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FOREWORD 

I n  t h e  Un i ted  States of America, as a federa ted  count ry ,  t h e  l e g a l  r e g i s -  
t r a t i o n  o f  v i t a l  events i s  a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  S ta tes .  The h i s -  
t o r y  and present  s ta tus  o f  these c i v i l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  func t i ons  have been de- 
sc r i bed  i n  an e a r l i e r  I I V R S  repo r t ,  "The Organ iza t i on  o f  t h e  C i v i l  R e g i s t r a t i o n  
System o f  t h e  Un i ted  States" (Technical Papers, No. 8, May 1980). 

The present  Technical Paper descr ibes  how these independent S t a t e  r e g i s -  
t r a t i o n  systems have been organized i n t o  a coord ina ted  n a t i o n a l  system for  t h e  
p roduc t i on  o f  n a t i o n a l  s t a t i s t i c s  on b i r t h s ,  deaths and o t h e r  v i t a l  events .  

c 1 

The program o f  the  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  I n s t i t u t e  for  V i t a l  Regis-
t r a t i o n  and S t a t i s t i c s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  and d i s t r i -  
b u t i o n  o f  t h i s  Technical Paper, i s  supported by a g ran t  f r o m  
the  Un i ted  Nations Fund for  Popu la t i on  A c t i v i t i e s .  
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THE OPERATION OF THE VITAL STATISTICS SYSTEM 

OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 


Anders S. Lunde, Ph.D. 

Former Associate D i  rec to r  f o r  In ternat ional  
S t a t i s t i c s ,  National Center f o r  Health S t a t i s t i c s  

I .  THE FUNCTIONING OF THE SYSTEM 

The h i s t o r y  and development o f  the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system i n  the United 
States, inc lud ing the r e l a t i v e  roles o f  the various states and the Federal 
Government, the legal  aspects o f  t h e i r  re la t ionsh ip ,  and the reg i s t ra t i on  of 
v i t a l  events, have been discussed i n  an e a r l i e r  I l V R S  paper, "The Organization 
o f  the C i v i l  Regis t ra t ion System o f  the Uni ted States" (Technical Papers, No. 8, 
May 1980). Reference t o  tha t  paper i s  recommended f o r  an understanding of the 
background o f  the funct ioning o f  the present system. 

This paper deals w i th  how the system ac tua l l y  works t o  produce v i t a l  s t a t i s -
t i cs ,  and describes the flow of records from the v i t a l  event t o  the na t iona l  
o f f i ce ,  the processing o f  data, the adjustments tha t  must be made, data analysis,  
support fo r  the system, and the resu l t i ng  reports and publ icat ions.  Complicated 
as i t  may seem t o  be, the system works and works qu i te  wel l .  

Legal respons ib i l i t i es  f o r  the operat ion o f  the system fa l l  upon p r i v a t e  
c i t izens,  and State and local  o f f i c i a l s .  V i t a l  records and reports o r i g i n a t e  
w i th  p r i va te  c i t i zens ,  as parents, members o f  fami l ies af fected by the events, 
physicians, funeral d i rectors ,  members o f  the clergy, hospi ta l  administrators,  
attorneys,,and others. M i l l i ons  o f  v i t a l  events are recorded i n  the Unite,d 
States every year and ra re ly  has i t  been necessary t o  re fe r  t o  the State s tatutes 
providing f o r  noncompliance w i t h  the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  laws. State and loca l  
o f f i c i a l s  have spec i f i c  respons ib i l i t i es  i n  the law; these respons ib i l i t i es  can 
best be understood i n  studying the f low o f  records. 

A. The Fl'& o f  Records 

A well-developed sequence of  a c t i v i t i e s  regarding the handling of  v i t a l  
records ex i s t s  i n  the United States, despi te the existence of the 55 separate 
reg i s t ra t i on  systems and the vast number o f  o f f i c i a l s  involved. I n  general, the 
f l o w  o f  records from the loca l  reg i s t ra r  to the State central  f i l e  and then t o  
the Federal v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e  fo l lows a f a i r l y  consistent pattern.  As the 
State bears the p r inc ipa l  responsibi 1it y  for  record co l lec t ion ,  a1 1 a c t i v i t y  
s ta r t s  there w i t h  the creat ion o f  the repor t ing  form, which usual ly begins w i t h  
a Revision o f  the U.S. Standard Cer t i f i ca tes  o f  v i t a l  events. These rev is ions 
are  adopted o r  modif ied i n  each State. The State p r i n t s  i t s  own c e r t i f i c a t e  
forms, and d i s t r i b u t e s  them t o  cer ta in  recording centers) such as h w p i t a l s ,  o r  
t o  responsible agents such as loca l  reg is t ra rs ,  c lerks o f  court, marriage l icense 
clerks, funeral d i rectors ,  and other per t inent  o f f i c i a l s .  

1. From Local Registrar t o  State Registrar.  When a v i t a l  event takes 
place, the f a c t  i s  recorded on the leaal  c e r t i f i c a t e  by the appropriate recorder, 
who then f i l e s  i t  w i t h  a loca l  o f f i c i a l  designated as a loca l ' reg ' i s t ra r .  The 
local  r e g i s t r a r  may be the heal th  d i r e c t o r  i n  a county o r  c i t y  heal th  department 
o r  another o f f i c i a l  so designated (County Clerk, County Recorder, Register o f  
Deeds, etc.).  The form must be f i l e d  w i t h i n  a spec i f i c  t ime- l imi t ,  usua l l y  



wi th in  5 days a f t e r  the event. The local  r e g i s t r a r  makes a copy fo r  the loca l  
f i l e ,  and sends the o r i g i n a l  t o  the State Registrar.  In  some States, the Health 
Departinent does not keep copies but sends them t o  a permanent f i l e  maintained by 
another loca l  o f f i c i a l ,  such as the Register o f  Deeds. In a few States, regis-
t r a t i o n  respons ib i l i t y  rests d i r e c t l y  w i th  the State o f f i c e  and no records are 
maintained a t  the loca l  level .  Completed c e r t i f i c a t e s  are del ivered t o  the State 
Registrar a t  spec i f ied  t imes,  such as the 5 t h  o f  every month, o r  more frequently. 
There are dif ferences regarding the r e g i s t r a t i o n  or repor t ing of the var ious 
v i t a l  events, as noted below. 

Birth R e g i s t r a t i o n .  Most b i r t hs  i n  the United States now occur i n  hosp i ta ls  
so that the b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s  are customari ly f i l l e d  out a t  hospi ta ls  by hospi- 
t a l  staf f ,  w i t h  the physician o r  attendant s ign ing the ce r t i f i ca tes .  By law, 
when a b i r t h  occurs i n  an i n s t i t u t i o n  o r  en route thereto, the person i n  charge 
of the i n s t i t u t i o n  o r  h i s  representative sees t o  the completion and f i l i n g  o f  
the ce r t i f i ca te .  The physician or  other person i n  attendance provides the medi- 
cal' information and c e r t i f i e s  t o  the fac ts  w i t h i n  72 hours a f t e r  b i r t h ,  or i n  
h i s  absence the i n s t i t u t i o n  head may do so. The mother usual ly  has the oppor- 
t un i t y  t o  v e r i f y  the facts, spe l l ing  of  the c h i l d ' s  name, etc., and i n  some 
States a lso  signs the c e r t i f i c a t e .  The hosp i ta l  f i l e s  the c e r t i f i c a t e  w i t h  the 
local  reg is t ra r ,  who v e r i f i e s  the completeness and accuracy o f  the informat ion 
before sending i t  on t o  the State Registrar. The v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  laws provide 
for  contingencies, such as b i r t h s  occurr ing i n  the home, b i r t h s  i n  a i r c r a f t ,  
b i r t h s  o f  foundlings, delayed reg is t ra t ion ,  etc., w i t h  the ob jec t ive  o f  having 
each b i  r t h  recorded proper ly w i th  the appropr iate State Registrar. Under normal 
condit ions, c e r t i f i c a t e s  must be f i l e d  w i t h i n  5 days o f  the event. 

Death R e g i s t r a t i o n .  I n  the United States, the funeral d i rec to r  plays a 
unique r o l e  i n  death reg i s t ra t i on  and i s  the person who i s  p r imar i l y  responsible 
f o r  f i l i n g  the c e r t i f i c a t e  o f  death. By law, the funeral d i rec to r  (or person 
who f i r s t  assumes custody of the dead body) obtains personal informat ion from 
the next o f  k i n  or the best qua l i f i ed  source. He or she a l so  obtains the medi- 
cal  c e r t i f i c a t i o n  (cause-of-death) from the physic ian or  o ther  responsible per- 
son. The medica1 c e r t i f i c a t i o n  must be completed, signed, and returned t o  the 
funeral d i rec to r  w i t h i n  48 hours a f t e r  death by the physician i n  charge of the 
case. I n  the absence o f  t h i s  physician, o ther  speci f ied physicians or medical 
o f f i c e r s  may complete the c e r t i f i c a t i o n .  Conditions are a l so  speci f ied when the 
medical examiner o r  coroner assumes respons ib i l i t y .  The funeral d i r e c t o r  must 
f i l e  a death c e r t i f i c a t e  w i t h  the loca l  r e g i s t r a r  w i t h i n  5 days a f t e r  the event. 
The local  r e g i s t r a r  keeps a copy o f  the c e r t i f i c a t e  and sends the o r i g i n a l  t o  
the State Registrar. As w i t h  b i r t h  ce r t i f i ca tes ,  i n  some States an o f f i c i a l  
other than t h e  loca l  reg i s t ra r  may be responsible for maintaining the f i l e s  of 
copies. 

' F e t a l  Death Repor t ing .  A Single Cer t i f i ca te  o f  Fetal Death, as formerly 
recommended i n  the 1968 Revision o f  the U.S. Standard Cer t i f icates,  i s  s t i l l  
being used i n  some States. The 1978 revis ions recommend the use o f  two repor t ing 
forms: the U.S. Standard Report o f  Fetal Death, and the U.S. Standard Report of 
Induced Termination o f  Pregnancy. This conforms t o  the Model State V i t a l  Sta-
t i s t i c s  Act 1977 Revision, which c lass i f ies  f e t a l  death under two categories: 
"induced terminat ion o f  pregnancy" which refers t o  the purposeful i n te r rup t i on  
o f  pregnancy w i t h  the purpose other than t o  produce a l ive-born in fan t ;  and 
"spontaneous f e t a l  death" which means expulsion or  ex t rac t ion  o f  a product of 
human conception resu l t i ng  i n  other than a l i v e  b i r t h  and which i s  not induced. 
Both forms are recommended as lega l l y  required s t a t i s t i c a l  reports f o r  hea l th  

2 




i 

and medical use, and are not t o  be incorporated i n t o  the permanent o f f i c i a l  re-
cords o f  the system o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s .  Reports o f  fe ta l  death must be f i l e d  
w i th  the loca l  reg i s t ra r  w i th in  5 days a f t e r  ;del ivery.  These are forwarded 
d i r e c t l y  t o  the State Registrar. 

Mar~age Registration. I n  most States, marriage licenses are issued by a 
c i t y  or county Marriage License Clerk. The l icenses may fol low the form pre- 
scribed by the U.S. Standard Cer t i f i ca te  o f  Marriage which combines a license form 
and reg i s t ra t i on  form. The l icensing o f f i c i a l  prepares the record of personal 
par t i cu la rs  as supplied by one o f  the pa r t i es  to be married, and determines tha t  
legal requirements (age, blood test, etc.) have been met. A sect ion i s  provided 
for  date and place o f  marriage, the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and signature o f  the o f f i c i an t ,  
and signatures of  witnesses. Following the marriage, the o f f i c i a n t  i s  responsi- 
b l e  for  re turn ing the form t o  the l icens ing o f f i c i a l ,  who i s  i n  tu rn  responsible 
for  sending the marriage records t o  the State Registrar,  usual ly  a t  a speci f ied 
time every month. 

Divorce Registration. Divorce records are under the care o f  the j u d i c i a l  
system of the State and the Clerk o f  Court i s  customari ly the recording o f f i c i a l .  
Blank c e r t i f i c a t e s  are provided the court  and personal pa r t i cu la rs  are prepared 
by the pe t i t i one rs  o r  t h e i r  attorneys, and returned t o  the Clerk o f  Court w i t h  
the pe t i t i on .  The Clerk o f  Court enters the fac ts  re la ted t o  the f i na l  decree 
and sends the completed form t o  the State Registrar,  usual ly  a t  a speci f ied time 
each month. 

Procedures in the State Vital Statistics Office- The State Registrar re-
, - 	 ceives the copies o f  the c e r t i f i c a t e s  o f  v i t a l  events. His o f f i c e  Soes through 

an e d i t i n g  and querying process, checking the completeness and accuracy of  the 
information. I n  case o f  questions, the c e r t i f i c a t e  i s  returned t o  the loca l  
reg is t ra r  f o r  review and correction, o r  a query l e t t e r  i s  i n i t i a t e d  t o  obta in  
any missing information. The correct  c e r t i f i c a t e s  are f i l e d  by a ’State f i l e  
number. (On b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s ,  State Registrars f o r  some years have used State 
f i l e  numbers based on year o f  b i r t h ;  they conta:in a code f o r  each State and are 
unique numbers. However, they are not nat ional  person-numbers as used i n  c i v i l  
r eg i s t ra t i on  in the Scandinavian countr ies .) 

Several m ic ro f i lm  copies o f  the c e r t i f i c a t e s  may be made fo r  secur i ty  and 
storage purposes, f o r  State o f f i c e  use, and f o r  issu ing c e r t i f i e d  copies t o  the 
publ ic.  I n  a few states, mic ro f i lm copies are a l so  prepared f o r  de l i very  t o  the 
National Center f o r  Health S t a t i s t i c s  (NCHS). I n  most States, magnetic tape 
f i l e s  o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  data are prepared, and a copy i s  made f o r  the nat ional  
o f f i ce .  

The State v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e  subjects . informat ion on the records t o  
data processing; tabulat ions are prepared, and per iod ic  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  reports 
are published. Many States publ ish annual reports o f  some ana ly t i ca l  depth. 

2. From State Regi’strar t o  the National Off ice. Ear ly i n  the century the 
Federal government received dupl icate handwrit ten copies o f  ce r t i f i ca tes ,  and 
then l a t e r  photocopies. Much la te r ,  m ic ro f i lm  copies were del ivered t o  the 
nat ional  o f f i c e  where they were checked f o r  completeness and accuracy and duly  
processed. Some States s t i l l  provide copies o f  c e r t i f i c a t e s  i n  mic ro f i lm form. 

The Provision of Computer Data Tapes. Beginning i n  the ear ly  1970s, the 
National Center for Health S t a t i s t i c s  and the States establ ished the Cooperative 
Health S t a t i s t i c s  System ( l a t e r  changed t o  the V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  Cooperative 

3 



Program) which, among other things, provided f o r  the transmission o f  v i t a l  event 
data t o  NCHS by means o f  computer tapes. Under t h i s  system, a contract i s  entered 
i n t o  by NCHS and each p a r t i c i p a t i n g  State, which r e q u i r e s t h e  State t o  provide 
v i t a l  data t o  NCHS according t o  the spec i f i ca t ions  and q u a l i t y  standards set by 
NCHS. P r i o r  t o  awarding the contract, representatives of  NCHS study State o f f i c e  
processing procedures, determine the changes necessary t o  be made i n  the State 
operations t o  conform t o  nat ional  requirements, and provide technical assistance 
f o r  the modif icat ion of the system. State magnetic tape f i l e s  undergo a complete 
tes t i ng  per iod of  a year, during which they are matched against data f i l e s  ab-
stracted from the regular State mic ro f i lm records. I f  the q u a l i t y  requirements 
are met, the purchase o f  a complete mic ro f i lm f i l e  may be discontinued but 
monthly matching against a sample o f  records continues as a means o f  q u a l i t y  con-
t r o l .  As of 1983, data on v i t a l  events were being obtained by means of computer 
tapes as fo l lows: B i r t h  - 48 reg i s t ra t i on  areas; Death - 48 reg i s t ra t i on  areas 
(personal and re la ted  facts)  and 16 areas (medical c e r t i f i c a t i o n ) ;  Marriage - 12 
areas; and Divorce - 8 areas. 

Data on medical c e r t i f i c a t i o n  o f  causes o f  death are obtained from the 16 
States u t i l i z i n g  a computer system f o r  assigning the underlying cause-of-death 
termed the "Automated C lass i f i ca t i on  o f  Medical Ent i t ies"  (ACME). Under t h i s  
system, a l l  diseases o r  condi t ions l i s t e d  on the death c e r t i f i c a t e  are key 
entered and the computer assigns the under ly ing cause by applying the ru les of 
the 9 th  Revision o f  the In ternat ional  C l a s s i f i c a t i o n  o f  Diseases (ICD-9). An 
important by-product o f  t h i s  system i s  the product ion o f  a wealth o f  m u l t i p l e  
cause data, which was previously unavailable f o r  analysis. 

The method o f  supplying magnetic tape f i l e s  t o  the nat ional  government has 
improved the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system f o r  many States. It has a lso reduced the 
dup l ica t ion  o f  work such as i n  coding and keying, which i n  the past took place 
a t  local ,  State, and Federal levels.  Many loca l  areas, because of  improved time- 
l iness  developed through the system, no longer f i n d  i t  necessary,to produce t h e i r  
own data. A t  the same time, i n  some States loca l  areas are providing data on 
tapes t o  the State o f f i ces .  Altogether, the method works f o r  the improvement of 
the nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system. 

A nat ional  abort ion repor t ing system, begun by NCHS i n  1977, i s  a lso covered 
under the cooperative program contracts. As o f  1983, 15 States were prov id ing 
abor t ion 'data t o  NCHS v i a  computer tapes. Abort ion reports do not have the same 
legal  basis as v i t a l  records and are not  f i l e d  as permanent records. 

The National Death Index (NDI), i n  operat ion beginning w i t h  1979 deaths, i s  
a centra l  computerized f i l e  o f  death record informat ion compiled from the magne- 
t i c  tapes provided t o  the NCHS from State v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i ces .  The NDI 
enables invest igators  conducting s t a t i s t i c a l  studies t o  determine i f  persons i n  
t h e i r  studies have died. The NDI provides the names of the States where the 
deaths occurred, the corresponding c e r t i f i c a t e  numbers,,and the dates of death. 
The NDI  users can then make the necessary arrangements w i t h  the State of f ices t o  
obta in  copies o f  death c e r t i f i c a t e s  o r  s p e c i f i c  s t a t i s t i c a l  information. Each 
State re ta ins the au thor i ty  t o  provide copies o r  informat ion i n  accordance w i t h  
i t s  laws and po l i c ies .  

Procedures a t  the FederaZ LeveZ. The Nat ional  Center f o r  Health S t a t i s t i c s  
receives the magnetic tapes and mic ro f i lm copies from the States a t  the Center's 
computer headquarters a t  Research Tr iangle Park, North Carolina. There the data 
are processed. The National Center f o r  Health S t a t i s t i c s  tabulates, analyzes 
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and publ ishes na t i ona l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f  b i r t h ,  death, f e t a l  death, marriage, and 
d ivorce.  The annual p u b l i c a t i o n  i s :  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  o f  the  Uni ted States 
(Volume I - N a t a l i t y ;  Volume I'I - M o r t a l i t y ;  Volume 1 1 1  - Marriage and Divorce) .  
Advance Reports o f  f i n a l  n a t a l i t y ,  m o r t a l i t y ,  marriage, and d ivorce  s t a t i s t i c s  
p rov ide  e a r l y  annual summaries. A monthly summary report--Monthly V i t a l  S t a t i s -
t i c s  Report-- is a l s o  issued, and spec ia l  s tud ies  are  repor ted  i n  the.Nationa1 
Center for Heal th  S t a t i s t i c s  V i t a l  and Heal th  S t a t i s t i c s  se r ies .o f  pub l i ca t i ons .  

The m ic ro f i lm  copies o f  the  c e r t i f i c a t e s  are  returned to  the  States or are 
destroyed a f t e r  the  statistics) in fo rma t ion  has been obtained. The computer 
tapes a re  returned to  the  States as soon as the s t a t i s t i c a l  in format ion has been 
copied by the Nat ional  Center f o r  Hea l th  S t a t i s t i c s .  The personal in fo rmat ion  
on a l l  c e r t i f i c a t e s  i s  considered s t r i c t l y  c o n f i d e n t i a l  and o n l y  s t a t i s t i c a l  data 
a re  der ived  from the c e r t i f i c a t e s  or are present on the tape. Uses of c e r t i f i -
cates f o r  lega l  purposes remains a S ta te  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Very r a r e l y ,  personal 
information, such as names and addresses on the  documents, a r e  made a v a i l a b l e  for 
s c i e n t i f i c  research purposes and then o n l y  w i t h  permission o f  the Sta te  author-  
i t i e s .  A l l  Federal personnel who a r e  invo lved w i t h  the S t a t e  documents a r e  bound 
by an oa th  o f  c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y ,  as w e l l  as by the s t i p u l a t i o n s  o f  the Pr ivacy  A c t  
o f  1974. The i n t e g r i t y  o f  t he  v i t a l  records, w h i l e  i n  Federal hands, i s  s t r i c t l y  
maintained. 

B. De r i va t i on  o f  Nat ional  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  

Nat ional  s t a t i s t i c s  on b i r t h s  and deaths have been a v a i l a b l e  on l y  f r o m  1933 
when the U.S. Reg is t ra t i on  Area inc luded a l l  the  States i n  t h e  Uni ted States.  
P r io r  to  1933, the data a re  for  a va ry ing  number o f  States. For example, t he  
U.S. Death Reg is t ra t i on  Area inc luded 10 States and the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia i n  
1900 when i t  was f i r s t  estab l ished.  The U.S. B i r t h  R e g i s t r a t i o n  Area was s t a r t e d  
i n  1915, a l s o  w i t h  10 States and t h e  D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia. As more States 
q u a l i f i e d  f o r  admission, they were added t o  the  Death and B i r t h  R e g i s t r a t i o n  
Areas, respec t ive ly .  Therefore, n a t i o n a l  b i r t h  and death t o t a l s  f o r  the count ry  
as a whole were no t  a v a i l a b l e  u n t i l  1933 when the  R e g i s t r a t i o n  Areas were com- 
p l e t e .  

The Reg is t ra t i on  Area concept has a l s o  been app l ied  to  marriage and d i vo rce  
s t a t i , s t i c s .  To date, no t  a l l  the, States a re  included i n  t h e  marriage and d i vo rce  
r e g i s t r a t i o n  area. However, n a t i o n a l  t o t a l s  a re  der ived f r o m  the  t o t a l  counts 
o f  marriages and d ivorces which a r e  a v a i l a b l e  for  the States t h a t  a r e  no t  i n  the  
r e g i s t r a t  ion  areas. 

1. B i r t h  S t a t i s t i c s .  A t  t he  present  t i m e ,  b i r t h  s t a t i s t i c s  a r e  de r i ved  
f r o m  t w o  sources which a r e  merged a t  the NCHS. Data a re  based on 100 percent  o f  
t h e . b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s  o f  47 States which prov ide  computer tapes through the  
V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  Cooperative Program. The remaining 2 States, and the  D i s t r i c t  
o f  Columbia, p rov ide  m i c r o f i l m  copies o f  a l l  c e r t i f i c a t e s  o f  b i r t h .  Data f r o m  
these areas are  based on a 50-percent sample o f  the  c e r t i f i c a t e s .  

I 

M i c r o f i l m  copies o f  b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s  a re  received f r o m  the  V i r g i n  Is lands 
and photocopies o f  the .o r ig ina1  c e r t i f i c a t e s  a re  prov ided by Guam. The t o t a l  
records o f  the V i r g i n  Is lands  and Guam a re  used by NCHS for  these areas bu t  t he  
data a re  no t  inc luded 'in t h e  s t a t i s t i c s  f o r  the  country  as a whole. 

Special adjustments have t o  be made t o  b i r t h s  t o  unmarried women because 9 
States do no t  requ i re  r e p o r t i n g  on m a r i t a l  s ta tus .  Beginning w i t h  1980 data, 
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nat ional  estimates are derived from two sources. For 41 States and the D i s t r i c t  
o f  Columbia, mar i ta l  status i s  reported on the b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e .  For the o the r  
9 States, mar i ta l  status i s  i n fe r red  from a comparison of  the c h i l d ' s  and the 
parents'  surnames. A b i r t h  i s  c l a s s i f i e d  as occurr ing t o  a married woman if the 
parents '  surnames are the same o r  if the c h i l d ' s  and f a t h e r ' s  surnames are the . 
same and the mother's current surname i s  missing. A b i r t h  i s  c l a s s i f i e d  as oc- 
c u r r i n g  t o  an unmarried woman if the f a t h e r ' s  name i s  missing, i f  the parents'  
surnames are d i f f e r e n t ,  o r  if the mother's current surname i s  missing. 

I n  other cases o f  incomplete repo r t i ng  f o r  a l l  States, such as i n  connection 
w i t h  the i tem on educational attainment o f  parents, the published data refer  on l y  
to  the repor t ing area ( the 41 States and-the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia), and no 
nat ional  estimates are made. 

2. M o r t a l i t y  S t a t i s t i c s .  Beginning i n  1971, tabulat ions of  deaths have 

a l s o  been based on informat ion from two sources: copies o f  o r i g i n a l  c e r t i f i c a t e s  

obtained on m ic ro f i lm  from the States, and computer tape o f  data coded by States. 

I n  1983, 48 r e g i s t r a t i o n  areas contr ibuted computer tapes d i r e c t l y  t o  the 

nat ional  system which included a l l  personal and re la ted facts,  sometimes c a l l e d  

"dqnographic'' information. Of  these, 16 areas a l so  provided medical c e r t i f i c a -  

t i o n  (underlying cause-of-death) through the ACME System. 


Monthly reports o f  deaths and death rates by cause, age, co lor ,  and sex are 

made possible through the Current M o r t a l i t y  Sample (CMS). This i s  a 10 percent 

systematic sample o f  death c e r t i f i c a t e s  received each month i n  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  

o f f i c e s  o f  the 50 States, the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia, and the independent reg i s t ra -  

t i on  area o f  New York Ci ty .  


3. Marriage and Divorce S t a t i s t i c s .  The Marriage Reg is t ra t i on  Area (MRA) 
. 	i s  composed of  42 States, the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia and the separate r e g i s t r a t i o n  
areas o f  New York Ci ty,  Puerto Rico and the V i r g i n  Islands. The Divorce Regis- 
t r a t i o n  Area (DIVRA) i s  made up o f  31 States and'the V i r g i n  Islands. This means 
t h a t  a number o f  adjustments must be made t o  develop c e r t a i n  estimates fo r  the 
t o t a l  population. 

Marriage and divorce data are der ived from three sources: complete counts 

f r o m  a l l  the States, computer tapes provided from some States, and samples of 

marriage and divorce c e r t i f i c a t e s  from other  States which are i n  the MRA and 

D IVRA. 


Complete counts o f  marriage events are provided through the cen t ra l  f i l e s  

o f  41 States and the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia. New York C i t y  counts are obtained 

f r o m  the r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f f i c e s  i n  Manhattan. I n  3 States which do not have cen- 

t r a l  f i l e s  of marriages, the counts are obtained by county surveys conducted by 

State o f f i c i a l s  and NCHS. Current ly,  12 States provide State-coded data tapes 

o f  a l l  t h e i r  marriage records, and 100 percent' o f  these are used by NCHS. For 

the other  30 States i n  the MRA, records are sampled a t  d i f f e r e n t  rates designed 

to  g ive a sample o f  a t  least  2,500 f o r  each State. 


Total  numbers o f  marriages and marriage rates f o r  the country are developed 

from the complete counts o f  events i n  a l l  the States. Tabulations re la ted  t o  

age a t  marriage, previous m a r i t a l  status,  median age o f  b r i d e  and groom, etc., 

are  provided only f o r  the events i n  the Marriage Regis t ra t ion Area. 


Total  counts o f  divorces and annulments are obtained f r o m  cen t ra l  f i l e s  i n  

28 States and the D i s t r i c t  o f  Columbia. NCHS obtains t o t a l  c o u n t s ~ d i r e c t l y  from 
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county o f f i c i a l s  i n  4 States where there are no centra l  d ivorce f i l e s .  Seven 
States provide State-coded data tapes of  t h e i r  divorce records. Data from the 
o ther  23 States i n  the D I V R A  are obtained by sampling. Sampling procedures f o r  
the divorce sample are s i m i l a r  t o  those fo r  the marriage sample; a sampling ra te  
i s  selected so tha t  the sample for  each D I V R A  w i l l  contain a t  least  1,000 records. 

The t o t a l  number o f  divorces and divorce rates fo r  the country as a whole 
are obtained from the complete counts of decrees granted. S t a t i s t i c s  on median 
durat ion o f  marriage p r i o r  to divorce or annulment, and divorces by number of  
ch i ld ren  reported, are ava i lab le  on ly  f o r  the States i n  the DIVRA.  

C. Source of  Population Data 

For v i t a l ' s t a t i s t i c s  purposes i n  the United States, the populat ion data 
necessary for computing rates represents the populat ion res id ing  i n  the spec i f i c  
areas as defined and published by the U.S. Bureau o f  the Census. 

Although the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  funct ion was t ransferred from the Bureau of  
the Census t o  the Publ ic Health Service i n  1946, the re la t i ons  between the Bureau 
of the Census and the National Center fo r  Health S t a t i s t i c s  have been close. 
The Bureau o f  the Census provides NCHS w i t h  populat ion data from the decennial 
censuses (taken A p r i l  1) and p re l  iminary mid-year estimates for other years. The 
l a t t e r  estimates are publ ished i n  Current Population Reports-Series P-25 and -P-26 
and include data used t o  compute rates by age, sex, and race f o r  the country as 
a whole, as we l l  as overa l l  ra tes by State and by Standard Metropol i tan Sta t is -  
t i c a l  Areas (SMSAS). Special populat ion estimates i n  intercensal  years are pro- 
vided NCHS upon request. The NCHS provides the Bureau o f  the Census w i t h  de- 
t a i l e d  data on nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  which are used by the Census Bureau i n  
populat,ion est imat ion and populat ion project ion'  as we1 1 as f o r  i t s  special 
studies i n  f e r t i l i t y  and marriage and the family. 

I t ,  MAINTENANCE OF THE SYSTEM 

To keep the nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system funct ioning a t  a high peak of 
ef f ic iency,  a number o f  support ive s t ructures are provided; manuals and guide- 
l i n e s  are prepared, s t a t i s t i c a l  standards are developed and maintained, and 
t r a i n i n g  programs are establ ished.  To sustain the important operat ional  t i e s  
between the States and the Federal government, a ser ies of addi t ional  cont in-
uous a c t i v i t i e s  are supported, such as nat ional  conferences and study committees. 
The D iv is ion  o f  V i t a l - S t a t i s t i c s ,  o f  the National Center fo r  Health S t a t i s t i c s ,  
maintains continuous contact w i t h  State v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i ces  on a l l  aspects 
of those operations which have a bearing on nat ional  s t a t i s t i c s .  

A. S t a t i s t i c a l  Standards 

I n  order t o  have a uniform s t a t i s t i c a l  system, s t a t i s t i c a l  standards must 
apply w i th  respect t o  the c o l l e c t i o n  of  data, the q u a l i t y  o f  data, the manipula- 
t i o n  of data, the tabulat ion,  presentation, and analysis of data. Many of these 
elements were lacking w i t h i n  State v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c a l  systems we l l  i n t o  the 20th 
Century, which hindered the development of the nat ional  system. S t a t i s t i c a l  
standards, if understood and adhered t o  a t  a l l  leve ls  o f  pract ice,  serve t o  
re in force re la ted systems, and t h i s  has been t rue  of  the State-Federal re la t ion-
ship.  The s i t u a t i o n  i n  1912 has been ably described by Cressy L. Wilbur, then 
Chief  S t a t i s t i c i a n  o f  the Bureau o f  the Census. Speaking of the need of con-
formity i n  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  reports,  he strongly endorsed the Rules of S t a t i s t i -
c a l  Pract ice adopted by the American Publ ic  Health Associat ion (APHA). He 
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complained, however, t ha t  populations continued t o  be estimated by various methods, 
and that  death rates were stated i n  d i f f e r e n t  forms; he i n s i s t e d  tha t  data be 
standardized. He recommended use of the Census Bureau's mid-year estimates of 
populat ion as the populat ion base i n  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  rates, as suggested by the 
APHA i n  1908. Tabular presentat ion must a lso be standardized. He recommended 
tha t  a l l  reg is t ra rs  be t ra ined i n  s t a t i s t i c s .  

That s t a t i s t i c a l  standards now apply throughout the State and nat ional  sys- 

tems i s  the resu l t  o f  over 50 years o f  concerted e f f o r t .  The Bureau of the Cen- 

sus published tex ts  on presentation of  data which became, along w i th  the tabula- 

t i o n s  i n  the annual publ icat ions of  nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  models for  the 

States. The nat ional  o f f i c e  of v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  published manuals on how t o  corn 

pute v i t a l  rates. These a c t i v i t i e s  were accompanied by the growing importance of 

s t a t i s t i c s  i n  the nat ional  l i f e ,  the growth o f  departments o f  s t a t i s t i c s * i n  the 

un ive rs i t i es  and the schools of pub l i c  health. Today, most State Registrars have 

had t r a i n i n g  i n  s t a t i s t i c s ,  and those involved a t  the nat ional  level ,  in , the  

National Center f o r  Health S ta t i s t i cs ,  have had a s o l i d  grounding i n  s t a t i s t i c s ,  

and i n  subject-matter areas, such as demography and pub l i c  heal th.  


B. Manuals and Guidelines. 

From time to t ime ,  various manuals o f  i ns t ruc t i on  have been prepared by the 
nat ional  o f f i c e  t o  guide State and loca l  reg i s t ra t i on  o f f i c i a l s  and re la ted per- 
sonnel i n  preparing complete and accurate records. Coding manuals fo r  the gui-  
dance o f  coders i n  State and local  data-processing of f ices have been published, 
as have guidel ines f o r  nosologists which give precise examples o f  how t o  code for 
under ly ing cause o f  death. A t  one t i m e ,  a simple demographic textbook was pro-

-vided, which showed reg is t ra rs  how t o  compute the d i f f e r e n t  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  
rates.  States a l so  have prepared manuals t o  serve t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  needs. 

For the f i r s t  t i m e  i n  1968, the nat ional  government, w i t h  the d i r e c t  assis- 

tance of the State Registrars, prepared a ser ies o f  i n s t r u c t i o n  manuals on the 

d e t a i l s  of completing b i r t h ,  f e t a l  death, death, and marriage records, which were 

consistent w i t h  the 1968 rev is ions o f  the Standard Cer t i f i ca tes  and the Model Law 

of 1959. These manuals were d i s t r i bu ted  by the thousands, wi thout  cost, t o  hos- 

p i t a l s ,  physicians, medical examiners and coroners, and loca l  -and State reg is t ra-  

t i o n  o f f i c i a l s .  The manuals had the e f f e c t  of  expla in ing the standard c e r t i f i -  

cate. items and promoting un i fo rmi ty  o f  report ing. Fol lowing the 1978 Revision 

of the U.S.  Standard Cer t i f i ca tes ,  the manuals were revised t o  accommodate the 

new c e r t i f i c a t e s  and t o  conform t o  the 1977 Model State V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  Act. 


The pocket-size booklets are focused on the s i tua t ions  and occupations most 

concerned w i t h  repor t ing events, as shown by t h e i r  t i t l e s :  


Hospital Handbook on B i r t h  Regis t ra t ion and Fetal  Death 
Report ing 

Medical Examiners' and Coroners' Handbook on Death 
Regis t ra t ion and Fetal  Death Reporting 

. 	Physicians' Handbook on Medical Cer t i f i ca t i on :  Death, 
B i r th ,  and Fetal Death 

Funeral D i rec to r ' s  Handbook on Death Regis t ra t ion and 
Fetal Death Reporing 
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- Handbook on the Reporting o f  Induced Termination of  Pregnancy 

- Handbook on Marriage Regis t ra t ion 

Handbook on Divorce Regis t ra t ion 

Manuals and guide1 ines s t ress ing  standard procedures and uni formity have 
proven t o  be essent ia l  t o  the i n teg ra t i on  o f  State r e g i s t r a t i o n  systems i n t o  the 
nat ional  system. 

C. Conferences. 

To ensure the f u l l e s t  cooperation between nat ional  and l o c a l  o f f i c i a l s  i n  
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  operations, i t  i s  essent ia l  t o  es tab l i sh  rou t i ne  means f o r  con-
s t a n t  communication and interchange. I n  i t s  e a r l y  work, the Census Bureau con- 
ducted in tens ive correspondence w i t h  State and c i t y  o f f i c e r s  and made numerous 
f i e l d  v i s i t s .  As the r e g i s t r a t i o n  area grew i n  s i ze  and more States became in- 
volved i n  the system, the task o f  intercommunication became more complex. While 
d a i l y  i n t e r - o f f i c e  communications continued, there was a need fo r  i n te r - re la t i on -
sh ip and exchange on a higher and more'comprehensive l eve l .  I n  response t o  t h i s  
need, the conference mechanism was developed. This began w i t h  a work conference 
o f  State Registrars and nat ional  o f f i c i a l s  organized by the D i v i s i o n  of V i t a l  
S t a t i s t i c s  i n  1934; others ' fo l lowed i n  1938, 1940, 1941, and 1942. Wartime 
t r a v e l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  prevented the hold ing of  s izeable meetings dur ing the next 
f i v e  years, and the conference was not  c a l l e d  again u n t i l  1947. 

When the National O f f i c e  o f  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  (NOVS) was organized i n  1946, 
a new type o f  conference was conceived. I t  was t o  be a permanent organizat ion 
i n  the NOVS apparatus, w i t h  working committees assigned t o  s p e c i f i c  problems 
dur ing the inter-meeting period, and would have an Executive Committee composed 
of  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f f i c i a l s ,  p u b l i c  hea l th  o f f i c i a l s ,  o ther  persons associated w i t h  
the system i n  special ways, such as Census o f f i c i a l s ,  and NOVS o f f i c i a l s .  The 
scope o f  i t s  a c t i v i t i e s  was broadened t o  include the whole f i e l d  o f  pub l i c  heal th  
s t a t i s t i c s ,  i n  add i t i on  t o  tha t  o f  v i t a l  records and s t a t i s t i c s .  The f i r s t  Pub-
l i c  Health Conference on Records and S t a t i s t i c s  (PHCRS) was h e l d  on May 17, 1949, 
and i t  has held b ienn ia l  meetings since the mid-1950s. The 18th biennial confer- 
ence was he ld  i n  Washington, D.C. i n  August 1980. 

The PHCRS holds, 3-day conferences, usual ly  i n  Washington, D. C. I t  receives 
reports of  the working groups, now c a l l e d  Technical Consultant Panels; these 
reports, as they r e l a t e  t o  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 ,  form p a r t  o f  
the accumulated information pool of  knowledge ava i l ab le  t o  a l l  the States. 
While many aspects of  p u b l i c  hea l th  s t a t i s t i c s  are taken in to  account i n  the con- 
ference, v i t a l  records and s t a t i s t i c s  continue t o  be a major subject  area, e i t h e r  
from the records po in t  o f  view o r  f r o m  the p o i n t  o f  view of  the u t i l i z a t i o n  of  
v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  data i n  a n a l y t i c a l  or  demographic studies. 

During those periods whe'n the U.S. Standard C e r t i f i c a t e s  are i n  process of 
rev is ion,  committees composed o f  State and Federal o f f i c i a l s  discuss suggested 
changes. Progress reportszare made a t  the b ienn ia l  meetings of  the Publ ic  
Heal th Conference on Records and S t a t i s t i c s .  The agendas o f  'the 1974 and 1976 
conferences, f o r  example, provided f o r  presentations and discussion o f  the 1978 
Revi s ions o f  the Standard Cert if icates . 

The Conference mechanism not  on ly  provides a formal veh ic le  f o r  interchange 
b u t  a l s o  permits oppor tun i ty  f o r  valuable informal and personal exchange of  
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ideas among the pa r t i c i pan ts .  Also, the Associat ion f o r  V i t a l  Records and Health 
S t a t i s t i c s  (AVRHS), s ince 1958 the successor t o  the American Associat ion of  . 
Regis t ra t ion Executives (AARE), schedules meetings i n  conjunction w i t h  the PHCRS, 
and spends one t o  two days i n  discussion o f  s p e c i f i c  problems of current i n t e r e s t  
i n  the v i t a l  records and s t a t i s t i c s  areas. 

The Conference provides a ground where nat ional  viewpoints wi th . respect  t o  
the development of  a v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system may be put forward and discussed 
w i t h  State and loca l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f f i c i a l s .  i t  has proven t o  be an invaluable 
mechanism i n  the advancement o f  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  i n  the United States. 

D. Training. 

Among the needs frequent ly mentioned by persons i n  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  i s  t h a t  o f  t ra in ing ,  and a t r a i n i n g  program i s  essent ia l  f o r  the ef- 
f e c t i v e  development and growth of  a nat ional  system. The program may be of an 
in-house nature i n  the form o f  special classes o r  seminars conducted by the reg is-  
t r a t i o n  o f f i ce ,  o r  i t  may be on-the-job t ra in ing .  

A t  the nat ional  level ,  a few special  t r a i n i n g  programs had been conducted by 
the D iv i s ion  o f  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s ,  and courses and workshops i n  Cause-of-Death 
coding f o r  the t r a i n i n g  o f  nosologists i n  the use o f  the . internat ional  C l a s s i f i -
c a t i o n  of  Diseases had been held when necessary. State and loca l  heal th  depart- 
ment o f f i c i a l s ,  and especia l ly  those i n  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 ,  thought 
t h a t  a broader program o f  i n s t r u c t i o n  was required and requested the Federal 
government for  assistance i n  t r a i n i n g  t h e i r  s t a f f s .  A t  the Tenth Publ ic  Health 
Conference on Records and S t a t i s t i c s  i n  1964, the Study Group on Recruitment and 
Tra in ing o f  Registrars and S t a t i s t i c i a n s  recommended tha t  a s i n g l e  agency be de- 
veloped i n  the National Center for Health S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  t h i s  purpose. This led 
t o  the creat ion of  the Applied S t a t i s t i c s  Tra in ing i n s t i t u t e  (ASTI) which was i n  
operat ion from 1968 t o  1982. 

ASTl o f f e r e d  short-term, usual ly  one-week concentrated p r a c t i c a l  courses i n  
v i  t a l  and hea l th  s t a t i s t i c s  pr imari  l y  for  State and local  heal th,  department per-
sonnel, although persons from other i n s t i t u t i o n s  and agencies par t ic ipated.  The 
subject  matter ranged from v i t a l  records management and demographic analysis t o  
evaluat ion o f  hea l th  programs. The courses were provided reg iona l l y  so tha t  they 
were accessible t o  l oca l  personnel. I ns t ruc to rs  were experts drawn from Federal 
and State agencies, un i ve rs i t i es ,  schools o f  p u b l i c  health, and from the p r i v a t e  
sector. In i t s  f i f teen-year  h i s to ry ,  ASTl  t r a ined  thousands o f  persons from a l l  
the States and t e r r i t o r i e s ,  and from fo re ign  countr ies -as w e l l .  The hea l th  sta- 
t i s t i c s  o f f i c e  o f  the World Health Organization considered ASTl a prototype fo r  
t r a i n i n g  persons i n  v i t a l  and heal th  s t a t i s t i c s  for both developed and developing 
count ries . 

With in  the States many r e g i s t r a t i o n  o f f i c e s  encourage higher education and 
t r a i n i n g  o f  t h e i r  s t a f f s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t  the u n i v e r s i t y  l e v e l .  Few s t a t i s t i c s  
departments, however, are prepared t o  o f f e r  a concentrat ion i n  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  
but  some Departments o f  B i o s t a t i s t i c s  i n  Schools o f  Publ ic  Health o f f e r  courses 
i n  v i t a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n ,  s t a t i s t i c s ,  and analysis,  and a t  the same time develop a 
close r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  State v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  o f f i c e s .  Professors o f  s t a t i s t i c s  
sometimes serve as consultants t o  State o f f i c e s ,  and some State Registrars have 
been Adjunct Professors a t  un i ve rs i t i es .  
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1 1 1 .  SUMMARY STATEMENT 

The operat ion o f  the v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system o f  the United States involves 
the in tegra t ion  o f  the products o f  55 separate systems i n t o  the nat ional  system. 
It i s  not a completely formed system but  i s  constant ly i n  the process of  develop-
ment and grpwth. Nevertheless, the nat ional  system functions we l l  today because 
the Federal and State systems are mutual ly support ive and a high degree o f  coop-
erat ion ex i s t s  between them. 

Several other factors  contr ibute t o  the e f f e c t i v e  operation o f  the system: 

the establ ished f low o*f v i t a l  records from the pr iva te  c i t i z e n  

and the loca l  reg is t ra r - - to  the State Registrar--and then on t o  

the nat ional  o f f i ce  ( the D iv is ion  o f  V i  t a t  S t a t i s t i c s ,  

National Center f o r  Health S t a t i s t i c s ) .  


the remarkable adherence to  standards i n  a l l  areas of operat ion 
throughout the e n t i r e  system: the model law and regulat ions, 
standard ce r t i f i ca tes ,  data:co’l l e c t  ion, data processing, 
tabulat ion,  and analysis. 

- the strong support ive mechanisms a t  both State and Federal 
levels:  manuals and guidel ines, conferences, and t ra in ing ,  
a l l  of  which provide oppor tun i t ies for  intercommunication, 
as wel l  as for  ra i s ing  the leve l  o f -p ro fess iona l  competence 
among personnel. 

L. 

the continued development of new methods and techniques fo r  
the improvement o f  the system--to which both State and Federal 
agencies contr ibute.  

,- I 

The products of the nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system are widely used i n  the 
United States and elsewhere. They provide the de ta i led  mor ta l i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  used 
i n  medical research and heal th programming. N a t a l i t y  s t a t i s t i c s  provide the 
basis f o r  f e r t i l i t y  analysis. Marriage and divorce s t a t i s t i c s  are used fo r  
studies of  family formation and d isso lut ion.  The data contr ibute t o  demographic 
analysis and provide i ns igh t  i n t o  the trends and changing charac ter is t i cs  o f  the 
population. As for the v i t a l  records themselves, they are’extensively used for 
legal purposes by o r  f o r  every c i t i zen .  The o r i g i n a l  records remain the property 
of the States, and the States have the respons ib i l i t y  for t h e i r  safekeeping. 

The e f fec t i ve  operat ion of the nat ional  v i t a l  s t a t i s t i c s  system w i l l  depend 
upon the continued cooperation between the States and the Federal government, 
which has made the present system possible. 
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