
THE ROLE OF THE UNITED NATIONS IN IMPROVING
THE QUALITY OF VITAL STATISTICS *

The Statistical Office of the United Nations has the major responsibility
for international work in the fields of population and registration statistics
(vital statistics), and WHO the major responsibility for the wide range of
medical and health statistics, including the specialized and detailed aspects
of causes of death statistics.

The terms of reference of the Statistical Office of the United Nations
set out three major functions, each of which has a bearing on the improve-
ment of data. These functions are: (a) the collection, appraisal, analysis,
and publication of data; (b) the development of internationally approved
standards, definitions, and methods; and (c) the promotion of the improve-
ment of national statistics by various means.

It is important to emphasize the donminant characteristic of all inter-
national statistical work; this characteristic is the fundamental dependence
of the international statistical offices on the national -statistical services.
The United Nations has no authority or facilities to collect basic statistics
or to implement the improvement of national statistics in any field. These
are responsibilities of the national statistical offices, and international work
can be effective only to the extent that the national authorities carry out
the larger part of the work. The predominant position of the national
authorities can be seen in each of the functions discussed.

Collection of statistics

The collection of certain types of statistics on population, vital events,
national income, foreign or external trade, internal trade, industrial produc-
tion, wholesale prices, and transport is the responsibility of the United
Nations Statistical Office. Each of the specialized agencies of the United
Nations has a responsibility for its specialized type of statistics.

The statistics collected by the Statistical Office are examined, checked
against national publications and previously received data, analysed, and
then published. All the figures received sooner or later appear in some
United Nations Statistical Office publication or in publications of the
specialized agencies.

There is also a constant interchange of statistics between the United
Nations and the specialized agencies on certain subjects. For example,
data on population and vital statistics which are collected by the United
Nations are sent to WHO, and, conversely, certain types of health statistics
collected by WHO are sent to the United Nations.

* Abridged from an unpublished communication prepared by the Demographic and Social Statistics
Branch, Statistical Office of the United Nations.
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The final step is, of course, the distribution of the publications to
national statistical offices and through them to the various ministries and
other users in each country.

This procedure for the international collection, publication, and distribu-
tion of statistics is in itself a strong and continuous influence for the
improvement of national statistics. Of course, this applies with less force
to the countries with well-developed statistical systems, but in many other
cases the questionnaires sent to countries show the kinds of data which are
internationally useful and serve as an indication of data desirable nation-
ally; the definitions, classifications, and cross-tabulations shown in the
international questionnaires can be used as models by national offices and
have a considerable effect in improving the quality and comparability of
national statistics. In a similar manner, the continuous international
appraisal of data and the resulting correspondence with countries are
helpful to countries in revealing points where improvement or clarification
is needed and in stimulating national agencies to make such improvements.

The receipt of international statistical publications by the national
offices enables them to consider the adequacy of their own compilations
as compared to data provided by other countries. Such self-appraisal can
be made in terms of general types of data compiled, general accuracy,
comparability of statistics, adequacy of classifications or cross-tabulations,
and currency of the national statistics.

Development of international standards

In the field of demographic and vital statistics, the United Nations has
established recommended items, definitions, and tabulations for population
censuses, and has recently completed the preparation of a set of Principles
Jor a vital statistics system (see page 235). Such international standards
are available for the use and guidance of countries in preparing their
compilations, and constitute the foundation for United Nations activities
in collecting data and in promoting the general improvement of vital
statistics.

It should be stressed that the work of the United Nations in developing
standards is primarily a co-operative effort of many persons and agencies.

The Statistical Commission of the United Nations, for instarce, may
consider that some particular field of statistics needs attention. The Statis-
tical Office is asked to elaborate proposals. The Statistical Office may do
so itself, or it may consult expert groups assembled from different countries.
In certain cases it would consult specialized agencies, if they had an impor-
tant interest in the subject, or one or another of various professional
organizations. It depends on the subject whether that step is taken, but,
in any case, when the draft proposals are prepared they are sent to the
various countries for comment, criticism, and suggestions.
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The proposals are redrafted in the light of the suggestions or criticism
received and submitted to the Statistical Commission. When the Statistical
Commission finally approves the proposals, they are sent for final action
to the Economic and Social Council, which is the directing body of the
Statistical Commission. If the Council approves them it may recommend
that Member States implement them, either adopting them directly or
making arrangements to supply convertible data. Finally, of course, these
proposals are received in the national offices for action.

The value and effectiveness of international standards developed by
such a procedure are very great. The standards thus obtained represent
a world consensus of opinion on what is scientifically sound and adminis-
tratively feasible. Such standards and recommendations are in no sense
mandatory on countries, but if the countries desire to follow them they
have the assurance that the methods they adopt are recognized as sound
practice.

Promotion of improvement of national statistics

It is evident from past experience that neither the influence of inter-
national data collection nor the formulation of international standards is
sufficient to encourage and assist countries in making adequate progress
in the improvement of their vital statistics. The important new clement
in the work of international agencies is the recognition of the need and
value of giving direct assistance to countries in the implementatioa of
international standards and in the improvement of their statistics, for both
national and international purposes.

Much of this assistance is offered to countries under the technical
assistance programme of the United Nations and the specialized agencies,
but this type of work is also recognized to be one of the major regular
functions of the United Nations Statistical Office and of the statistical
units of agencies such as WHO.

Various types of direct assistance are available. In order to assist
countries in the implementation of standards, the United Nations is prepar-
ing a series of manuals or handbooks on statistical methods in various
fields. In the demographic field, a preliminary edition of the Handbook
of census methods was published in 1949. A final version of this first edition
of this Handbook is now in preparation. For several years the Statistical
Office has been making a detailed study of current registration and vital
statistics methods in most countries of the world and this material will
soon be published as a handbook of vital statistics methods. It is the purpose
of these handbooks to make available to each country a comprehensive
review of statistical practices in use in other countries and concrete and
practical suggestions for the improvement of national statistics.
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Another type of assistance is the provision, upon request of countries,
of statistical consultants, who work directly with the national statistical
offices, helping them to reorganize and improve their statistics. Under the
technical assistance programme at least 85 consultants have been sent to
various countries to work in different statistical specialities. Some countries
have requested assistance for some very specific problem, and such requests
might involve the assignment of a consultant for only three or four months.
In most cases, however, the expert is lent to a country for at least one year
and in some instances for two or three years.

The sending of expert consultants to work with countries for a sustained
period of time is, without question, a most useful and effective way to
assist countries in the reorganization of their vital statistics systems, in the
installation of some new procedure or method, and in the general improve-
ment of their statistical work. However, in the long run, the effective
administration of a rrational system, and the continuous improvement of
its registration and statistical work, is a task which must be carried on by
the national officials and technicians themselves. Because of this, the most
fundamental assistance which can be given to countries by international
agencies is in the form of additional opportunities for statistical training.

One form of such training offered by the United Nations and the
specialized agencies is fellowship and scholarship grants. Under such
grants, selected officials of a country have the opportunity for periods of
study at universities, or extended periods of observation and in-service
training in the statistical offices of the host country. Such training grants
are given for periods of from three or four months to a full year, depending
upon the needs of the candidate and the nature of training programme.
Out of a total of 107 fellowships and scholarships granted under the technical
assistance programme of the United Nations and the specialized agencies
for the period 1948-52, 37 were for study in fields having some relationship
to vital and health statistics.

This type of training permits a statistician to get broad academic or
practical training, usually in some country more advanced than, or in
other ways quite different from, his own country. However, such training
is obviously costly in both travel and stipend and must therefore be limited
to a rather small number of persons. To meet some of the training needs
of a broader group, various other types of training opportunities have been
organized. These have consisted of seminars, temporary training centres,
and more permanent types of training institutes.

The general objective of such training activities has been (a) to provide
practical but more summary and more specialized types of training than are
usually available in regular academic institutions; (b) to make such training
available to a larger group of technicians and officials than could take
advantage of extensive training under the fellowship programme; (c) to
provide such training, so far as possible, at a location within each geogra-
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phical region and using the language, materials, and problems of that
region as the basis of the training; and (d) to provide training at the minimum
cost to the countries and to the sponsoring organizations. Over 300 persons
have received some degree of additional training or practice at these centres.
The United Nations can play a helpful role in initiating centres of this
kind. However, the problem of adequate training for the vast corps of
needed vital statisticians throughout the countries of the world can only
be solved by the countries themselves assuming the major responsibility.

THE UNITED NATIONS " PRINCIPLES FOR A VITAL STATISTICS
SYSTEM " AND THEIR RELATION TO HEALTH STATISTICS *

The Principles for a Vital Statistics System 1 were approved by the
Statistical Commission of the Economic and Social Council at its seventh
session in February 1953 and by the Council itself at its session in April
of the same year. The Principles now have the status of international
recommendations and suggestions for the improvement and standardiza-
tion of national vital statistics, but the main problem remains; that is their
implementation by each country so that they become effective guides for
the organization, reorganization, or evaluation of vital statistics systems.

The Principles are not new concepts for the standardization of vital
statistics, but rather represent the concensus of opinion developed over the
years. Working from the premise that improvement in statistics is facilitated
by the standardization of definitions and procedures, the Statistical Com-
mission has incorporated into this set of guiding principles general recom-
mendations for the operation of the various phases of the vital statistics
system. The published recommendations are divided into four parts, the
first dealing with general principles; the second with principles for legal
registration so far as they relate to vital statistics; the third with principles
for the recording, reporting, and collecting of data for statistical purposes;
and the fourth with principles for the compilation of vital statistics.

Applicability of Principles

There is no question of the importance of adequate vital statistics for
health, demographic, and social studies and in the planning of the economic
development of countries. Because of their fundamental importance the
Statistical Commission has advocated that the compilation of vital statistics

* Abridged from an unpublished communication prepared by the Demographiic and Social Statistics
Branch, Statistical Office of the United Nations.

'United Nations, Statistical Office (1953) Principles for a vital statistics system, New York (ST/STAT/
SER/M/19)
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