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Comparison with the number of births estimated from other sources

Comparison with the number of births estimated from the United 
Nations World Population Prospects (UNWPP)

Completeness of birth registration



But, following on from the previous session, the numerator can be 
refined to reflect either

• CRVS births occurring and reported in year t (‘year zero’ completeness); or

• CRVS births estimated to have occurred in year t, allowing for (very) late 
registration (‘ultimate’ completeness)

The essential, first, check on overall completeness

Completeness of birth registration using UNWPP
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Both numerator and denominator can be further disaggregated by sex 
to give an estimate of sex-specific completeness of birth registration

• Sex-specific numbers of births from UNWPP derived by applying UNWPP 
estimates of the sex ratio at birth to the overall numbers of births

• Important for inequality assessments

The data requirements to adopt this approach are minimal:

• An estimate of the number of births (accommodating delayed registration) 
in any calendar year

• The number of births in that calendar year estimated from the UNWPP
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Because of the efforts to ensure coherence and consistency with past 
data, and is frequently updated using recent census data and 
demographic parameters derived (e.g.) from surveys such as the DHS 
and MICS, the UNWPP is often used as a gold-standard reference for 
demographic work and estimation at a national level

The UN Population Division has produced global estimates since 1951

• 26 rounds of estimates (the UNWPP): most recent revision in 2019

• A cohort-component population projection approach used since 
1963, with increasingly sophisticated techniques used to estimate 
trends in fertility, mortality (including HIV), and migration

• Methodology well-described: 
https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Methodology.pdf

The UNWPP: a (brief) diversion

https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Methodology.pdf


That said, the UNWPP do not represent an ‘objective truth’ – as with any 
population projection, the future is unknowable, and the robustness of 
those projections depends crucially on the assumptions of the future 
trajectories of the components of demographic change
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The process of producing the UNWPP is intense: projections for every 
country and territory. And, while they are closely scrutinized for 
reasonableness, they may not completely reflect country-specific 
dynamics. 

As a result, they should not be used uncritically. Analysts should 
ascertain that the country-specific results and estimates of births, 
deaths, and sex ratio at birth are in agreement with local, expert, 
knowledge

The Guidelines recommend the use of the UNWPP. However, there are 
two key limitations that need to be borne in mind in using them:

• The UNWPP offer only national-level projections

• No allowance for the impact of COVID-19 (as yet)
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Demonstration of the spreadsheet implementation …

The spreadsheet produced in parallel with the Guidelines uses the 
derived estimates of births by calendar year (as per the previous 
sessions) to produce estimates of completeness relative to the UNWPP 
on both 

• ‘year-zero’ and

• ‘ultimate’ bases
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Where this is the case, alternative estimates of the denominator have to 
be sourced, perhaps from

• National Statistics Office projections, perhaps for subnational populations

• Output from other projections (e.g. from Spectrum) 

If alternative estimates are to be used, there are a number of 
investigations, as well as other concerns, that should be considered 
before doing so

Completeness of birth registration using data 
from other sources

However, in some circumstances, and for some investigations, the 
UNWPP may not be suitable for use

https://avenirhealth.org/software-spectrum.php


What assumptions, models, methods were used in the 
derivation of the estimates of the number of births?

• Need to ensure these are not drawn - directly - from the CRVS system!

If working with data for a subpopulation, how were the estimates 
derived?

Completeness of birth registration using data 
from other sources: concerns

Are the annual estimates of births consistent and plausible? 
Do they concur with other estimates?

Are the temporal definitions of the denominator the same as 
those for the numerator?

What, if any, accommodation has been made for the effects 
of Covid-19?



Completeness of birth registration using data 
from other sources

Example implementation




