io r ,  
Jus t ice ,  Health, Economics, the Supreme Court, e t c .  As a heterogeneous group, 
they have been l a r g e l y  ou ts ide  the mainstream of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a c t i v i t y  and may 
only  a c c i d e n t a l l y  l ea rn  o f  new developments i n  o the r  count r ies  i n  law, organiza- 
t i o n a l  ideas, new opera t i ng  technology o r  even o f  t h e  re levant  UN reso lu t i ons .  

An ana lys i s  o f  the  completeness w i t h  which v i t a l  events a re  reg i s te red  can 
be based on t h e  percentage o f  b i r t h s  and deaths t h a t  ge t  reg i s te red  c u r r e n t l y .  
Such in fo rmat ion  may be fragmentary as w e l l  as sub jec t  t o  d e f i c i e n c i e s  i n  method 
o f  de r i va t i on .  The Uni ted Nations Demographic Yearbook conta ins by f a r  the most 
comprehensive and r e l i a b l e  a v a i l a b l e  in fo rmat ion  on t h i s  quest ion.  

The 1975, the  1969, and the  1959 Uni ted Nations Demographic Yearbooks i n  
which n a t a l i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  were the  featured sub jec t ,  completeness codes f o r  
b i r t h s  i n  the  less developed count r ies  were assembled f o r  t he  l a t e s t  a v a i l a b l e  
year i n  the  n a t a l i t y  t rend  tab les.  

Among the  91 coun t r i es  w i t h  ind ices o f  completeness, 50 are  sa id  to  have 90 
percent o r  b e t t e r  completeness a t  the  present t ime ,  w h i l e  41 show the  "incom- 
p le te"  code. For the  r e s t  o f  the  count r ies  (71), t h e  q u a l i t y  was repor ted as 
"unknown". These da ta  show t h a t  t he  q u a l i t y  of b i r t h  s t a t i s t i c s  remains less  
than sa t i s fac to ry ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  A f r i ca ,  As ia and Oceania. 

With such a long h i s t o r y  and w i t h  so much n a t i o n a l  and i n t e r n a t i o n a l  a t ten -  
t i o n  g iven t o  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems, i t  i s  app rop r ia te  t o  ask why such sys- 
tems i n  many developing count r ies  a re  s t i l l  considered inadequate. 

P a r t  of the  problem a r i s e s  because c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems serve two 
completely d ispara te  se ts  of  purposes, and, therefore,  t w o  sets  of c r i t e r i a  of 
adequacy a re  app l i ed  w i t h  perhaps an ove r l y  harsh judgment o f  whether the system 
i s  se rv ing  e i t h e r  purpose u s e f u l l y .  The expec ta t ion  t h a t  t he  system should pro-  
duce 100 percent  e r ro r -p roo f  records i s  a c r i t e r i o n  n o t  usua l l y  app l i ed  t o  o t h e r  
s t a t i s t i c a l  systems. The UN Demographic Yearbook sys temat i ca l l y  app l ies  t o  
na t i ona l  c i v i  1 r e g i s t r a t i o n  data a des ignat ion o f  "complete" o r  "incomplete"-- 

2 




d i v i d i n g  the  data on t h i s  bas is  a t  an est imated 90 percent completeness l e v e l .  
Such an eva lua t ion  i s  no t  app l ied  t o  census r e s u l t s ,  a l though i t  i s  c e r t a i n  t h a t  
some f i n i s h e d  census operat ions have an incompleteness o f  more than 10 percent, 
and a considerable number o f  censuses have an incompleteness o f  100 percent be- 
cause they a re  never f i n i shed  a t  a l l .  For sample surveys, t he  s i t u a t i o n  i s  even 
worse. Some o f  the  best surveys g i ve  estimates o f  sampling e r r o r ,  bu t  few i f  
any can g i ve  rea l  est imates of b ias  i n  or completeness o f  t he  d i f f e r e n t  va r iab les ,  
a l though such e r r o r s  can run t o  very h igh  percentages indeed. 

One o f  the purposes o f  a c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system i s  t o  p rov ide  a documen- 
t a r y  source f o r  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  For t h i s  purpose, i t  would, of course, be 
i dea l  t o  have a nationwide 100 percent count of events and complete coverage for 
a l l  important var iab les .  Lacking t h i s ,  however, t he  data a r e  no t  necessa r i l y  
va lue less.  A n a l y t i c a l  methods f o r  us ing incomplete data, sample r e g i s t r a t i o n  
schemes, s e l e c t i v e  t a b u l a t i o n  area procedures, e tc .  can and have produced usable 
in fo rmat ion  f o r  demographic purposes and for soc ia l  and economic planning. 

The o the r  primary purpose of  a c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system i s  to produce docu- 
mentary p roo f  essen t ia l  for i n d i v i d u a l  j u r i d i c a l  uses. However, here again a 
too harsh c r i t e r i a  o f  adequacy o f  the system should no t  be appl ied.  I f  a seg- 
ment o f  the na t i ona l  popu la t ion  l i v e s  ou ts ide  the usual n a t i o n a l  s o c i a l  and eco- 
nomic c u l t u r e ,  a need f o r  immediate r e g i s t r a t i o n  may no t  e x i s t .  I f ,  f o r  example, 
the  f i r s t  use o f  a c h i l d ' s  b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e  i s  to e s t a b l i s h  age for school en-
trance, l i t t l e  harm i s  done i f  r e g i s t r a t i o n  i s  delayed beyond the f i r s t  year. 
The lega l  record has value f o r  p rov ing  i d e n t i t y ,  age, c i t i z e n s h i p ,  f i l i a t i o n ,  
m a r i t a l  s ta tus  and so f o r t h ,  p r i m a r i l y  i n  the  s e t t l e d ,  l a r g e l y  urban populattons, 
w h i l e  r u r a l ,  nomadic and t r i b a l  populat ions may have l i t t l e  need for such proof. 
To b r i n g  them i n t o  the  mainstream would be cont ingent  on s o c i a l  change t h a t  may 
no t  be imminent i n  many count r ies .  S t i l l ,  i n  such count r ies ,  the  r e g i s t r a t i o n  
system may be more o r  less  adequately se rv ing  one o r  bo th  o f  the  purposes for 
which i t  e x i s t s .  

B. OBSTACLES TO IMPROVEMENT -

I r r e s p e c t i v e  o f  the  caveats above, i t  must be recognized t h a t  the  obstac les 
to  improving a c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system i n  a developing country  a re  d i f f i c u l t  
problems most o f  which requ i re  a long-term e f f o r t  t o  solve. I n  developed coun- 
t r i e s ,  the  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems have been improved by decades of e f f o r t  
and may even now s t i l l  have ser ious defects .  

To l i s t  and c l a s s i f y  these obstac les t o  improvements, the In te rna t i ona l  
I n s t i t u t e  for  V i t a l  Reg is t ra t i on  and S t a t i s t i c s  (IIVRS) sought the  op in ion  of 
i t s  na t i ona l  members who a re  responsib le  f o r  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o r  v i t a l  s t a t i s -  
t i c s  i n  the  developing count r ies  t h a t  a re  represented i n  the  I n s t i t u t e ,  asso-
c i a t e s  f r o m  32 count r ies  responded w i t h  expos i t ions  of the  problems t h a t  they 
faced. These respondents a re  o f f i c i a l s  i n  count r ies  represent ing  every c o n t i -  
nent  o f  the  world. Responses ranged f r o m  "no problems e x i s t "  to d e t a i l e d  s ta te -  
ments on the  b a r r i e r s  t h a t  were c u r r e n t l y  be ing encountered I n  t r y i n g  t o  develop 
r e l i a b l e  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  records and v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  

As would be the case w i t h  any widespread governmental operat ion,  numerous 
obstac les were repor ted which must be overcome to incriease the e f f i c i e n c y  of the  
system. These obstac les can be arranged and c l a s s i . f l e d  i n  many d i f f e r e n t  ways 
and, of course, they over lap  and i n t e r r e l a t e  so t h a t  most could be considered i n  
more than one category. However, another way to  consider the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  i s  
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according t o  what i s  necessary o r  how res i s tan t  o r  suscept ib le the problems a r e  
t o  so lut ion.  From t h i s  po in t  o f  view, the problems might be considered i n  three 
broad groups: 1) r e l a t i v e l y  i n t r a c t a b l e  problems r e l a t i n g  t o  geography and c u l -  
ture, 2) problems solvable but r e q u i r i n g  addi t ional  nat ional  o r  outs ide technical  
assistance funds, and 3) solvable problems. 

1 

1. Relat ive ly  i n t rac tab le  problems. This group o f  problems presents a num- 
ber o f  obstacles, many of  which can be solved w i t h i n  the framework of long-range 
soc ia l  and economic development, but  can hard ly  be solved by short-range act ions 
taken w i t h i n  the c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system i t s e l f .  I n  o ther  words, the so lu t i ons  
l i e  outside the scope of  changes t h a t  the r e g i s t r a t i o n  system i t s e l f  can b r i n g  
about. Some o f  t h i s  group o f  problems r e l a t e  t o  the geography o f  the country and 
an uneven d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  the populat ion. Here, problems o f  t ranspor tat ion and 
communication vas t l y  complicate the operat ion o f  an e f f i c i e n t  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  
sys tem. 

Closely re la ted t o  t h i s ,  i s  the nature o f  the populat ion. A predominately 
ru ra l ,  l a r g e l y  i l l i t e r a t e  populat ion i s  not  conducive t~ a h igh degree o f  reg is-
t r a t i o n  completeness o r  accuracy. A populat ion o f  t h i s  type may lack any motiva- 
t i o n  f o r  reg i s t ra t i on ,  may f a i l  t o  comply w i t h  the laws o r  even be aware of them, 
o r  may delay repor t ing the occurrence o f  a v i t a l  event. In'extreme cases, there 
may e x i s t  a resistance t o  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  and f a l s i f i c a t i o n  o f  reported information. 

As stated, the impact o f  these condi t ions may be ameliorated as soc ia l  and 
economic condit ions improve, but  t h e i r  s o l u t i o n  i s  hardly w i t h i n  the domain of 
the c i v i  1 r e g i s t r a t i o n  system alone. 

2. Problems solvable but  r e q u i r i n g  addi t ional  nat ional  o r  out$ ide technical  
assistance funds. There i s  a long l i s t  of problems whose s o l u t i o n  i s  p r i m a r i l y  
a matter o f  adequate funds. This l i s t  includes adequate s t a f f ,  proper t r a i n i n g ,  
a v a i l a b i l i t y  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  essent ia l  forms and supplies, t ranspor t  for 
supervisory o r  t r a i n i n g  s t a f f ,  o f f i c e  space, modern record storage, document 
reproduction equipment, data processing f a c i l i t i e s ,  p r i n t i n g  f a c i l i t i e s ,  and SO 

for th .  

In contrast  t o  the " r e l a t i v e l y  i n t r a c t a b l e  problems," most obstacles i n  t h i s  
category could rather qu i ck l y  be e l iminated i f  adequate funds were avai lab le.  
I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  est imate nat ional  expenditures f o r  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  because 
the process i s  so intertwined w i t h  other  regular governmental operations, bu t  the 
lack o f  funds i n  nat ional  budgets f o r  s p e c i f i c  r e g i s t r a t i o n  needs i s  c e r t a i n l y  
an almost universal  impediment t o  the improvement of the nat ional  c i v i l  r eg i s t ra -
t ion sys tems . 

In te rna t i ona l l y ,  c i v i  1 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  are recognized as 
major components o f  a required nat ional  demographic data system. However, the 
amount of  in ternat ional  technical  a i d  resources tha t  have been d i rec ted  a t  reg is-
t r a t i o n  improvement has been t r i v i a l  compared t o  the very large i n te rna t i ona l  
investment f o r  improving populat ion censuses and demographic surveys. 

3 .  Solvable problems. This grqup o f  problems presents obstacles tha t  can 
be solved w i t h i n  the nat ional  domain and w i t h  r e l a t i v e l y  small f i n a n c i a l  require-
ments. They include the adequacy o f  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  the nature o f  the c i v i l  regis-

n organization, the methods o f  coordinat ion of the d i f f e r e n t  elements of 
stem and the p r i o r i t y  given t o  the whole enterpr ise by the government. t 

not tto say tha t  these problems are necessar i ly  easy t o  solve. There are 
ng legal  interests,  there are questions of competing j u r i s d i c t i o n a l  
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contro l ,  and there are other governmental programs claiming higher p r i o r i t y  sta- 
tus. However, there i s  nothing inherent i n  the problems themselves tha t  makes 
them insoluble.  

I n  reference t o  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  there are very few countr ies lack ing nat ional  
o r  p rov inc ia l  laws requ i r i ng  the r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f  v i t a l  events, Many o f  these, 
however, may be de f i c ien t  i n  s p e c i f i c  d e t a i l ,  such as, f a i l u r e  t o  make reg i s t ra -  
t i o n  compulsory, impractical time requi rernents f o r  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and other  opera- 
t i o n a l  po ints .  

Perhaps the most important legal  def ic iency i s  the f a i l u r e  t o  provide a cen- 
t r a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  au tho r i t y  t h a t  can d i r e c t  o r  coordinate the r e g i s t r a t i o n  func- 
t i o n  throughout the e n t i r e  country and monitor o r  supervise i t s  operation. . T h i s  
and re la ted  questions of organizat ional  arrangements are c e r t a i n l y  the most cru-
c i a l  problems of  r e g i s t r a t i o n  t h a t  are susceptible t o  so lut ion.  

I n  considering the organizat ional  status o f  c i v i l  r eg i s t ra t i on -and  v i t a l  
s t a t i s t i c s  systems throughout the world, the question should be examined from 
two points  o f  view: 1) what i s  the e f f e c t  o f  the organizat ional  d i f ferences be-
tween countr ies,  and 2) what i s  the nature and e f f e c t  o f  the a l l o c a t i o n  o f  re-
s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  w i t h i n  a country. 

With reference t o  the dif ferences between countr ies, o f  course, the e f f i -  
ciency o f  a system i n  one country does not depend on how the system may be organ- 
ized i n  another country. Nevertheless, a t  the in ternat ional  l eve l ,  a major d i f -  
f i c u l t y  i s  the heterogeneity of the patterns of  nat ional  agencies responsible f o r  
v i t a 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  among the countr ies o f  the world. I n  a 

' 	 few countr ies,  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  rests  w i t h  Health M in i s t r i es ;  i n  o ther  coun-
t r i e s ,  the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  both r e g i s t r a t i o n  and s t a t i s t i c s  res ts  w i t h  a 
special  cent ra l  nat ional  agency such as the Registrar General's Off ice.  I n  o ther  
countr ies, the r e g i s t r a t i o n  func t i on  may res t  w i t h  the M i n i s t r y  ' o f  I n t e r i o r  (as 
a l o c a l  government funct ion) o r  w i t h  some other  governmental e n t i t y ,  and the sta- 
t i s t i c a l  aspect may be the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  a Central S t a t i s t i c a l  Office. 

A study of 135 countr ies shows the fo l lowing d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  nat ional  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  fgr administer ing or monitoring c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  and for  com-
p i l a t i o n  of  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s :  

Rasponslbi 1 it y  f o r  Administering o r  Monitor ng Civ i  1 Reg is t ra t i on  

Countries 

National Of f ice of Regis t ra t ion . 60 
National Health O f f i c e  14 
National S t a t i s t i c a l  O f f i c e  1 1  
No r e s p w s i b l e  nat ional  o f f i c e  -50 

135 
Responsib i l i ty  f o r  Compilation of V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  

National O f f i c e  of Regis t ra t ion 12 
National S t a t i s t i c a l  O f f i c e  106 

I National Health Off ice -17 ' 

135 

The heterogeneous character of the nat ional  organizat ional  pat terns has 
tended t o  i n h i b i t  the evolut ion of widely accepted i n te rna t i ona l  organizat ional  * 

models for  v i  t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems. General-purpose na t i ona l  s t a t i s t i c a l  
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offices are also not organized on a uniform basis, but such organizations do have 

a much more uniform pattern of organization and function, which has facilitated 

the development of internationally standardized concepts and principles. The 

heterogeneity of national vital registration agencies is also an obstacle to the 

international dissemination and interchange of technical information on new 

methods and the application of improved techniques. There is no international 

intergovernmental agency which serves as a forum where the varied group of 

national official statisticians, health officials, judicial officials, and other 


. national officials responsible for local government can intercommunicate about Q 

registration systems. The national heterogeneity of organizational responsi- I 
bility is reflected also in dispersed responsibility among the various units of 
the United Nations structure and this has retarded development of the recommended I 
UN programs for the establishment of uniform vital registration systems. 


Important also from the standpoint of improving vital statistics in a coun-

try is the frequent dispersal of responsibility for different components of the 

chain of functions involved with the registration systems to different agencies 

within the same national government. 
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TABLE 1 

National responsibility for civil registration 
Central Centrai Central No 

Total 
off ice 

registration 
office 
health 

office 
statistical 

responsibility 
central 

Cent ra 1 
registration 12 12 - - -
office 

Central 
health 17 5 10 - 2 , -
office 

Cent ra 1 
statistical 106 43 4 1 1  48 
office 

Tota 1 135 60 14 1 1  50 

Table 1 shows this mixed pattern for 135 countries. For example, in the 

135 countries studied, the responsibility for the vital statistics compilation 

is with the Central Statistical Office in 106 cases; yet, of these, the Central 

Statistical Office has responsibility for civil registration in only 1 1  countries. 

Looking at the table from another axis, national responsibility for civil regis-

tration rests with a national 'Central Registration Office in 60 instances, but 

of these the Central Registration Office is responsible for statistical compila- 

tion in only 12 instances. All in all, in only 33 of the 135 countries reported 

in Table 1 is the responsibility for both registration and compilation in the 

same national agency. An even more serious problem is that apparently in 50 of 

the 135, countries there exists no national agency with a clear responsibility for 


oving civil registration. In many o f  these cases, local regis-
unction of local civil administrative or judicial offices. In 

ases, there may be a national ministry that has nominal jurisdiction over 
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r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  bu t  t h i s  admin s t r a t i v e  j u r i s d i c t i o n  may be molded i n t o ,  i n  an 
almost u n i d e n t i f i a b l e  way, w t h  numerous o t h e r  aspects o f  l oca l  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  
work. 

An a d d i t i o n a l  complicat ng o rgan iza t i ona l  f a c t o r  i s  t h a t  a l though many coun-
t r i e s  a r e  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  organized as geographic u n i t a r y  na t i ona l  e n t i t i e s ,  
o ther  countr. ies a r e  federat ions o f  s ta tes  o r  provinces. The d i s t r i b u t i o n  o f  
powers between the  na t iona l  government and the  p r o v i n c i a l  governments w i t h  regard 
t o  r e g i s t r a t i o n  may vary widely. I n  some cases, r e g i s t r a t i o n  may be the  exc lu-  
s i v e  domain o f  the provinces, whereas, i n  o thers  there may be some defined o r  
undefined federa 1 government responsib i1 it.y . . 

I n  terms o f  posy ib le  ease o f  improving the  systems f o r  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 ,  the na t iona l  p o l i t i c a l  o rgan iza t iona l  pa t te rns  may be roughly  
grouped i n t o  several classes: 

1)’ Geographica l ly  u n i t a r y  count r ies  

a) 
b) 

One agency responsible a t  na t i ona l  l e v e l  
Mult i-agency r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a t  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  

2) Geographical l y  federated count r ies  

a) 
b) 

One agency responsible a t  n a t i o n a l  l e v e l  
Mult i-agency r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a t  na t i ona l  l e v e l .  

The case o f  a geographica l ly  federated coun t ry  w i t h  multi-agency responsi-
b i l i t y  a t  t h e  na t i ona l  l eve l  can present a complex o f  j u r i s d i c t i o n a l  gaps and 
overlappings which can hard ly  be so lved e a s i l y ,  bu t  a t  l e a s t  can be improved by 
various forms o f  coord inat ion.  

C. HIGHER PRIORITY FOR IMPROVING SYSTEMS 

I n  view o f  t he  number and v a r i e t y  o f  problems t o  be so lved i n  creat ingaan 
e f f i c i e n t  r e g i s t r a t i o n  system, i t  should be obvious t h a t  no simple answers w i l l  
be found. Taking an ad hoc survey o r  even t a k i n g  a na t i ona l  census a re  f i n i t e ,  
bounded p r o j e c t s .  Improving a r e g i s t r a t i o n  system, i n  cont ras t ,  i s  more analo- 
gous to c r e a t i n g  a whole nationwide continuous l o c a l  governmental operat ion.  I t  
i s  boundless no t  o n l y  i n  time bu t  i n  the  manner t h a t  i t  i s  i n te r tw ined  w i t h  
numerous o t h e r  governmental funct ions.  

Undoubtedly, numerous steps can and are  be ing  taken t o  improve r e g i s t r a t i o n  
and many make-shift  i n t e r i m  improvements can be made. However, rea l  progress 
can be made o n l y  when governments a re  prepared t o  make the  bas ic  p o l i c y  dec i s ion  
tha t  adequate 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  a re  essen t ia l  f o r  na t i ona l  w e l l  
being and economic and soc ia l  progress. 

The l a c k  o f  a h igh  p r i o r i t y  s ta tus  among top  governmental o f f i c i a l s  f o r  
v i t a l  records and s t a t i s t i c s  i s  one of the  most important obstac les b lock ing  im-
provement. To he lp  impress o f f i c i a l s  w i t h  the rea l  need fo r  v i t a l  records and 
s t a t i s t i c s ,  the  I I V R S  has prepared two techn ica l  repor ts .  The f i r s t  o f  these, 
publ ished i n  March 1980, explored the r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  human r i g h t s  and r e g i s t r a -  
t i o n  o f  v i t a l  events. The study showed t h a t  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f  b i r t h s  and r e g i s t r a -  
t i o n  o f  marriages are  themselves human r i g h t s  for which the s ignatory  States are 
ob l i ga ted  to prov ide.  I t  a l so  s ing les  o u t  23 human r i g h t s  whose r e a l i z a t i o n  
depends p a r t l y  on the  c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f  b i r t h ,  death, marriage or d i vo rce  
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having taken place. I n  f a c t ,  the c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f  t he  b i r t h  record t o  the  imple- 
mentation o f  human r i g h t s  i s  almost unique i n  i t s  widespread app l i ca t i on ,  making 
i t  by f a r  t he  most important document issued by the  r e g i s t r a r .  

The second IIVRS study i n  t h i s  area deals w i t h  the  use of v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  
as soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s .  This study demonstrates the  essen t ia l  r o l e  o f  v i t a l  s ta -
t i s t i c s  i n  measuring accurate ly  changes t h a t  a r e  tak ing  p lace i n  popu la t ion  com-
pos i t ion ,  l e v e l s  and trends. 

I nd i ca to rs ,  i n  pa r t ,  based on v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  have had a s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t e r -
na t iona l  h i s t o r y .  They found an important p lace  i n  t h e  f i r s t  (1954) in te rna-
t i o n a l  cata logue o f  components o f  l eve l s  of l i v i n g .  They a re  a l s o  inc luded i n  
the recent re ference work on soc ia l  i n d i c a t o r s :  SocbzZ Indicators: PreZidnary
GuideZines m d  IZZustrative Series, approved by the  UN S t a t i s t i c a l  Commission a t  
i t s  19th Session i n  1976. Not less than 36 i n d i c a t o r s  were described by  the  com- 
mission as usefu l  f o r  de tec t i ng  i n c i p i e n t  s o c i a l  problems as w e l l  as mon i to r i ng  
recognized ones, e s t a b l i s h i n g  scales i n  terms of  which ta rge ts  f o r  b e t t e r  l e v e l s  
o f  l i v i n g  can be set, and h i g h l i g h t i n g  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 w e l l  being. Without exception, t h e  36 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  a re  described as be ing  concerned'wi t h  measuring changes i n  
populat ion, fami ly  format ion and s t a b i l i t y ,  and the s t a t e  o f  hea l th  of the  popu- 
l a t i o n .  These uses p u t  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  very h i g h  on t h e  l i s t  of e s s e n t i a l  s ta -
t i s t i c s  and should serve to  s t imu la te  t h e i r  development and improvement i n  a l l  
countr ies of the  world. 

- i 

Demographers I'ecognize the need for accurate v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  for demogra-
ph ic  ana lys i s  purposes, b u t  the mater ia l  a l s o  has a broader i n d i r e c t  a p p l i c a t i o n  
i n  t h a t  demographic trends have a profound impact on a l l  phases of economic and 
soc ia l  development. 

The l a c k  of a v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system capable o f  producing even crude b i r t h  
and death ra tes  i n  a l a rge  number o f  developing count r ies ,  and the  e f f o r t s  o f  
these coun t r i es  t o  p lan  for  and prov ide maximum support for  development programs 
i n  the  absence of such c r u c i a l  data, emphasizes the  need for these coun t r i es  t o  
continue to  be ass i s ted  i n  developing and improving t h e i r  conventional 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  system t o  t h e  l e v e l  where the r e s u l t i n g  da ta  
can be used t o  formulate bas ic  soc ia l  and economic p o l i c y  and programs and a l s o  
t o  evaluate r e s u l t s .  
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