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censuses/surveys



Need for improved data on slums

• Despite an estimated one billion people around the 
world living in slums, many global data collection 
exercises, including censuses, do not track 
populations living in places identified as slums. 

• Consequently, most surveys, that use sampling 
frames taken from censuses are unable to 
distinguish between slum and non-slum clusters in 
urban areas. 
• E.g. Demographic and Health Surveys and Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Surveys



Need for improved data on slums

•Consequently, slums remain invisible in official 
statistics, generally hidden within urban 
averages. 

•Yet the spaces people occupy are important;
• It is for this reason that rural and urban statistics 
are collected. 

• Identifying and disaggregating urban spaces as 
either slum or non-slum highlights uniquely 
urban related needs specific to slum residents. 



Need for improved data on slums

•With SDG 11 on cities and human settlements, 
international community recognized the MDGs’ slum 
monitoring efforts
• Continue monitoring the proportion of people who live in 
slums/informal settlements or those facing inadequate 
housing for the next 15 years (Indicator 11.1.1). 

• Renewed mandate opens the window to improve 
how data on the populations living in slums can be 
collected and analyzed. 



Need for improved data on slums

• Consultations between various institutions including 
UN Habitat to identify optimal ways countries can 
distinguish slum from non-slum urban areas in 
national censuses and surveys. 

• Bellagio meeting in November 2017
• Broad range of participants, including National Statistical 
Offices, researchers, NGOs) program managers, 
multilateral UN Agencies, bilateral donors, professional 
associations, and policymakers
• Map out an agenda to pinpoint urban areas with the greatest 
levels of deprivation. 



Need for improved data on slums

• In order that slum spaces are recognized, it is 
necessary to capture slum versus non-slum 
residences/cluster in national censuses. 
• People who live in slums are included in censuses 
thereby overcoming biased sampling that results from 
under-representation of slum dwellers in current 
censuses.

• Local authorities could identify slum areas when making 
planning and prioritising decisions.

• Advocacy and monitoring groups will be able to identify 
slums, monitor their expansion or contraction and detect 
unregulated slum clearances.



Current definition

UN-HABITAT’s approach: defining Slums at the household level. 

An urban household that lacks one or more of 5 elements shows slum 

conditions:
Access to safe water

Access to improved sanitation

Security of tenure

Durable housing

Sufficient living area



What is proposed….Method 1

• Extrapolation of the existing household model.
• Each EA is simply classified on the basis of the proportion of households within 

a given census enumeration area that fulfil the UN Habitat definition. 

• A typical EA would contain 80 households, so if more than, say, half of these 
households ‘qualify’ according to the UN Habitat criteria, then the census tract 
would be classified as ‘slum’. 

• Least expensive method requiring little alteration to existing systems 
since most countries already classify households by the UN Habitat 
criteria
• It has limitations but may be regarded as the ‘minimalist’ approach. 



What is proposed….Method 2

• Identification of slums from space and locating households in those 
spaces. 
• Slums identified by features that may be ‘seen’ from space.

• Individual households are classified as lying within or outside those spaces. 

• Could be automated if census data were collected directly onto electronic media 
which could also record geo-spatial co-ordinates under program control. 

• Features that most strongly correlate with slum area are predicted population 
density and disorganised layout of structures. 

• With current technology, accuracy (in terms of specificity and sensitivity) is only 
moderate and can be greatly enhanced by human surveillance of features at 
the cluster level.



What is proposed….Method 3

• Cluster level direct observation. 
• Make observations at the cluster level that can be used to designate an area as slum 

vs. non-slum. 

• Algorithm required to operationalise this mechanism

• Specify both cut-off criteria for each of the features and the combination of these 
features that cross the threshold for slum designation. 

Dimensions Examples of indicators 

Social & environmental risks Slope, flood zone

Lack of facilities/infrastructure Absence of services e.g. health, education, clean fuels and 

technologies, transportation

Unplanned urbanization Disorganized structures, unapproved construction/structures

Contamination Garbage/waste, open defecation, air/land/water pollution

Definitions of slum characteristics 



Summary of proposed methods

Method Advantages Disadvantages

Extrapolation of the existing household 

model

Cost-effective 

Builds on criteria 

that are already 

widely accepted 

Accuracy limited 

Identification of slums from space and 

locating households in those spaces 

(A priori satellite imagery model)

Cost-effective Accuracy limited

Cluster level direct observation “Gold standard” Requires an 

algorithm to 

implement it.

Of unknown 

reliability



Next steps

• Elevate the importance of slum/non-slum 
designations in various fora
• World Urban Forum, HLPF, World Data Forum, etc.

• Convene a formal working group in which 
committed stakeholders will continue marshalling 
wide-ranging efforts to ensure that people who live 
in slums count. 

• Develop a guide that will be disseminated to 
NSOs

• Step-by step-procedures to ensure that slum spaces are 
mapped and accounted for in the national sampling 
frames. 




