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1. Trends in using registers & admin sources for 
censuses

2. How can admin sources support censuses?

3. What are the preconditions for using admin sources 
in censuses?

4. How do we assess quality?

Overview
Assessing the quality of administrative sources for use in censuses
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based
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Trends in census-taking
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• In 2010 round 
• 32 traditional
• 9 register-based
• 10 Combined

• In 2020 round
• 24 traditional
• 13 register-based
• 16 Combined



 Developed in Nordic countries in 1970s

 World’s first fully register-based census: Denmark 1981

 Main feature: no direct collection of data from the population

 Data held in administrative records are combined by matching e.g. of personal 
identification numbers

“This approach permits the production of census data at a 
greatly reduced cost and with relatively limited (human effort), 

once a good quality system of statistical registers has been 
established”

Register-based censuses
essential features
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Lower per capita costs

Quicker

Reduced burden & non-response

Possibilities for increased frequency or continuous 
census

Improved internal coordination

Frees time & resources for innovation

(Potentially) increases flexibility & agility

Pros & cons
of combined and register-based censuses
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Dependency on data providers 

Discrepancies in concepts & definitions

Timeliness

Reference period

Privacy & security concerns (real or perceived)

Hard-to-reach groups 

Maintaining up-to-date knowledge & tools

Maintaining support & interest



1. Legal base
2. Public approval
3. Stakeholder approval
4. Cooperation between the NSO 

and other authorities
5. Comprehensive and reliable 

statistical register system
6. Unified identification system
7. Knowledge of administrative 

sources
8. Transparency

Preconditions
for a successful transition to using registers
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How are admin sources relevant to a 
traditional census?

8

• Even for countries using a traditional approach (full direct 
enumeration), admin sources are becoming increasingly important.

Construction & 
optimization of 
sampling frames

Replacing/adding 
new census variables

Constructing 
registers & admin 
enumerations

Quality assessment & 
adjustments

Register-based 
census



Which admin sources have potential 
for use in censuses?
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• Data holdings that contain information 
collected primarily for administrative (not 
research or statistical) purposes.
• Electoral registers 

• commercial mail carrier lists 

• vital registration data 

• health system data

• Registers: social security, tax, businesses, 
employment, education…

• Even: registers of motor vehicles; foreign nationals; 
military service personnel; prison inmates; utilities 
(water, fuel, waste disposal etc.)



 Not that simple: what about what happens in-between? 

 What does quality mean?

 (How) can we measure it?

 What do we do if and when we have such measures? How good is good enough?

Quality
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Quality of 
input

Quality of 
output



Source Stage: metadata-based quality assessment of new 
or resupplied admin sources to be used in census

Input Stage: quality assessment of raw admin data as 
supplied to NSO by admin authorities

Process Stage: assessment of quality impacts of actions 
performed on the data (integration, processing, editing)

Output Stage: overall quality assessment of census outputs 
produced using admin data

Stages of quality assessment
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Use of registers and 
administrative data for 
population and housing 
censuses (2018) 

Available on UNECE website in 
ENG & RUS

Assessing the quality of 
administrative sources for use 
in censuses (2021)

Assessing quality at all stages 
and for range of possible uses & 
census methodologies

Available on UNECE website in 
ENG & RUS

Guidelines
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http://www.unece.org/index.php?id=50794
https://unece.org/info/Statistics/pub/360852


Fiona Willis-Núñez, fiona.willis-nunez@un.org

Thank you!

@unecestat
@feefielou

mailto:fiona.willis-nunez@un.org
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Relevance and 

Accuracy

The degree to which the administrative data source 

meets the needs of the census. This covers the overlap 

between the census target population, concepts, and 

definitions (relevance) and the degree to which the 

data correctly describe the phenomena they were 

designed to measure (accuracy).

Timeliness
The lapse between the end of the reference period to 

which the information pertains and the date on which 

the information becomes available to the NSO.

Coherence and 

Comparability

The degree to which the administrative source can be 

successfully combined with other sources used in the 

census, including linkability.

Accessibility and 

Interpretability

The ease in which the NSO can obtain the 

administrative data, covering the impact of any 

restrictions, privacy and security, public acceptability of 

the use, the ease of data transfer and receipt, and the 

availability of metadata.

The Institutional 

Environment

Organizational factors affecting the data supplier’s 

capacity to supply data to the quality expected. 

Covering the strength of the relationship, previous 

experience, existence of formal agreements, risks 

associated with the status of the supplier and the 

supplier’s quality standards.
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Validation and 

Harmonization

The data files provided to the NSO are in a readable 

format. Further data validation and harmonization 

arrangements are in place upon data transfer to the 

NSO. This is done to confirm that the expected 

variables/units/reference period/formats have 

been supplied and to ensure data processing by the 

NSO is consistent across census use cases.

Accuracy and 

Reliability

The accuracy, completeness (for variables and 

population coverage) and coherence of the data 

supplied matches the requirements of the specific 

census use case for which it will be used. 

Comparisons with alternative sources reveal 

acceptable levels measurement or representative 

errors.

Timeliness and 

Punctuality

The timeliness and punctuality of the data supplied 

matches the requirements of the specific census 

use-case for which it will be used.

Linkability

Adequate linkage variables are available (i.e., either 

common unique identifiers or a combination of 

variables which enable identification) and these are 

of sufficient quality to enable data linkage.
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Accuracy of record 

linkage

Where multiple sources are linked (to each 

other or census responses), the linkage is 

accurate and unbiased, thereby improving the 

overall quality of the census methodology 

and/or dataset.

Coverage and 

coherence of 

statistical registers 

and admin-based 

enumerations 

Where census (sub)population registers are 

constructed, or when administrative data are 

used to supplement census collection, they 

adequately cover the target 

population/variables, thereby improving the 

overall quality of the census methodology 

and/or dataset.

Accuracy of conflict 

resolution

Where different sources are linked and the 

same attributes are available in them, 

methods for deciding between sources 

improve the overall quality of the census 

methodology and/or dataset.

Accuracy of editing 

and imputation

Where census variables/units are 

derived/constructed through imputation or 

modelling techniques, this derivation is 

accurate and unbiased, thereby improving the 

overall quality of the census methodology 

and/or dataset.
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Relevance
The degree to which statistical outputs meet 

current and potential data user needs.

Accuracy & 

Reliability

The closeness between an estimated result and 

the unknown true value – and how reliable these 

are over time and geographies.

Timeliness & 

Punctuality

The lapse of time between publication and the 

period to which the data refer, and the time lag 

between actual and planned publication dates.

Accessibility & 

Clarity

The actions taken to help the data user find and 

understand the data in which she or he is 

interested.

Coherence & 

Comparability

The degree to which data can be compared over 

time and domain. The degree to which data that 

are derived from different sources or methods, 

but which refer to the same phenomenon, are 

similar.


