PREFACE

The objective of this Working Paper isto discuss in detail what questions to ask on each of the nine
economic topicsincluded in the revised UN Principles and Recommendations for Population and
Housing Censuses (ST/ESA/STAT/SER. M/67/Rev.), referred to as WR below. Following a
discussion of afirst draft by ameeting of expertsin May 1998 this text was prepared to serve as part 2
of an UN/ILO publication: Guide for the collection of economic characteristics. Part 111 of
Handbook of population and housing censuses Studies in Methods. Series F, No. 54. Itisbeing
issued in this form because the publication of that document has been delayed. The text of part 3 has
aso been issued asa STAT Working Paper. Comments, questions and suggestions concerning the
contents of this Working Paper may be addressed to: Bureau of Statistics; Internationa Labour Office,
CH-1211 GENEVE 22. Fax: + 41 22 799 6957. E-mall: sa@ilo.org



1 INTRODUCTION

Following a presentation of the scope and definition of the economicaly active population the discusson

continues with the nine recommended ‘ economic’ topics grouped asfollows:

¢ Current Economic Activity Status (i.e. ‘employment’ and ‘unemployment’ during a‘short’ reference
period);

¢ Destriptive Characterigtics for the Main Job (i.e. * status in employment’, ‘ occupation’ and ‘ place of
work’);

¢ Descriptive Characteristics of the Establishment (i.e. ‘industry’, ‘ingtitutiond sector’ and ‘informal
sector’);

¢ Person Totas(i.e. ‘timeworked” and ‘income’);

¢ Usud Economic Activity Status (i.e. ‘employment’ and ‘unemployment’ during a‘long’ reference
period).

Examples of complete sets of ‘economic’ questions are given at the end.

The discussion of each topic has been given a heading which includes a reference to the rlevant
paragraphs of the revised UN recommendations (indicated by WR plus the paragraph numbers).
Following an introduction each discussion is divided into the following sections-

A: Measurement and Related 1ssues

B: Example Quettions

C: Pre-tests

D: Data Processing Issues.

(At the end of the section on the economicaly active population there is a discussion about the target
population for the remaining topics.)

Examples and experiences from different countries will be discussed wherever possible and relevant.
The aim has been to select questions that are good illustrations of particular points. Possible problems
with the example questions are explained.  The overdl am in each section isto give a thorough review
of theissueswhich need discussion as the census planners draw up the questions thought most suitable
for the Stuation in their country.

A generd point which should be made at this sage is that the vaue of a population censusisthat it can
give complete nationd data as well as data for quite small areas for mgor economic topics (e.g. number
of carpenters or nursesin atown or aloca government ared). However, it should be recognised that it
cannot be used to obtain conceptudly precise estimates for some of the more difficult to measure topics
(e.g. underemployment, employment in the informa sector, abusive child |abour practices, or many of
the National Accounts concepts and digtinctions). A Population Census can and should give very useful
indicators of policy interest, but attempts to provide data with high levels of conceptual precision can
have very negative effects on the overal qudity of the basic census results. Such conceptualy precise
estimates are often not really required for small areas or groups, and they should be obtained through
specidised surveys



1.1 Common issuesrelevant for all topics and questions

Before starting on the actud topics and questions, it is gppropriate to briefly review afew issueswhich
relate to the complete block of economc questions:

¢ Agelimitson the Economic Questions. The same age limit should be applied throughout the
complete block of questions related to the economic characteristics. Thus one of the first
condderaionsisto determine which age limit(s) to apply for excluding persons from these questions.

Itisusud to specify a least alower age limit, below which answers are not required for these

guestions. In many countriesit is known that the questions will not be relevant for dmost dl persons
below a certain age as they are either going to school full time or are of pre-school age. (Current
school atendance is usualy recorded € sewhere on the census questionnaire,) In many countriesthis
limit has been taken as 15 or 10 Years. However, there has been consderable interest in the extent
and type of work activities of children at even younger agesin recent years. In many countries, there
has aso been areduction in school attendance because of the effects of inadequate education
funding. Both these factors have resulted in aneed for knowledge about the activities of persons less
than 15 years (or 10) in some regions of the World. Certainly the choice of alower age limit for
economic activity questions does need a thorough review before any census. A lower age limit for
the economic questions will impose some extra burden on respondents and on the data processing,
but could provide vauable, currently unknown information.

In some countries the consideration of thislower age limit is confused with the minimum legd age for
paid employment. Such consderations should be avoided as there in principle should be no
connection between the minimum age for these census questions and the legdl age for paid work.
‘Economic activity’ questionsam to record any type of economic activity including part time work
and unpaid work in smal family businesses or farms. In most countries some schook age children
engage in part-time, paid or unpaid employment, for example part-time work after school or during
school holidays. In rurd areas children often help in agriculture at dl ages whether going to school or
not. These activities are not usualy covered by any minimum age legidation. In a population census,
the aim should be to record the whole range of economic activities and to set ahigh lower age limit
for such questions could lead to the loss of vauable information. In countries where child labour has
become a sengitive issue, the overall effect on the qudity of the census results obtained whenusing a
low age limit should be taken into account and evauated by the pre-census testing programme.

In some countries an upper age limit isaso used, e.g. 65 Years. This procedure is even more likely
to lead to the loss of vauable information. In dmost every country some people work either full or
part time well beyond any legd or conventiond retirement age. Thisis particularly soinrurd
societies but is not uncommon in urban areas, even if older persons often work fewer hours than
when they were younger. Many Governments are now considering the need to encourage some
form of work at higher ages as active older people
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are often hedthier than before. In dmogt al countries the population isliving longer giving a grester
number and range of economic activities which may be missed if an upper age limit isimposed for
such questions. Note that during tabulations and andlys's, upper and lower age limits can be
specified for particular purposes e.g. to generate tables comparable with previous censuses.

Position and Sequence of the economic questions: The postion of questionswithin a
questionnaire and on the page should reflect their importance. Usudly the later aquestionison a
guestionnaire and the lower it is on apage (for multi-page questiomnaires) the lesswel it will be
answered. In many cases unfavourable positions for some of the economic questions cannot be
avoided, but if staff are at least aware of a possible effect of an unfavourable position they can try to
counteract it by other means when designing the questionnaire (e.g. by using colour, bolding etc.)

The usua sequence of census questions generaly does not favour the economic questions, as often
there is a progressive excluson of younger ages. Firg dl members of a household will be asked the
bas ¢ demographic questions; then very young children are excluded before the educationa
questions, while children il attending school are excluded before the questions rdated to training
and economic activities. (Often fertility questions, for women only, are o inserted before the
economic questions.) This sequence isto a certain extent logical but does tend to de- emphasise the
economic questions.  With long questionnaires, respondents lose interest as the questionnaire
continues. The earlier the economic questions in the overal sequence, generdly the better the results
for these questions. These same principles apply dso to the sequence within the economic question
block, which will be discussed in detail in the next sections.

Skipsin the Census Questionnaire: The generd rule should be to minimise the skipping of
guestions. The most common skips are because of age as mentioned in the previous point. Itis
difficult to avoid skips for the economic questions but every effort should be made to make them as
smpleasposshble.

Quegtionnaire Wording: Smplicity is aways the key to good questions. Do not use long or
complex words. Certainly do not confuse the terms for concepts with the words to be used in the
questions. Such words as ‘economically active', ‘own account’, ‘saf employed’ or * contributing
family worker’ should definitely be avoided in questions or response categories given to respondents
asthey are very unlikely to know what these are intended to mean in this context. (Possibly these
terms can be used for response categories for interviewersif the interviewers are to be well trained in
their meaning.) These warnings particularly apply when the questions are to be trandated to other
languages in the field by the enumerators. These trandations should be carefully checked during pre-
testing and during the training of enumerators. Often some surprising trandations have resulted from
seemingly relatively smple economic questions or pre-coded categories.
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Always keep question sentences short. If necessary use a second part to the question or a second
question. Definitely avoid the use of ‘or’ in questions. Such questions usually then assume thet the
interviewer will ask another question to find out which part of the‘or’ a‘yes answer gppliesto. If
fallow-up questions are implied for interviewersit is best to put them on the questionnaire to ensure
they are asked and asked uniformly. Particularly dso avoid negative formulations, such as “You did
not do any of these activitiesin the last seven days. What did you do?” or “ What did you do
when not working?” . They can be confusing.

¢ Explanatory notes on Questionnaires. Some explanatory notes are dmost always necessary for
the economic questions but they should be kept to the minimum. Only very important points should
be put on questionnaires, otherwise they will clutter the questionnaire and the interviewer will either
ignore them or become confused. It should be made clear whether notes on questionnaires are notes
to the interviewer or intended as a prompt to the respondent. Both can be quite effective. The use
of differing type styles or szesfor notes to digtinguish them from promptsis often effective.

2. SCOPE AND DEFINITION OF THE ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE POPULATION
(see WR, paragraphs 2.168 - 2.176)

2.2 Introduction

The objective of this section isto darify the conceptud issues rdaing to the identification of the
"Economically Active Populaion” (EAP). After ensuring that the full target population for the census
and their basic demographic characterigtics have been covered the sngle most important issue and
problemregarding the economic questions in any population census is the identification of those who are
economicaly active and those who are not. The * Economicaly Active population’ conssts of the
‘employed’ plusthe ‘unemployed’. Statistics on the size and composition of these two groups are
important for dmost al economic and socid policies and planning by private businesses aswedll as by
government agencies. One mgor economic variable produced from this information is the participation
rate in economic activity. It isequd to the EAP in apopulation cdl (e.g. age/sex group) divided by the
total population in the cdll, and expressed as a percentage. Obvioudly, if not dl those who are
economicaly active are recorded as such, then mideadingly low participation rates will be estimated. In
addition there will be no information on the characteristics of those missed: In many countries the
groups missed in past censuses contained a high proportion of women, thus leading to an
underestimation of the role of women in the economic activity of the country, and to an underestimation
of the impact which new activities might have on the wdfare of their households1

! Intotal 187 countries reported to the UN for censuses in the 1975-1984 period and of these 181 covered economic
activity topics. In this Working Paper any discussion of the numbers asking each topic will refer to thistotal of 181
countries which covered economic topics. Only 138 of the 181 countries asked a separate basic question(s) on
economic activity (‘employed’, ‘unemployed’ etc.). Other countries often combined for one question response
aternatives related to ‘economic activity’ with response alternatives related to other topics, usually ‘occupation’ or
‘status in employment’. In these countries‘did not work’ was aresponse category or ‘occupation’/’ status' wasto be
left blank for those who did not work.
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The first question or questions of the economic block of questions are dmost dways designed to
identify those who are ‘economicaly active’. The subsequent economic questions on the census
questionnaire mogtly gpply to the economically active population (EAP) and thus the question(s) to
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identify the EAP are the key to the whole block of questions on ‘economic’ topics.

The conceptua basis of this measureis presented in the 1983 Thirteenth International Conference of
Labour Statigticians: Resolution concer ning statistics of the economically active population,
employment, unemployment and underemployment and later ILO manuals and guides on the topic.
The Resolution and the later ILO work are tied to and compatible with work on the United Nations
System of National Accounts 1993 (SNA). ThisWorking Paper will not discuss these conceptud
issues? but will concentrate on the practical issues of identifying the EAP for a Population Census. The
basic modd of economic activity isgiven in diagram 1.

Diagram 1 - Economic Activity Components of the Total Population

By the "Totd InScope Population” is meant: the total population net of any groups excluded from the
scope of the Census, e.g. foreign resident diplomats or troops are usualy excluded from the scope of a

country’s census.

For easy reference table 1 lays out a summary of the mgor activities which are regarded as economic
and non-economic. The emphasisin the table is on activities commonly found in many developing

2 See References United Nations, 1993 Chapters VI and X VI, and Hussmanns et al, 1990
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countries, but obvioudy every Stuation cannot be important in dl of them. The census planners should
try to draw up asmilar table specificaly for common activities in their country, to guide questionnaire
development for the economic questions. Discussions on thefind list of economic activities for the
census should include Nationa Accounts experts as well as other important users of census results on
the population’s economic characteristics.

To make changes to the definition of the EAP, as well as changesin the ways of measuring the scope of
economic activities of the population, may lead to mgor problems of comparability between the results
from one census and the next, between the results from censuses and surveys in the same country, and
between censuses in different countries. One mgor problem has often beenthe exclusion of many
activities done by women from consideration as economic activities, with the consequence that there has
been amgor underestimation of women' s role in the economic activities of many countries.

For thefollowing discusson it isbest to look at the two components of the EAP (the Employed and the
Unemployed) separately.

2.2A Problemsof Identifying the Employed EAP

An employed member of the economicaly active population is broadly speaking a person who
during the reference period does any activity which produces goods or services of the type which
falswithin the economic production boundary defined by the SNA . Too often in the past, questions
such as “Did you have any job or business of any kind inthelast ...."” produced an immediate
answer ‘No’ from respondents who are farmers, petty traders or smilar. They seem to have heard
theword * job’ and assumed the question was about wage jobs. Such questions aone without
probes or follow-up addition questions will amost dways produce an underestimate of the employed
population. The word "job" should definitely be avoided in the basic question on thistopic. Some of
the mgjor problem groups for identification of the ‘employed’ are given below, in the sense that
persons only engaged in one or more of the activities discussed below may not regard themselves as
‘employed’ or as ‘having ajob’ without some prompting by the questionnaire and/or the enumerator.
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Table 1 : Economic and non-economic activities

Economically Active

Not Economically Active

Employed

C  Wagejobs- Full time or Part time
- Permanent or temporary
- Casual or piecework

A Including paid child minding and other paid
domestic work
A Canbepaidin cash or kind (e.g. food or

accommodation)
C Businesses Activities- Large or small

- Agricultural or non-agricultural
Examples - Small shop/Kiosk/Street Stall

- Preparation/Selling Juice, Soft Drinks

Taxi Operator
Shoe cleaning/Sewing Business
C Any activities on own or family farms for the purpose
of production for sale or for home consumption
including:

- Planting crops

- Harvesting crops

- Keeping birds and other pests off crops

- Weeding
?  Transport of goods from the fields for storage or for
sde
?  Fetching water and firewood for domestic use (See
Para?.)
C Fishing, Collecting Shells or Seaweed for sale or home
consumption

C Processing of Agricultural or natural products for sale
or home consumption
- Mats, Hats from natural or grown fibres
- Furniture from natural timber
- Butter/cheese etc. from milk
- Oil from Oil seeds/fruit
- Preparation of charcoal
C House or farm building/construction
- Fence/enclosure/storage construction
- Road/Irrigation Construction
- House construction/additions

Unemployed
Not Employed and Active seeking/Available
For work (See Pare’ ..)

Neither Employed nor Unemployed

Persons doing the following activities and
Economically inactive in the period
C Full time students

C All types of Housework including: -
Unpaid child minding-own/other children

Education/Training of own children at home

House cleaning and decorating
Cooking/Preparing meals for own H?hold
Caring for the sick and aged (unpaid)

Repairs (minor) to own Dwelling etc.

Repair of own domestic equipment & vehicles

C Personsin the following status and economically
inactivein the period
- Retired
- Sick
- Disabled
- Living off investment, rental or pension
income (no current activity to earn it)

N.B. A similar list of activitiesfor each country should be made early in census preparationsto assist in
guestionnaire design and during testing, and to be used later in manuals and training.




Part Timeor Casual Work: Part timework, casua work, piece work or smilar, even though
thought of as ‘jobs seem often not recognised as ‘red’ jobs and are often badly under-reported
in censuses. Respondents often seem to think the ‘government’ is only interested in recording full
time jobs for the census. This, and the fact that the respondent is often alittle suspicious of the
questions, and often not paying tax on casua income, reinforces the tendency to say ‘'no’. Unless
there is a supplementary question or probe on these activities or afull prompt list, they may not be
recorded on the census questionnaire. (The guarantee of confidentiaity and the need for and the
uses of the data should usudly be re-stated before the economic questions, as these are often
particularly sengtive.)

Businesses, particularly informal businesses: Respondents with larger enterprises can be
quite open about their business activity and in some cases the interviewer can actualy seethe
business or isinterviewing in it and thus these are often not a problem for identification. However,
smdl informa activities such as street selling, shoe cleaning, beer brewing and the wide range of
informal businesses common in many countries, are often not regarded asred ‘jobs or red
‘work’ and are not recorded. Interviewers must probe for al these types of activities and/or have
agood prompt list. Interviewers must also be trained to be observant. A woman obvioudy
cooking alarge number of bread rolls or other food or making severa hats or matsis amost
certain to be employed economicaly and afew gently probing questions about what sheis doing,
will give most of the information is needed for the census questionnaire. (It has been known for
interviewersto interview asmal shop owner and family, in or near their shop but till record no
economic employment.)

Unpaid work in family business (non agricultural): Persons, often women, working without
pay in family shops or smdl manufacturing activities etc. are one of the hardest groups to record
as ‘employed’ in censuses (and in surveys). It often needs strong probing or an dert interviewer
to extract information on these activities.  The training should stress the strong likelihood thet
when thereisasmadl family shop or smilar informd activity being conducted by one member of
the household, it is very likely that other members of the family will aso be working there.

All agricultural work, not only formal farms: Thereis often a problem that most farming in
developing countriesis not regarded as ared job or read work. To register those working on
commercia or formal registered farms either as the owner or as an employee, isusudly not a
problem. However work on the smal common village or peasant farms, whether producing cash
crops or not, seems to need specific probing if it isto be recorded adequately

The following are examples of activities that are considered as economic because they
contribute to production as understood by the SNA. When considering their impact on the
number of employed persons recorded in the census one should recognise that where they
are important, such asin subsistence farming, they may not be the only productive
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activities undertaken by an individual. Thus only those persons for which thisis the
only form of economic activity will represent an addition to the employed popul ation.

Agricultural work for home consumption: The greatest problem besides unpaid work in
family busnessesin most countriesis agricultural work mainly for own consumption. In many
developing countries the amount of such work is very sgnificant and usualy done by women who
do not do any other type of economic activity. For identifying this group, abroad question about
any work a dl on own or family farm or a prompt list will be particularly useful.

Processing primary products for home consumption: These activities include making mats,
pots, furniture, processng milk for butter or oil seedsfor oil, weaving textiles mainly for home use.
The SNA dates that these activities should be included within the production boundary if they
represent a significant proportion of the tota production of the rlevant item for that country. This
issue will need discussion with National Accounts staff and other deta users. The activities are
sgnificant economic activities in certain countries and are often made for sde aswdl asfor home
consumption. When the products are sold by households the activities have sometimes been
recorded, but when the activities are mainly for home use, they have rarely been recorded in
censuses, and. will definitely need specid mention or probing if they are to be taken into account.
It will dso be necessary to try to identify these activities separately if possible so that additionsto
previous estimates of economic activity can be gauged for comparability purposes.

House and farm building work: Thistype of building work which adds to the household's
capitd (provided it is not just Smple repairs), is regarded as economic work by the SNA and the
persons engaged should be recorded as ‘employed’ when doing thiswork. These activities
include fence making, congtruction of anima enclosures (e.g. for cattle, pigs or poultry), road or
irrigation ditch congtruction as well as home building or mgor additions. Thesetasksare
sometimes agriculturd off- season activities and needs specia probing to be taken into account.
They should definitely be included on any prompt list and in interviewer’ s manuas as examples of
economic activities,

Collecting Firewood and Fetching Water: These two activities are included within the
boundary of economic activities. In many villages and some urban areas, these activities are daily
activities of women and often children, particularly fetching weter. The effect of including both
these activities as economic activities in many countries may be to make amost dl women
economicaly active ad employed. There will be a corresponding reduction in estimates of the
not economicaly active population and, in many cases, unemployment estimates. This can be
worrying particularly in a Population Census where under-employment is rarely measured. There
IS, however, considerable concern about the identification and recording of these activities, which
will need strong probing as they are not commonly thought of as being in the scope of "work™ or
"employment” in most countries. Representatives from sorre predominantly rurd agricultura
countries have stated that these activities have been included as employment for household
surveys recently, but thet the results till show relatively low participation rates in economic
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activity for women, which is unlikely to correctly reflect the actua Stuation. Very good
interviewer training and qudity control will be necessary to ensure the consstent inclusion of these
activities within the EAP in censuses and surveys. It is essentid that persons considered as
‘employed’ soldly on the basis of these activities should be tabulated separately, so that the effect
of their incluson can be clearly identified for comparability purposes. Note that both unemployed
and not economicaly active estimates will be lowered by the inclusion of these activitiesin the
EAP.

Fetching water is often combined with working in the food garden or with other domestic duties such
as washing clothes and babiesin anearby stream or at awel/stand pipe. Collecting firewood often
is done on the way back from the water source, or is done on the way to or from gardens for
agriculturd work. Identification of the mgor activity in al these cases will be difficult and estimates
of time taken on economic activities will be particularly difficult. Clear guidance will aso have to be
given on the incorporation of these categories into the classfications for al other economic topics.
Specid pre-test or follow-up surveys, eg. time use studies, are likely to be necessary to gauge the
full effect of the inclusion of these activities in the EAP for many countries

It is recommended that this issue be discussed with National Accounts Stetisticians and other data
usersin detall during census planning. The means of identification of dl these effects should be
planned for during census preparations, and the full effects of thelr incluson on al estimates should
be measured during pre- census testing.

2.2B Problems of |dentifying the Unemployed Population

The first mgor requirement to be counted as an ‘ unemployed” member of the ‘ economicdly active
population’ is that the person should not be employed during the reference period. The second mgjor
requirement is that the person in the recent past should have been actively seeking work a which (he
could have worked in the relevant reference period, or in which (s)he could start working dmost
immediately if offered ajob during that period.

With the broad scope given to employment as explained in the previous section and as shown in Table
1, there has to be a corresponding reduction in the scope for unemployment. This has worried some of
those analysing the labour markets in poor countries when they see that the measured unemployment
rates there are congderably less than in many wedthier countries. However, thisis definitely areflection
of redity. Lacking the unemployment benefits and other socid services common in most developed
countries, most people in developing countries often cannot be totaly unemployed or they would rot
survive. Few families can support totaly unemployed youngsters or adults. Many people in developing
countries make meagre incomes from avariety of informa activities or survive by growing their own
food. In deveoping countries unemployment in this strict sense is therefore mostly found in urban or
peri- urban areas where a person can be totaly unemployed while obtaining support from employed
other family members or rdatives.
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The group ‘unemployed’ only includes persons not employed and who had actively been seeking work.
Meansto ‘actively seek work’, as understood in developed countries, include: registration at
employment offices, goplying to employersin person, replying to newspaper advertisements or taking
amilar active sepsto find wage jobs. The active steps aso include trying to obtain alicense, or funding
or other stepsto start business or, smilar gepsto start an agriculturd activity. These "active' geps are
often a problem to identify in most developing

countries, particularly in rural areas. There are often no employment officers or they are known to be
ineffective and few bother to contact them. There are dso often few business or government officesin
the area a which to apply for work. Funding or suitable land for businesses or agriculture is often aso
very limited. However the person has no work and may be very obvioudy available for work if any
type of economic activity was open for him/her in the area. Women in particular may keep themsdlves
busy with housawork and take no active stepsto find employment, but if the opportunity presents itsalf
they could easily be available for that work. The ILO internationa recommendations do recognise this
problem and alow countries to relax the actively seeking work criterion if necessary in ther Stuation.
Very few countries seem to have done this in their censuses and this may partly explain why very low
unemployment rates are reported from most devel oping and transition countries.

In many developing countries the unemployment rate defined in thisway is not particularly rdlevant as an
indicator of the generd dtuation in the labour market. A low genera unemployment rate certainly does
not mean that the developing countries or regions do not have employment problems. The problems are
more complex than asmple rate can show and thisis why better and broader economic data are
needed, so that the Situation of both the EAP and the non-EAP can be examined in some detail to show
thereal problems. However, this does not prevent the unemployment rate as conventiondly defined,
from being a useful indicator of labour market problems for particular groups in these countries, eg. for
persons with higher education or particular forms of training.

To try to obtain a better ingght into the unemployment problem one might try to test the possibilities for
relaxing the *actively seeking work’ criterion. Household surveys often include questions on * actively
looking for work’ and on *available for work’. This provides a possibility for investigating the effects of
relaxing one of the criteriawhen defining ‘unemployment’. Testing should be done to establish the effect
before the relaxed definition isintroduced into the census. The ‘available for work’ criteriais better asa
Separate question than as a smple response category. However, it is probably best to aim for asmple,
crude unemployment measure from the census and leave it to household surveysto investigate more
precisely defined concepts.

Census planners should definitdy investigete this often thought smple topic in much more detail and be
aure of their ams and if possible, exactly what they are measuring.

3. CURRENT ECONOMIC ACTIVITY (see WR, paragraphs 2.168 - 2.208)
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The WR recommends that countries consider measuring both the currently economically active
population and the usually economically active population. In the past, most countries have
measured only current activity. Of the 187 countries which reported to the UN on censusesin the
1975-1984 period, 146 used a current period (day of census, last week or month) and 47 used the last
year asthe reference period for a usua measure. Some had questions using both periods, It has
aways been acknowledged that the current activity measure had limitations if the census was conducted
a aparticular seasond time of the year, e.g. during the dry season. However, there are a number of
difficult technical problemsin using the longer reference period of the usua measures, and they are
discussed in Section 2.12 of this handbook.

The currently economically active population isidenticd to the Labour Force concept, which has
been the basis of employment and unemployment measures in both censuses and household surveys for
many years. ltsmaor advantage isthat it has a short reference period close to the time of the interview,
and this minimises memory problems for the respondents. It is dso easier to measure the characterigtics
of the economic activity for the short reference period as there are usudly fewer changes during that
period than during alonger one. The disadvantage isthat it can only represent the activity Stuation
during that current period, and this may not be representative or typica of the annud or average activity
patterns if the country or region has strong seasond patterns of activities.

The measures are termed * current’ measures because of the short reference period close to the census
date. It isunlikely that they or any other census measures will give very ‘current’ indicators of the
employment Situation a the time when census results are released, because of the usud lengthy period
for census processing. As noted earlier, household surveys are used to obtain very ‘current’, i.e. up-to-
date, estimates. However, it isusudly true that there are not mgor changesin the basic structure of the
EAP while waiting for census results, and that they consequently are very vauable economic indicators,
particularly for smal geographic aress.

Census planners need to weigh up the advantages of a current measure with its more definite accurate
measure of activity during the short reference period againgt the more difficult measure of ‘usud activity’
which can reflect the activities over eg. atwelve months period. As comparability with previous results
isof mgor value adso for census data, it is recommended that if the ‘ current’ approach was used in the
past then one should continue with it, but consider whether to include some additiona measure of

‘usud’ activity aswell, and vice versa. Statigtics on the EAP should always be published with the
reference period prominently noted so that users are fully aware of this e.g. ‘employed population in the
week of ...., 2000°. This has often not been done in the past, but can be important for the correct
understanding of the Satigtics in countries with pronounced seasonsin certain types of economic activity
in certain regions, e.g. agriculture or tourism.

3A Measurement and Related | ssues:
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Before exploring possible questions on this topic, afew basic issues relevant to dl questions on current
activity will be discussed.

3A.1 Reference Period

The recommended reference period for ‘employment’ is the seven days previous to the Census
enumeration day. Thisisobvioudy the closest short period. However, some countries prefer to use the
caendar week prior to enumeration day as they find respondents relate better to a fixed caendar
period. Note that when using the calendar week approach, the exact starting and ending day should be
given eg. from Monday to Sunday last week. The use of either the previous seven days or the caendar
week should be included in any pre-testing for the census.

Some countries have been experimenting with oneday (e.g. the day before the enumeration day) asa
reference period in surveys, but it is not known if any country hastried thisin acensus. Such ameasure
would be the mogt ‘current’ measure possible, and would minimise problems of recdl by the
respondent. An Indian study? has shown that employment tends to be lower and unemployment higher
with a one-day reference period compared to the one week period (using the priority rule discussed
later). With a population working intermittently the chance of having one day without work is higher
than having a complete week without work. Temporary absences from work for one day can cause
problems. Most countries have thought one day as a reference period istoo short and thereisadways a
danger that something unusua may happen on that day if not nationdly at least in someregions. . There
are dso problems of avoiding Sundays or other traditiona rest days for the country concerned.

A one month reference period has been tried in some countries. However memory lossislikely to
come in and there will be more problems related to changes between different activities during the
month. In such cases one has to determine amain activity if both are employment activities. If both
employment and unemployment occur during the month, one aso has to decide whether to use the
approach of any work during the month as discussed below, or the ‘usua activity” approach of the main
activity during the month (see section 12 below).

On balance, the seven-day reference period does seem the nost useful one and it isthe one that has
been used in most countries for both censuses and surveys for along period. It is particularly useful to
use the same period for the census as for Labour Force Surveys, for comparability purposes. Any
change of reference period should definitely be subject to pre testing and an evauation made of the
effect of the change on the comparability with the results from previous censuses and this should be
published.

3A.2 Basic Rules Regar ding Economic and Non-Economic Activities

3Paper by P. Visariafor ESCAP/ILO Seminar on Employment and Unemployment Stats, January 1989, Bangkok
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The basc rules for the economic activity questions are that, within the reference period:

¢ Economic activities take preference over Non-economic activities
¢ Within Economic activities Employed activities take preference over Unemployed activities.

For current activity:

¢ apersonistaken asemployed if they do any work at al in the reference period . ‘Any work’ is
commonly taken as aminimum of one hour during the reference period. It has generdly been
found that the number of personsworking very few hours (eg. lessthan five) isvery samdl. The
sresson ‘any work at al’ is very important and essentid to capture part-time work as well
margina forms of employment.

¢ Unemployed persons have to be actively looking for work during a recent period which may include
the reference period for ‘employment’ and to be available to start a job offered, dmost

immediately (see the discusson in section 3B).
/ Total Population in Scope

\ L Population<Age limit J
*umnﬂy uonpmiollly\

etive PhHpulation \
Employéd + Taemployed) Currently Economically Not

Active Population
{Not Emgl or UFnempl in of Seven Dayn)

Currently Empleyed Currently Unemployed
(Work 1 Hr or more in ref Bovon Day(3eoked for Wozk in the lest moath)

¢ Thecurrently economicaly active populationis the sum of the ‘employed’ and the ‘unemployed'.
¢ Thecurrently not economicaly active pop