Attachment 3:  Main Components of Census Costs

Census need to be more cost-effective. But they will remain costly despite the use of modern, relatively low-cost, computer technology. There is a fine balance between keeping census costs to a minimum and preserving the unique advantages of a census. UNFPA has found that unless sufficient resources are available at each stage of the census, the quality and value of the entire census can be jeopardized. Three activities tend to take-up the bulk of census operation costs.

First, census maps. Accurate maps provide the basis for a variety of census operations, including setting enumerator assignments, ensuring completeness of coverage, estimating travel time and costs, and establishing field offices. They also provide the basis for producing thematic maps for spatial analysis of the census. The use of GIS, with ground-truthing, can lead to significant cost savings in the determination of enumeration areas. Further, the continuous and multiple use of maps by and across different government departments can help spread cartographic costs.

Second, population enumeration. This is the most expensive census operation. Each person and every living quarter in a country must be enumerated within a short period of time. Enumeration costs depend upon factors such as method of enumeration; the source of supply of enumerators, the geography and topography of the country and the number of questions asked in the census questionnaire. Sampling can reduce census enumeration and processing costs, and improve the quality of information. Sampling at enumeration reduces field-training and processing costs in the main census, and enhances data quality for difficult topics and provides additional information from selected households. However, considerable care needs to be taken in sample selection and implementation to avoid biases in the results.

Third, data capture, processing, analysis, preparation of reports and dissemination. Continued advances in computer systems technology, such as electronic scanning of marks and characters, have greatly increased the speed and reliability in producing and disseminating tabulations, increasing the extent to which automation can be applied as the standard method of processing. However, modern high-level data processing technology, and the skills to handle it, are frequently in short supply in developing countries. And it is by no means self-evident that, in labor surplus situations advanced technologies, such as sophisticated scanning devices, should necessarily be chosen to replace more labor-intensive methods. Although avoiding human transcription errors, such as data misreading or mispunching, the technology may have limited application in the years following a census. By contrast, a large number of stand alone personal computers and related equipment items bought to facilitate census data processing may help permanently upgrade institutional capacity.
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