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Modernization of Traditional 
Censuses 

Across the world, including in Asia-Pacific, census processes are being 
modernized. 
Modernization of traditional censuses motivated by several 
simultaneous trends:  
• Concern on the cost of population censuses, at a time when funding 

from external donors is getting more and more difficult to obtain 
• Increasing need for census-type data to inform national policies and 

SDG implementation, in particular need for fresher and more 
disaggregated data

• Availability of new technologies  making it possible to develop 
innovations in census taking and aiming at more cost-efficient census 
processes



Examples of Innovations in 
Census Taking (1)

• Use of geo-spatial information to support census operations: 
digitization of census maps, geo-coding of addresses, census tracking 
and progress monitoring during data collection   

• Data collection: 
• Use of handheld electronic devices instead of paper 

questionnaires
• Multi-modal data collection: example of 2016 Iran census: 

promotion of e-census (filling of information by respondents on 
dedicated website) in first stage (49% of population covered), 
then face-to-face census interviews conducted using tablets in 
other households; telephone interviews used for absent 
households. Similar approaches put in place in the Republic of 
Korea and Malaysia.



Examples of Innovations in 
Census Taking (2)

• Use  of administrative records and big data to support field 
enumeration: plans made for 2020 China census (addition of ID 
number to census information), use of registration data in Indonesia

• Data dissemination: 
• Use of GIS technology to produce more appealing and user-

friendly census results through interactive maps 
• Dissemination of files of micro-data for advanced census data 

users, through platforms such as REDATAM (example of 2014 
census in Myanmar)



More Radical Changes in 
Census Taking 

Though the model of the traditional census still prevails, there is 
increasing diversity in the way censuses are conducted in the region: 

• Singapore: register-based approach supplemented with a large 
scale sample survey

• Afghanistan: hybrid census: combination of micro-census 
population counts and satellite imagery to produce population 
estimates for small areas. 

This approach cannot replace the wealth of information on 
households and individuals derived from a traditional population 
and housing census, but can be useful to produce population 
estimates in contexts where a traditional census cannot be fully 
executed, due to insecurity or other concerns.    



UNFPA Support to National Census 
Programmes

In countries where UNFPA has a programme of cooperation, UNFPA 
accompanies countries in the modernization of their census processes, 
with support highlighting capacity building of national institutions and 
the need for quality assurance and consistence with international 
standards.
In a time of rapid change, it is important not to forget that: 
• There is no easy short-cut to produce high-quality data;
• All innovations need to be thoroughly tested before they can be 

successfully applied to such a large scale operation as a population 
census. 

This is all the more true in the current context where census operations 
are being disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 



Modalities of Support 

• Support to resource mobilization 

• Technical assistance, at country level, according to country needs: 

• Appointment of long term full-time chief technical adviser: strong 
role in national capacity building and coordination of technical 
assistance provided by various partners (Nepal, Papua New Guinea);

• Provision of short term specialized consultancy services on specific 
stages of census process or specialized census topics, with emphasis 
on national capacity building;

• Organization of study tours to promote best practices from other 
countries, in the spirit of South-South cooperation.

• Regional level capacity building through training workshops involving 
several countries



Recent technical resources in the 
context of the COVID-19 pandemic

• On the implications of COVID-19 on census (March 2020): 
unfpa.org/resources/technical-brief-implications-covid-19-census

• On the value of modelled population estimates for census 
planning and preparation (August 2020): 
unfpa.org/resources/value-modelled-population-estimates-census-
planning-and-preparation

• COVID-19 Population Vulnerability Dashboard: sub-national 
data on population risk factors that can help governments 
prepare and respond to the pandemic:  
unfpa.org/covid19
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