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tems to record the real dimension of women’s contribution to development.
More specifically, during those years there was an accumulation of publi-
cations addressing the issue of the populatlon census underestlmatlon of
women’s participation in the labour force in developing countries.’

Examination of census instruments to record women’s economic
activity was done in a particularly systematic way for the Latin American
censuses of the 1970s (Recchini de Lattes and Wainerman, 1979 and 1986;
Wainerman and Recchini de Lattes, 1981).> Now, on the eve of the 1990s
censuses, it is appropriate to examine the 1980 censuses in the light of the
activities of the Decade to improve the quality of statistics on women. This
article presents an analysis of the methods used by Latin American cen-
suses of the 1980s to gather information on labour-force participation, with
emphasis on possible weaknesses and strengths in recording working
women. The analysis reveals the improvements over the censuses of the
1970s. It is hoped that it will be of use to census bureaux in developing
regions other than Latin America.

INTERNATIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS FOR POPULATION CENSUSES AND THE
DecAaDE FOR WOMEN

The international recommendations for population censuses aim at
guiding countries in the improvement and comparability of census results.
Since recommendations are addressed to countries of very different socio-
economic and cultural backgrounds, the definitions and specifications of
topics are rather general. For this reason recommendations do not provide
operational advice about the questionnaire (i.e., question wording) or about
the instructions to be given to census enumerators. Recommendations are
on broad procedures, leaving room for each country to take its own deci-
sions in the planning of the census, and particularly in the preparation of
the questionnaire (type and format, wording and arrangement of questions)
and the enumerator’s handbook.

Two sets of recommendations have been guiding Latin American cen-
suses since 1950: those formulated by the Statistical Commission of the
United Nations Secretariat and those emanating from the Committee for
the Improvement of National Statistics (COINS) of the Inter-American Sta-
tistical Institute (IASI). On the economic characteristics of the population,
both sets of recommendations are based on the International Labour
Orgamsatlon (ILO) recommendations on the subject. Because of their com—
mon origin and the fact that the two organizations work closely together,?
the sets of recommendations have been practically identical for every
census round.

Up until the 1980s, census recommendations used the labour—force
approach to reglster economic characteristics of the population.* (Some of
the concepts used in that approach have provoked widespread comment
and criticism,” which need not be dealt with here.) Recommendations were
written without attention to sex until the 1970s—that is, they ignored the
diversity of circumstances and characteristics of economic activities per-
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TABLE 2. MINIMUM TIME THAT CLASSIFIES PERSONS AS ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE

IN LATIN AMERICAN CENSUSES OF THE 1970s AND 1980s®

Part of
reference Most of

Not stared One hour One day period the week

1970
Brazil Colombia Chile® Dominican Argentina
El Salvador Costa Rica Cuba Republic Chile®
Haiti Mexico Guatemala Ecuador
Panama Venezuela® Honduras Nicaragua
Peru Paraguay
Uruguay Venezuela®

1980
Argentina Colombia Guatemala Brazil® Chile
Cuba® Costa Rica Panama’ Ecuador
Dominican Peru Venezuela Paraguay

Republic

Haiti
Mexico®
Uruguay

Information is based on either questionnaire or handbook, unless otherwise stated.

® According to enumerator’s handbook.

¢ According to questionnaire.

d«A few hours”, according to enumerator’s handbook.

““Part of the time” (of the 12-month reference period) was required to classify a person
as working. The “last two months” was required in the categories “looking for a job—
already worked” and “looking for a job—never worked before”.

f“No matter what amount of time.”

EThe first two alternatives on activity status—working—were immediately followed by a
question on the number of hours worked. It is not known whether the number was used to
classify the population as economically active.

had to have worked during the reference period in order for the person to
be included among the “working™!* As in the censuses of the previous
decade, the amount of fime varied from a maximum of “most of the
period” to a minimum of “at least one hour”. Six censuses do not stipulate
any time at all. Details on the amounts of time and the countries are given
in the footnotes to table 2.

The censuses that included a time requirement used various ways to
specify it, both in the 1970s and in the 1980s. The ways reveal a lack of
attention to technical details, which later became a source of error in the
collection of ‘statistics on the economically active population. The two most
frequently identified problems, in both census rounds, were vagueness (in
definition or instructions) and inconsistency between questionnaire and
handbook or between questions.

Apart from the six 1980 censuses not specifying any minimum work-
ing time, three different formats were identified according to the degree of
precision established in the questionnaire and/or the manual among the 10
censuses that set such criteria:
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(a) The questionnaire did not make any reference to time, but the
interviewer’s manual defined the precise amount of time that was necessary
in order for a person to be counted as a worker (Colombia, Costa Rica,
Guatemala, Panama and Peru);

(b) The questionnaire stated vaguely “‘most of the period”, and that
formula was repeated in the manual with no further clarification (Chile,
Ecuador and Paraguay);

(c¢) A definition with a time requirement was only vaguely stated in
the manual (Brazil and Venezuela).

None of the three formats ensured that the time-requirement expression to
interviewees would be consistent and precise. The first format is precise
but, since it was not incorporated into the questionnaire, it was up to inter-
viewers to improvise a phrase to comply with the instruction. The second
format assured consistent presentation but, since it was only vaguely
defined, was not effective because its interpretation could have varied from
person to person. The third format is the worst, since it is vague and does
not ensure consistency of presentation. Thus, the 1980 censuses did not
improve over the 1970 censuses in this regard and are considered poor
instruments.

An analysis of the 1970 censuses also revealed a lack of consistency
between the question on activity status and the definition of the unpaid
family worker with regard to the requirement of minimum time. Since in
developing countries the proportion of economically active women in that
category is usually higher than that of economically active men, problems
arising from inconsistency in the measurement instruments affect women
disproportionately. In the 1970s the majority of Latin American censuses,
following the international recommendations, defined ‘“‘unpaid family
worker” as a person working at least 15 hours a week. The definition was,
however, inconsistent, in most cases with either a shorter or a very vague
time requirement for the ‘‘economically active”, or even with a complete
lack of it. (Details on countries are presented in table 3.) Since in census
questionnaires the question on activity status comes before the question on
employment status—acting in fact as a filter for the rest of the questions on
economic characteristics—a problem arises when a person who is classified
as active in the first question does not satisfy the time requirement to be
classified as unpaid family worker in a following question.

Table 3 shows an improved situation in the 1980s: most censuses
specified consistent time requirements for family workers and economi-
cally active people in general. The Uruguayan census was a special case,
since the definitions for the economically active person in general and for
the family worker in particular were inconsistent, but it provided instruc-
tions to solve the inconsistency problem.!> Only four censuses required a
longer time (15 hours a week, or one third of the normal working day) to
classify a person as a family worker than to classify that same person as
economically active (one day, one hour, any time, or no requirement at
all. See tables 2 and 3).!°
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children do not work. The instruction would have helped to register more accurately those
women who married or gave birth during the year. However, it is possible that it worked in a
more subtle way, reinforcing the misconception .that married women or women bearing chil-
dren do not work, and thus inducing interviewers to skip the question for those women who
appeared to be married and/or with children.

13 Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, Haiti, Mexico, Panama and Venezuela.

'*This proportion is lower than the one observed for the 1970 censuses, when 14 out of
20 censuses included a time requirement.

13 The Uruguayan census followed the international recommendation of a minimum of 15
hours of work a week to classify a person as an unpaid family worker. But by not requiring
any minimum time for the classification of ecomomically active in general, it specifically
instructed the interviewer to go back to the question on activity status in those cases where a
person declared himself or herself an unpaid family worker and reported having worked less
than 15 hours a week.

' The Brazilian census could be considered a fifth case. Consistency is difficult to estab-
lish, since the time requirement for the classification of economically active was “part of the
time”, with a reference period of 12 months, and the requirement for unpaid family worker
was “at least 15 hours a week”.

17 These improvements do not necessarily mean that 1980 census results were better than
those for previous censuses in a particular country. No country-by-country trend analysis was
carried out, and, even if instruments to measure labour-force participation have improved, a
more general evaluation of censuses than the one done here would be necessary before such a
conclusion could be reached.
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