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AN UNARTICULATED OBJECTIVE
Tow cuceess of the World Fertility Survey is often measured - and not
urceaswitably = by the fact that in the decade or so of the programme's
exustence, 42 develoaping (and 20 developed) countries have successfully
corg.etun ‘naticnally representive, internationally comparable and
sciorntitically designed and .plemented sanple surveys on human fertility and
tfamily planning behaviour and actiCudes'.l The achievements of the WIS are
clearly cutscanding in this respect. Most surveys conducted under the WFS are
reccgnized as being of 'igh quality and almost all have resulted in published
repcrts within, a reasonable time after fieldwork. In order to assist
countries in acquiring *the scientific information tnat will permit them to
describe and interpret their populations, level of fertility was always stated
to be the most basic requirement, and always listed as the first objective of
the WES, In reference libraries of statistical offices, universities and
other national and international institutions, and in private collections of
users and researchers all over the world, one finds displayed ample proof of
the WFS's ambitious publications programme. Apart from country reports and
summaries, the number of technical manuals and bulletins, {illustrative and
comparative analyses, and research papers directly prepared and published by
the WFS has reached nearly 150. Furthermore, numerous analysts, at naticnal
and international level, have access to standardized micro-level data tapes
with full documentation. This has faciliteted, and will continue to do so for
some time to come, a great deal of intensive demographic research. By the
middle of 1983, about 350 national ({(country level) and 165 comparative or
multinational studies had completed, and a large number were in
preparation.2 Hence, much headway has also been made towards meeting the
stated WES objective of promoting international comparisons and comparative

analysis of the data.

1 Halvor Gille and D J van de Kaa ‘'Contributions of the World Fertility
Survey to Survey Methodology and Analysis' 44th session of the
International Statistical Institute, Madrid, September 1983.

2  WFS Annual Report 1982, The Hague: International Statistical Institute.



Fut let »s also remind ourselves that as originally tormulated, the WIS
had three major objectives: (i) tn assist countrins in acquiring scientific
infarmation on  fertility and fertility regulation including levels and
differentialsg; (ii) to buila up national fertility and other demcgraphic
~urvey capability; and  ‘iii) to promote international vcompariscns of the
data. Note also the order in which these objectives have usually heen listed:
the onhancerent of national cavabilities is listed as the second of the three
objectives, after the mawn obiective of assisting countries in acquiring
infeorat:on on fertility and related factors, but above the objective of
womparative analysis, To be sure, this was not an unreascnable ordering,
since. WE3, though often described (merely) as a programme of fertility
research, was bound simultaneocusly to be a major programme of technical
cooperaticon absorbing and disbursing as it did more than 50 million dollars
over & period of 12 years or so. WFS represents an international investment
in Third World survey taking without precedent in scals or nature, and
ignoring the enhancement of national capability would constitute a most

serious flaw in any international programme of this magnitude.

However, it remains true that the WFS approached its stated objective of
enhancing national fertility survey and research capabilities in a rather
peculiar manner. This was quite different from the way the other two
objectives, both concerned with generating data of a particular type, were
tackled. A great deal of time and effort was devoted to developing detailed
technical and cperational plans and standard proccdures with the aim not only
of acnieving high quality national surveys but also of safeguarding their
interrna*ional comparability., There evolved a fairly clear, well articulated
and w=xplicit 'WFS philosophy' aid 'WFS approach' to meet these objectives of
datz collection and analysis but, by contrast, no such philosophy or approach
tc the objectives ot enhancing national capabilit:y.3 It would not be too
far from the %ruth tc -laim that whatever the level of WFS contribution tc

enhancing national capabilities, it has been achieved more as a result of

1o

Tn-re have of course been isolateu discussions of the issue. For an
:xplicit consideration of the issue see T E Smith et al ‘'Evaluatiocn
Report of the World Fertility Sucvey', prepared by independent consultants
to the WFS finding agencies under auspicies of the Ame:rican Public Health

Assocliation, 1980.



spuntancous factors than of deliberate plans. Often contribution to national
capability was an indirect result of activities carried out primarily for
other purposes; and not infrequently, this contribution was a4 consequence of
personal philosophies of the exceptionally high Juality staff involved in
shaping and implementing the WFS programme to the extent that the pressure of

qetting the job done well and on time would permit.

The lack of articulation by the WFs itself makes it harder for one to
2valuate the success or otherwise of the objective of enhancing national
capabilities. Often one can judge programmes and organizations against their
own stated objectives since, unless they are merely an insincere exercise in
public relations, the stated objectives are often an expression of what could
sotentially be achieved under ‘'ideal' but not altogether unrealistic
conditions, ie achievements which are feasible under the circumstances given
sutficient effort and will and barring accidencs and unfortunate combinations

of circumstances.

Since the WFS does not provide its own definition of building national
capability, it is necessary for us to begin from a broad definition and to
narrow it down to what could be considered a feasible ideal for the WFS, given
the specific context in, and the objectives for, which the programme was
created, and the conditions under which it had tc be implemented. In a sense
we are trying to address an issue which should have been addressed much

eariier and in much greater detail by the WFS as an organization.
Essential Elements of National Statistical Capability

In qgencral terms, we take the concept of 'national statistical capability' to
refer to the capacity of all the indigenous organizations engaged in the
production cf statistical information to identify what information is needed
and to deliver that information in a manner which maximizes its usefulness to

the diversity of national needs and its chances of being actually used.

A statistical organiration cannot be a passive collector of figures in
sesEonse to predetermined ond clearly expressed ‘needs' of users. To b2 able
to participate 1n the articulation, relinement and even prediction of the
needs is an essertial part of the capability of the stat.stical system,
First, the potentiai users may not always be aware of the objective needs for

‘taristical information; they may, for example, not realize that improved



information on the impact ol & Progamm? oOr pioi20t to eeded  TO LiRgrove
certai. aspectt of its design and operiti.n. Even wit* thig awareness, the
need nav ae citormalated, ie go unexpressed in terzs of the cpesifs
aratistic o1 :nputs requited.  Then, it 1s necessa v te filter and ocut dow.

sed needs te what may be feasible te coilect and actually use; to
P

duetermine srioticies, develop a nalanced progvasme *.
aneds 1s best as pos.ible within the available resources; ane JTaJually to set
up permanent acrancements for generating relevant and intcgraced data on e
continuous nasis, and secure necessary resources to sudstaln and enhance this

capabilicy.

In short, it is an essential part of 1its capability and tfuncuion for a
statistical organization, first, to be able to assist users in defining anz
expressing needs which are realistic and pertinent, and to Le akl: to specity
*he steps or activities, time, skills and resources needed to meet these.
This capacity is depcndent on the existerce of appropriake organizattonal
arrangements and channels fur effective user-rroducer intecractions, or
necessary expertise in various subject fields to facilitate communication with
gsers, and on technical skills in the general planning of statistical

operations.

Secondly, the essential requirements for producing and delivering t.¢
necossary statistical information include technical staff egiipped with skills
and tools for statistical design, processing and analysie; cadres of
interviewing and data precessing staff; adequate infrastructural facilities
such as suicable sampling frames, field transport, computer hardware and
software, printing and publication facilities etc, and, above all, funds to

execute the operations.

It is alsc necessary to develop a capacity to utilize these facilities 1n
a manner that maximizes the quality and quantity of information producec
within glven resouzces. In a fundamental sense it is escential to view thes:
elements as integrated or common facilities for defining and meerin: tae
totality of needs for statistical information, custing across the ofter
arpitrarily delineated subject fields. It is neither desirable nor in tr--

crz run possible tc emphasize on a single subject matter area or a single

e

source or method of obtaining statistical information at the expense oi
otrers. Censuses, household surveys, surveys of estab-lishments, registratior
svcteins and cther administrative sources have tu be gtilized in a balanced

manner, in conjaction with each other, organizing the strengths and weaknessed



of wach source. Dita on agricultute, economic activity, social conditions
demographic trends atc all represent inter-related aspects of the same basic

veality to oo explained, managed and hopefully improved,

& degree of endurance and continuity are, by definition, concomitant with
¢y nut unly in statistics but in other fields of activity as well,
Avatistical capability involves the creation of reasonably enduring facilities
and  arrangements tO  ensure  source continuity and coordination between
statistical operations. Coordination encompasses jinvestments to develop and
stilize common sampling frames and arrangements, data processing, printing and
other faciiities; to set-up reqular supervisory, field and office staff to
reet the requirements of diverse operations; to develop and plan the various
nperations to facilitate utilization of inter-relationships both at the
functional and substantive levels, and so on. Wirhout some attention to
continuity and coocdination, it pakes little sense to talk of ‘'national

capability',

We have tried to sketch some broad requirementa. In practice, however,
the process of building capability is much more complex and uneven. At
different stages, it may involve more or less emphasis {n particular
directions, on particular modes or sources of obtaining statistical data, on
particular  subject-matter areas. For instance, focused attention on
undertaking the population census has in many countries provided a tremendous
bocst to the overall development of statistical capability. Similarly, the
establishment of infrastrictural facilities for undertaking sample surveys of
the housechold sector can const’tute in many Ssituations a leading or dynamic
cerponent in the process of overall development. This is because properly
plas »d  and  executed programmes of houschold surveys can generate
interconnected data of great variety, broadening the range of users which
statistical organizations can satisfy. At the same time, the statistical
asency is in general able to design and undertake sample surveys more
independently, 1e with less dependence on wider administrative support which
full-scale censuses and collection from administrative sources require - a

type of support which is often not easy to aecure.4

4 V & Roa and Vijay Verma 'The United Nations National Household Survey
Capability Programme'. Joint meeting of the American Statistical

Association, Cincinnati, August 1982.



In @ similar anner, it may be nececsary to pursue the development of
statistical capacity in particular sectors before the subject-matter sccope can
v hroadened to cover other areas in a balanced way. For instance, many
heveleping countraes have tried tc establish regular suiveys in  particulas
stean such  as  population, labour force and agriculture, and only lacter
~xpanded Lhe scope to irslude other topics - possibly around the established
regular surveys which serve as the core. There is of course a limit to which
capability in any one field can be developed in isolation from eond

independently of otrer fields,
E 7

The Jdevelopment of  infrasccuctural facilities and skills is also &
~tep-ty-step process. Even more importanv, it can only be an ongoing proress
with no perma2nent solutiens. Vehicles, computers, grinting facilities, even
Lu1ldings and all scrts of other 'durable' equipment need %o be constantly
=plenisted. Sampling frames and designs need periodic updating and
revision., Resources for survey cperations need to be secured and resecured
vear atter vear, survey after survey. There is a constant loss of trained
statisticians to non-statistical responsibilities, to the commercial sector,

to other organizations and to other countries.

Given the breadth and complexity of the process of development of national
statistical capacity, no single programme, approach or set of activities can
provide the sole or lasting solution, But even so, the role of tha World
Tertility Survey 1In this context was mrmeant to be, and could only be, a
relatively limited one. The WFS was designed to assist countries in obtaining
high quality 1nformation, comparable scross countriet as far as possible, cn a
very specific top:c. Furthermore, the time horizon of the programme, and
aspecially of any country project under it, was strictly limited.
Coansequently even under ideal circumstances WFS could not be expected to make
a fundamental contribution to setti g up new arrangements, nor could it be
2xpected to help set up enduring infrastructural facilities for survey taking
and analysis, whether in fertility of 4in any other fleld. The furding
agensies hac explicitly placed constraints on the forrm in which resources
provided throuvh WIS could be delivered te participating countries: they had
e re devoted primarily to developing tcols and technigues for conducting
sarveys of a zpecified  type, providing intenzive technical assistance to
countries to ensure successful implementation of the surveys, ineeting gome
Ln=guntty operational costs, 1mpacting on-the-job preject specific training

and undertaking and supporting analytical research or the data collected.



Little provision could be made for long~term training, providing ‘'durable®
€quipment sula 4s new computers or vehicles, setting-up permanent cadres fot
d5ta wollection amd precessing, or for supporting any other operations not

Clearly lincad to the requicements of the particular survey.

Too a4 projranr: representing 'international investment  in Third World
3Urvey taking without preéodent in scale or nature', these are indeed very
serious litatations in 30 far cs the building of national capabilities is
concerned. Given that the WFS in many respects has been an outstandingly
successtul  programme, there is a danger of forgetting these inherent
limitetions 1a the scop2 and possible impact of the programme on national
capadilitizs. Yet these limitations do not, as such, reflect shortcomings in
the implementation of WFS; but rather, they were inherent given the primary
objective of WFS to 'assist countries to describe and interpret the fertility
of their populations by conducting scientifically designed sample surveys',
It can indeeu be clawmed that the manner in which WFS was implemented

seriously attempted to transcend some of these limitations.
Some Positive Features of the WES Approach

We have lamented rthe lack of articulation and limited gcope and time horizon
of the WFS in relation to the objective of enhancing national capabilities in
survey research. Yet this lack of articulation does not, of course, mean that
13sues of national survey capapility were completely forgotten or ignored in
detertaning  the mode of implementatior, of the WFS. It 1is necessary to
remencer and emphasize several positive features of the manner in which wFs
went abtolt promoting ferevility surveys and regearch in developing countries
(and 1n developed countries as well). The WFS promoted a standardized
approach, but it was far from a series of pre-packaged questionnaires and
sdrvey procedures simply taken to and implanted in countries, with countries
acting merely as collection agencies re-exporting the data collected fcr
processing and analysis by foreign individuals and institutions. There have
heen and propably will continue to be international projects of that nature,
despite some raising of consciousness of developing couniries by efforts such
as tne United Nations' National Households Survey Capability Programme but the
WES  was not  such  an  international project, WES managed to achieve
consiaerable success in four major areas: (a) completion of as much work as
possitle 1n-situ, within countries; (b) active participation by national staff

in survey implementation; (c) successful completion of all phases of the



survey, providing countries with the rich (and often memorable) experience of
4 well conducted survey; «nd (d) providing valuable experience and training
st eunlv in cellectisn but also in analysis and reporting of the data - a
‘oature cadly lucking 1n a great deal of survey takling., let us consider these

soants a little further.

Muck time and effort was devoted in WFS operations to ensure that as much
worx o at poteibl: was completed in the country itself. Gerious attempts were
m34e Lo adbere to this policy, even in gituations where the cheaper and
gricker alternetive might have appeared to be a direct execution of the task

WS neadsuartetas. In no case were completed guestionnaires removed from

rhe countrv. All manuai cditing and coding and (with one cxception) all data
artry was done in tne countries themselves. The same applies to machine
editing, even though this involved very prolonged and sophisticatced procedures
and tucned out to be a major cause of delay in the publication of final
results in come countries., At a later stage, WKs directly undertook some
further wditing and corrections of country data and reformulated data files
into a standard format, but this was done to facilitate wider dissemination
and comparative analysis of tha data and was undertaken generally after the
rajor descriptive report had been issued by the country concerned. The
irnitial policy of WF3 was also to have all tabulation and report-writing done
i~ the countries. In fact, little provision was made for several years to
equip WF3 headquarters to undertake processing work directly; rather, the
orjanization concentrated on developing and installing in countries the
necessary computer software packages for this purpose. This policy was fairly
successfully implemented in the first years of the programme, even though it
rosulted 1n delays and proved nmore, not less, taxing on technical rescurces
available at  the WIS, Gracually, however, these problems became more
critical, and the policy of completing processing and report-writing in
countries was incrrasingly compromised due to the increasing pressure from all
quartexs to get the basic task of producing 'First Country Reports' for all
participating countries finished in reasonable time, or at least within the
life-time of the WFS. Failure is indicative more of the problems many
duveloping countries face in timely processing and reporting of survey data,
wran oY a flaw 1n WF5 institutional philosophy or any inherent callousness

-nwards the issues of enhancing national capabilities.



The second positive feature of WIS approach has been the efforts made to
ensure  close participation of natiunal staff in the execution of their
firrility surveys. Several factors facilitated this. Generous support by the
fundiny agencics for a relatively large central staff meant that the WIS could
4iso be generout (sometimes even on the verge of wasteful) in providing
techrical assistance to country surveys, In fact it has never trailed to
surprise os how substantial a part of the total cost of externally supportaed
projecte, WES or others, technical assistance usually forms. This appears to
bu the case, at least in the area of statistics. But even so, WFS may have
been an atypical ‘'ivory tower' in this respect: the project provided a
coverage of around one-and-a-halt person-years of direct in-country technical
assistance, plus a substantial amount of additional time spent at London
headquarzers, for a single one-time survey operation of a fairly standardized
type. There are some advantages in this generosity. It is our contention
that, with an appropriate institutional philosophy ard a determination to get
the job finiched, the relationship {(for a given level of existing capability
in the country) between the intensity of technical assistance and the extent
of country participation is a U-shaped curve. National staff, of course,
'participate' fully in their work when there is little external assistance
available, tne limiting factor being their ability to undertake and complete
the task, This situation prevailed, for instance, with respect to data
processing in some of the first participating countries before the WFS became
adequately equipped to provide the necessary assistance in this field. At the
other end, with generous provision of technical support, it becomes more
ferzible to take a liberal approach, with the foreign 'expert' taking on a
more advisory, as opposed to executive, responsibility a.d paying greater
attention to transmitting skills - the sort of arrangement conducive to
enhancing national capabilities. The WFS enjcyed this advantage in many of
this operations owing to the exceptionally favourable material conditions in
4hich the programme was implemented. In less favourable circumstances, an
international agency pressed to get the job finished would tend, in the
interest of short-:arm expediency, to take on to itself direct execution of as
much work as possible and hence minimize participation by the country staff -
3s indeed tended tc happen more and more during processing and :ceporting

stages of the later WFS surveyas,



Country participation and the development of a partnership was also
fariiitated py other circumstances. On the public relations side, carrying
out g WES survey often turped out to be a ‘high profile' activity both within
. country and to some extent internationally, with a bit of fanfare and, more
ser1ously, with a lot of interest in the successful completion of a survey and
.7 the timely publication of its results. This, and the intensive technical
inpute by WF5 starf, neiped to develop @ close partership between the national
and international staff involved - with both sides having a clear stake in the

sucressful completion of the country project.

Thirdly, 2z determination to produce high-quality final results for each
national survey (by no means a universal virtue in survey practice) has been
another crucial factor. Th!s emphasis is, of course, a two-edged sword in
relation to capacility building. On the negative side, pressvre from
outsiders for timely completion takes aspects of the work out of the handa of
national ctaff; and emphasis on high quality can result in adaption of
procedures and practices which are irrelevant or are at best of limiced
applicaktility to conditions under which most other survey work has to be
carried out in the country. These are very serious concerns. However it is
equally ioportant to appreciate the positive side of the equation. OQur close
contact and discussion with a wide spectrum of national staff has convinced us
that the contributions of WFS in transferring skills and good practice in
survey work has bheen far from trivial. Emphasis on gquality went hand in hand
with, the production by WFs of elaborate sets of detailed manuals on survey
methodology, as well as detailed documentation of survey implementation and
outcome. These are uceful contributions to enhancing survey capability, and
srovide exanples which can be studied and emulated. Even more important,
parcicipation in WFS provided countries with direct experience of a high-
suality, well executed, large scale national survey. The completion of a
national survey included not only data collection and production of basic
tables, but also a procramme of analysis of survey results - which again is
not a wuniversal wvirtue of survey practice, especially in developing

countries, Successful completion and publication of results also enhances the

10



morale of the statistical organization involved and raises its image and
jenecul standing with the user community and with the outside world in general

. 5
important «lements of what has been termed 'external capability'.

The fourth positive factor which should be highlighted is that, in 1line

WiTr 1ts emphasis on data analysis as an integral part of survey taking, WFS

nesizae providad facilities for intensive and task-oriented training in
data processing, evaluation and analysis. The 'analysis workshops', in which
country researchers analysed their own data at London headquarters in
intensive interaction with the best of WFS staff are a fine example of this.
Indeed these workshops and other arrangements for prolonged stay in London by
individuals from developing countries to participate in data processing and
analysis became an increasingly important activity of WFS, compensating to
some extent for the unfortunate tendency to shift some of these activities

away from the countries in later years of the programme.

General Assessment of WES Contribution

Let us return to some of the essential elements of survey capability sketched
varlier and see how WFS has failed in general in relation to those. Five

areas of capability are pertinent:

(a) Development of appropriate organizational arrangements for communication
between users and producers of statistical information; the capacity of
producers to assist in identification and definition of statistical needs,

and to plan operations necessary to meet those needs.

(b) Development of material infrastructure and common tools and arrangements
on the basis of which diverse needs can be readily met, and continuity and
a degree of permanence assured,

(c) Development of necessary professional skills for survey planning, design

and management, for evaluation and research analysisy establishment of

trained and expe. ienced cadres for data collection and processing,

The concepts of ‘external' and 'internal' capahility are expounded in

v

United Nations publications 'The Organization of National Statistical
Services: A Review of Major Issues' and 'Handbook of Statistical
Organization, Vol I', Studies in Methods, series F numbers 21 and 28,

11



(d) Specitically in the coatext of WFS, capability to collect and analyse

fertility and related demoyraphic data.

(e) Capability to report and disseminate statistical information in the

appropriate form, at the appropriate time and to the appropriate audiences.

The first and the last points pertain to the 'external capability' of an
organization, 1e to its relationship with the outside world. The development
of appropriate organizational arrangements and 'standing' of the organization
is a long-term process, and depends not only on the organization's capacity to
fdeliver what 1t is supposed to deliver and what it promises, but also on
prevailing legel structures, artangements and traditions. By and large, it is
beyond the capacity of externally supported projecis of limited scope and
focus to fundamentaily influence these factors. This is certainly the case
for a cne-time project of strictly limited duration such as a fertility survey
under WES. Before discussing the WFS in this respect, however, it should be
neted that in many countries the model provided by WFS could and did help to
raise the wvsers' awareness of the extremely important areas of human
fervility, mortality, family planning and other demographic factors. Its
promotion on an international scale and especially in neighbouring countries
provided a catalyst in many cases. Nations are becoming increasingly aware of
the significance of the demographic phenomena, even though there remains a gap
between this objective significance and its subjective realization and
acceptance by governments, other organizations and people at large., WFS made
some contribution 1n the narrowing of this gap. More specifically, the
successful conduct of fieldwork, preparation of comprehensive reports and
analyses, wide dissemination of the results, and especially the organization
of WFS natlonal seminars at the conclusion of the survey, contributed towards
improving user-producer contact and hence the chances of actual utilization of
results.  The significance of this contribution is enhanced by the fact that
three-quarters of the WFS surveys were carried out by national statistical
offices - which in many countries are the exclusive or primary source of
official statistics, 1In several cases these institutions collaborated with
aniversities, health and family planning organizations or other national

. . s . 6
instications - which again is a good thing.

3 For information on the national agencies involved in executing WFS

sur.eys, see World Fertility Scrvey fnnual Reports,
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We have already noted the very limited scope of WFS's contribution the
development of survey infrastructure. The provision of equipment was laigely
pracluded by its terms of reference, and of course the use of ad hoc,
wzpecialiy  recofted  female  interviewing  staff  seriously  limited any
cuontribution WFS could have made towards the building of a permanent survey

rachinery,

However, where a survey machinery existed, in some cases WFS's
contribution to its enhancement was quite considerable, Existing staff
generally acted as supervisors and received valuable experience and training.
In addition, in most cases, coders, editors and other office workers came from
existing staff. In a few countries some of the newly recruited staff could be
retained in the organization on a regular basis, or could be absorbed in other
national organizations engaged in statistical or related work. In a survey of
participeting developing countries (response rate about 60 per cent}, just

over one-half reported such retention of staff.7

The WF5 experience may also have made an important contribution in the
rightful acceptance of females as survey interviewers, quite capable of
undertaking the exposute and hardship of fieldwork. During the course of
planning country surveys a variety of prejudices surfe~ed against the use of
women in survey work (though much less sc in South Ameri:a and East Asia where
there had been more experience with female staff), Many national proiessional
staff argued that women with the necessary education would not readily accept
the hardship involved in fieldwork; that women would need chaperoning and that
this would create personal and social problems; that younger women would be
unacceptable to older respondents but that older women interviewers would
gencrally have family commitments which would preclude long absences from
home; and that all these factors would lead to high drop-out rates among
interviewe:s.e Certainly there were occasional problems, but overall the
evidence from WFS is conclusive: such arguments represented little more than

prejudice in most cases.

7 Martin Vaessen, private communication on the basis of preliminary results

of a survey of national survey directors.

Christopher Scott and Susheela Singh 1981 'WFS Data Collection
Methodology', Proceedings of the WFS Conference, 1980,

w
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WE  could not directly support long-term training fellowships for the
development of professional skills. However, data ccllected through the Wrs
torimed  the  basis  of Mmany postgraduate research theses by scholars from
pFerticipating countries, and sometimes the WFS was able to act as a 'broker'
Lnooarroenging  for long-term training fellowships from otler sources., An
tRportant contribution of WS came in the form of analysis projects undertaken
Y nationsl researchers and the short-term but intensive analysis and traintina
wotnshop: orqanized by WES directly, or sponsored by it in collatoration with
Qiner reputable institutions. In adait.on a partial analysis of responses
from countries iniicate that WS materials and data have been used for some
sort of trarning and general research at pational inatitu-jons in nearly
two=thirdn of the countries, though only one in three feported that WFS had
contributed towards 'institutionalization of research' (excluding those who

stated that such capability already existed).

Direct experiznce throuyh participation in a well conducted survey is of
course the main contribution of WFS. The problem in this context is the well
known one of loss of trained 6taff. In the survey of participating develcpirg
countries referred to above,7 the percentages of national directo.s
(responsible for overall policy direction), survey directors (responsible for
technical directinn), field directors, principal persons responsible for data
processing, and principal analysts who were still with the survey organization
by the end of 1983 werc approximately as Eollows: 30, 40, 5C, 40 and 60 per
cent respactively. Twenty to 25 per cent in each category were reported to
have left the country, the rest having gone to other organizations withip the

country.

Apart from providing on-the-job training in various aspects of survey
work, the major contribution of WFS lies of course in the area of developing

anc disseminating tools and techniques of survey-taking and analysis.
Contributions to Survey Methodology

That WFS has made important contributions to the practice of survey taking is
Ly now a widoly accepted view. Yat in assessing this contribution, it needs
t> be rememoered that, with Tinor exceptions, WES has not had at its disposal
any  tunde  tor purely methodological research or experimentation, and no
breaxthroughs in methodology were expected of the Programme. The contributjon

lies primarily fin setting out to o-ganizo and co-ordinate surveys using wnat
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may be considered state-of-the art technology, and in promoting tae wider and
systematic application of that technology. The significance of this lies in
the fact that many of these techniques were innovative as far as many of the
partticipating countries were concerned. Its contribution also lies, though
perhaps to a lesser extent, in the area of assessment and documentation of
surver pracsdures and outcome, and evaluation and analysis of data. The
availatility of a relatively substantial and competent staff at WFS
neadquarters made this possible, especially in the later years of the

programme when the pressure of country work had eased somewhat.

It is nonecessary to take a balanced view of WFS methodological
contributions. On the one hand, several factors limit the generalizability of
WFs techniques and procedures: for example, its highly standardized nature,
adoption of a fixed approach, absence of experimental evaluation of
alternatives, the generally ad hoc approach to design, and the lack of
financial constrainsts. On the other hand, the significance ot the
contribution is hard to overstate since, in our experience, thL. most common
cause of wastage of ecnormous resources in survey work is the use of poor

methods and techniques, resulting in equally poor or even useless data.
First let us counter some limitations of WFS methodology.9

The WFS has been an attempt to apply a standardized approach across
diverse circumstances so as to generate more or less comparable data on a very
specific topic, Its methodology is characterized by a high degree of
standardization in survey design and operations across countries, It is
important to appreciate the nature, extent and rationale of this
standardization as it defines both the strengths and limitations of the WFS.
Nf course the standardization is by no means complete and there has been
considerable flexibility in its appreciation concepts, definitions, survey

instructions and the maia statistical outputs. The central staff of the WFS

9 For fuller discussion of the brcader issues and specific illustrations of
WFS contributions to survey methodology, see Vijay Verma ‘WFS Survey
Methods: An Assessment' in J. G. Cleland and J. N, Hobcraft (eds).

Reproductive Change in Developing Countries: Insights from the World

Fortility Survey. Oxford University Press (forthcoming).
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have been directly involved in the development and provision of common
cancepts, definitions, survey instructions and the main statistical outputs,
The central staff of the WFS have been directly involved in the development of
detailed survey designs oand  their implementation at the country level.
turthermore, as noted earlier, the pressure for speed and hiagh quality
invariably encouraged concentration of activities at the WES headquarters,

increasing further the degree of standardization.

Or the one hand, standardization has had the advantage of efficiency. For
the international organization, there is considerable economy of effort in
designing a uniform package of procedures for data collection, processing and
analysis, in contrast to custom desigaing survey tools and proceaures for each
country. For given sources, it can provide a much more intensive technical
support to country surveys. This element has been of crucial significance in
the successful completion of country surveys under WFS. Outside the WES,
there are ccuntless examples of poor quality surveys, yielding poor quality
data, which are published after long delays, if at all. The main cause of
this state of affairs has been the lack of time and of the professional skills
necessary for detailed and careful planning in many developing countries'

organizations. The WFS has done well on this score.

On the other hand, there are certain fundamental limitations of the
standardized approach. Standardization results in neglecting *he broader
issues of planning, design and implementation of statistical surveys which,
even If not narrowly technical, constitute an essential part of the sucvey
capability. As noted earlier, participation in the WFS did not prcvide
countries with experience in developing user-prouucer interactions and the
organizational forms npecessary for identifying, cxpressing and enumerating
priorities in user requircments. The scope and content of the survey was
largely predetermined in the form of a fairly elaborate 'minimum' core which
all countries were required to follow. Of course, to facilitate the inelusion
of additional topics in country surveys, a geries of 'modules’ were developed
which, at the country's discretion could be added in whole or in part to the
core. These obtained additional informati on such topics as fertility
preferrnces ard contraceptive use, availability and access to family planning

services, induced  abortion, traditional restraints on fertility (eq

breastfeeding, sexual ahstinence and spousal separation), eCOonchic
determinants of fertility including attitudes towards costs and benefits of
children, and on general mortality. 1In principle, countries could alsc add

other relevant topics of pspecial concerns. But in practice the possibilities
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of nroadening rhe scope of the survey were severely limited to what could be
accommodated it o retrospective single-round suivey with the major part of the
contens z2lready tixed in the form of the WES core. The only additions to this
arrangement were the collection of information on (i) curcent age-specific
ternility and mortality on a larger sample of houscholds, (ii; availabilicy
and  accessibility of  various facilities at the community level, (iii)
attitudes and behaviour of husbands of women intervicwed 1n the main survey,
and (iv) recponse errors by reinterviewing a subsample of the women. Out of
12 develop:inj countries participating in the WF5, the numbers who introduced
these additicns were, respectively, 13, 17, 3 and 9, ie a minority in all
<ases. Little attention was paid to such highly relevant and related topics
as mother and child health (MCH) and nutrition., One general conclusion is
that,given the diverse conditions and requirements of countries, and the
intellectual and material sources at the disposal of the WFS, WFS provided
inadequate opportunity for user-producer interaction and country-specific
determination of survey content. This would have been entirely compatible
with the WFS primary objective of assisting countries in describing and

interpreting the fertility of their populations.

The second limitation of WFS methodology is that fixing the approach in
the form of a retrospective single round survey also precluded the study,
evaluation and adoption by countries of any alternative survey arrangement,
Yet it is possible that, even within the specific context of a fertility
survey, different approaches would have been more appropriate in terms of cost
or precision and relevance of the information generated. For example, it is
possible that a nulti-round survey or a 'dual record’ system would have fitted
more economically and conveniently into existing statistical operations of
particular countries; in other countries, the experience gained by
participating in and the results from, a larger-scale, simpler demographic
survey of the conventional type might have been more relevant to national

needs and served them better.

Thirdly, the ‘priority' of WFS methodology is also limited by the fact
that, in spite of some variation in the approach followed in different
countries, the experiencc of the WFS sheds little light on the relative
efficiency of these various approaches. It is true that large scale
experimentation was precluded in the WFS mandate, Even 80, WFS does not
provide a good example to follow in 1its neglect of even smaller-scale

experimentation. In spite of the large size of the operation, little can
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o 3aid, tor example, about which of the various approachss Lo collecting
birth history data tried in different countrjes is better, To obtain an
indication ot the direction in which the answer l:es doe: not necessarily
involve split-pane! experiments on a national «cale! WFi fatled to give
sounkries experience of how alternative design and operational strategies may
ne  f{orrulated  and  evaluated.  Such experience 15 an extremely important

elexrent 3f general survey capability.

Fourthly, 1n many countries the fertility survey was concelved and
designed more ot less as a special operation, requiring specially recruited
interviewers and other ad hoc arrangements. The designs and procedures for
the fertility survey were often - though certainly not always - chosen without
considering seriously the broader requirements of operational co-ordination
anrd substantive 1ntegration of related surveys. Yet these requirements ought
increasingly to be considered critical in choosing appropriate designs and
methodologies of statistical surveys, especially in developing countries
where, decpite very limited resources dala requicements are becoming more
extensive and diverse and the number of surveys being undertaken is on the
increase. It 1s important to consider questions such as: to what extent are
the approaches and procedures developed within the particular context of a
fertility survey of a specific type useful and applicable to future surveys on
other topics? Are  there elements which can Dbe regarded as models of
excellence, comprising a more lasting and general contribution to survey
methodology, portable beyond the immediate concern of fertility surveys? To
what extent have countries actually retained and absorbed the survey practices
introduced  through WFS? And how realistic and relevant are these
contributions for general survey work in countries, given that that work has
usually to be carried out under less favourable material circumstances than

was WP ?

Thic is aenothe. limitation which needs to be recognized, even though its
siygnificance has been often exaggerated., The usefulness of some aspects of
WF5 mochndology teowards national survey capability mway certainly be limited
because these surveys were often carried out under favourable conditions in
term:s of available material and intellectual rerources and the provisior of
iiberal operational and technical assistance -~ conditions which are not easily
repeated or sustainad in survey work in developing countries Indeed what may
appear to be an optimal or at least a good methodoloyy 1n  tavourable

clrcumstances may sometimes be far from sensible when the geing is not so good.
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Before 1listing some of the WPS's important contributions to survey
methodology, it is important to emphasize that, in our view, the last
mentioned limitation has often been overstated. Certainly the operational
costs of WIS surveys have, for jiven sample size, been notably above average,
bt not outstandingly so, especially when one considers the mean square error
and elapsed time bel:re publication, and remembers that many surveys yicld
nothing. Even 50, these costs are comparable to numerous surveys of similar
size, and lcwer than many. What is exceptional in the case of WFS is the cost
'mi. antensity of technical assistance provided although; that in itself does
roi. reduce the relevance or applicability of the many excellen: contributions
ot WE5  to the nethodology of survey-taking in developing countries.
ticpefully, some of the methodology can be applied with less technical
aszistance 1n the future, as shown by the Dominicar Republic in its second
lertility survey, for example. Numerous surveys are badly conducted and yield
poor/unusable results not 8o much because of lack of operational resources,
but largely because of lack of the technical and managerial skills to design
and execute surveys properly. Indeed, some of the 'methodological
eopt.istication' promoted by the WFS is important precisely because it can be
3 1nstrument of saving costs through more efficlent design and procedures.

Avzropriate methodology is an essential elament of survey capability.

Specific areas of WFS contribution to survey deslign, execution and
inalysis capebility have been described in several publications. 1,8,9
iwrhaps the best description 18 to be found in the numerous mannuals,
technical bulletins, {llustrative and comparative analvses, case studies,
nccasional papers and other sclentific publications, mainly by the WFS but
ai80 by other organizations, and in wide-ranging published and unpublished
‘ocuaentation of experience by participating countries and WPS gstaff and
consultants, Below we 1liert briefly the five most outstanding arcas of

ccentributlion,

(1) Questionnaire design., If we were to identify one area where the basic WFS
characteristics of centralized support, standardization across countries
ané foncern with high technical standards are most manifest, this would be
ir the area of design and development of survey questionnaires, The care
and attention witn which tne basic instrument was developed is exemplary,
and in design 1f not in content the WF5 questionnaire has served as a
molel for ..any olner surveys on different topics. Even go the process of

review and refinement has continued throughout the WFS's own existence.
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{2)

one of the fundamental sources of trouble in many sSurveys is the use of
poorly formulated, designed and tested questionnaires. Often
questionnaires are unnecessarilv bulky, contain irrelevant and unusable
material, are not properly vested and evaluated, and make little provision
tor «liting, coding and data processing requirements. We have already
neted  the andesiraple ciygidity with which the WS questionnaire was
somet imes applied in countries, but whatever its shortcomings, a critical
stuldy of the documents ought to be a compulsory part of the training of

practising curvey statisticians.

WES promoted palnstaking work in the area of translation of questionnaires
into the languages of the interviews., Formal disciplined translations
were normally made and checkea to reduce those mistakes in translation of
guestions which inevitably arise if translating 1is left to each
interviewer to be done at the time of the interview. An attempt was made
to prepare a written version in each major language of the survey. For
{nstance, l4 languages w2re used in Cameroon, 11 in Ivory Coast, 10 each
in Kenya and Ghana, 9 in the Philippines, 7 in Benin, 6 in Nigeria, and 5
ir. Pakistanj; in all 40 per cent (17 of 42) countries used two or more
written versions. 1In addition, versions of oral delivery ware prepared in
several cases. In Cameroon, a unigue linguistic survey was carried out
pefore the main fieldwork. This practice was a new departure in
gurvey-tasing., Itg neglect in past surveys may in part have been due to
lack of resources, but in part it may also be the result of lack of
attention to an important issue. A senior member of the national staff
once remarked that it -as {lluminating for his organization to undartake
a multilingual survey. The practice has not been repeated in the country
since the fertility survey but the experience exists to be made use of as

appropriate.

Training, pre-testing, supervision and fieldwork. The WFS can claim with
justification to have encouraged and introduced several major improvements
1n data collection. Not all thepe are innovative, but the credit lies in
~re:r elabnration and systematic applicaticn. We have already ncted the
1on of well designed vJerbati® questionnaires and written translations.
SLeer  improvenents inciude thorough training and pre-testing, the use of
ferale 1nterviowers and mobile teams, high supervisor—interviewver ratio,
prompt editing in the field, spot checks and reinterviews, tape recording
and analysis ot a sample of interviewers' work, Tr1gorous rules for

call-hacks to tollow-up non-responding units and sO on. The WFS training
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(3)

(&)

manuals, for interviewers anq, supervisors, as well as trainers, contain a
great deal of useful material which is adaptezble to diverse surveys and
survey conditions. Tne same applies to traini-j courses developed in WF3
surveys, with their emphasis on demonstration and role-playing exercises
and field practice, use of audio visual aids, cvapecially tape-recorders,
and abcve all on the length of truining -~ usvally three weeks for
interviewers and up to five weeks for field supervisors. 1In so far as WFS
has demonstrated ond convinced countries that longer training of operative
staff can contribute towards substantlal improvements in the quality of
the data collected, it has made a significant contribution to the

improvement of survey practices.

sampling. WS samgles were designed within the specific context of a
nne-off survey, yet a great deal can be learned from the simple and clear
strategy adopted. The experience of countriems participating in WEFs has
deronstrated that it is feasible to conduct, and conduct fairly well,
surveys based on strict probability samples; and that it is possible to
have measurable samples, to keep records of sample ¢tructures, and to
estimate and present sampling variances along with the publication of
substantive resilts. The designs were simple in several respects: they
were oiten self-weightingy avoided multiple area stages and cumbersome
stratification; and relatively speaking the eample sizes were small to
moderate, emphasizing the importance of contrslling non-sampling errors.
The WFS manual on sample design, as didactic material for the genecral
survey practitioner should k- counted among the significant contributions
of WFS to the att of survey-taking in developing countries. But nost
important is the WFS contribution to computation and analysis of sampling
errors. The WFS developed and distributed free of charge a special
package program for the purpose (CLUSTERS), and provided technical and
empirical material on analysis of sampling errors and evaluation of the
sample designs used. Most survey reports include detailed information on
sarpling errors; the participating developing countries in this respect
excelled the asuai practice of neglect by many developed country

organlizations.,

Data processing. ne WFS contribution in the area of data processing is
cometimes underestimated, at least in part because the programme
originally underestimated the complexities of the task and its strategy
and methodoloyy evolved rather slowly. Considerable resources were

ultimately devoted to the development and free distribution of userul
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soltware packages for survey data processing., While some of these were
desiyned for very specitic WFS applications, others such as COCGEN,
TLUSTERS, ASSEMBLER, CONCOR, UPDATE, CORRECTOR, MARG and COD BOX provided
a valuable arsenal for countries in a very critical area of survey wourk
and were  generally  applicable. WF5 also developed and carefully
documented  detailed  procedures for data editing, tabulation and

acchiving, The comprehensive WES publication, Data Processing Guidelines,

1s an ocutstanding document on how to plan and specif{y the various data
processing stepsy in fact we know of no other document of comparable

quality on the subject .

(5) Reporting, analysis, assessment and evaluation. Perhaps the most
ovutstanding contribution of the W'S lies in the fact that 1t took the
tasks of data analysis, assessment, evaluation and reporting  most
seriously, as an integral part of the total survey operations. This is
not because WFS paid any less attention to data collection and processing,
but because insufficient attention is paid in most other survey work to
data analysis. WFS has made some important contributions in the area of
data analysis. We need not comment on specific techniques developed and
tested, except to note that the large number of scientific publications by
WFS, or others in association with WFS, constitute an important
contribution to the development of survey methodology and analysis
techniques, some of which go beyond the specific concern of a fertility
survey. Finally, special mention should be made of the analysis and
evaluation workshops conducted by WFS to help train a large number of

researchers from developing countries,

Capacity to Abeorb

In conclusion, we must raise the question: to what extent are countries
willing or able to absorb some of the desirable survey practices promotad by

WF3? 1In other worda, has there been a lasting effect?

Such quentions dre of course extremely difficult to answer. In the main
»ne can furm only subjective impressions from talking to the :.dividuals
invoived.  On that basis, we may answer the above questions affirmatively,
since alrost always ev-directors of WFS surveys have been complimentary to the
~F% in their remarks to us. Generally, criticism of WFS has come from other,

non=-ex-directors, who no doubt are equally wise and objective.
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'ne WFS has itself been, at lea.t of late, guite conscious of the
importance of these queations. It has recently carried out a survey of senior
national staff in participating countries, to which we have already refecrred.
Again responses to questions similar to the above have been generally
positives perhaps people are polite, or we have a biased population of those
who may have personally brnefited from participation in the WFS experience.
For whatever its worth, here is a typical sample of responses to a question on

general appraisal of the WFS (on the basis of a 60 per cent response rate):(

QUESTION: How appropriate is the WFS model for fertility and other similar

surveys?
jample responses:

- Very appropriate; want to repeat

- Appropriatey in fact have repeated fertility survey on same model

- Too expensives not sensitive to national needs

- High fieldwork costy too much emphasis on data editing

- Very appropriate

- Better than most surveys, but cost high

- Follow-up prospective approach would have been preferable in this country
- f1igh marks for thorough training, planning, fieldwork and editing

- Very aporopriate

- Need to follow a simpler approach

- Wiil follow in future

- Good for countries which already have a capability (like the country

concerned)

From the same survey of national directors, the following is a more
objectively answerable question., Countries were asked whether any of the
following survey practices introduced during the fertility survey were adopted

and continued in subsequent surveys. The response categories were:

(1) ¥ractice already existed before participation in WFS, and continuesy
{2) Practice introduced since the WFS survey, and continues)
(3) Practice d.scontinued after WFS was overy

{4) Recponse not stated or not clear.
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Number of countries by response

Technique (1) (2) (3) (4) Total
1. Translation of questionnaires 18 2 2 2 24
2 Use of female interviewers 17 6 0 1 24
1. Use of team approach to fieldwork 19 3 1 1 24
4. Use of tape recorders 4 i 14 4 24
5. Use of field editors 19 ‘2 2 1 24
6. Thorough machine editing 11 8 2 3 24

I't would appear that in the promotion of translation, in the use of female
intervievers, and in the team approrch, the WFS was not particularly
innovative. (The issue of translation is misrepresented in the above figures
since at least 10 of the countries in (1) have a single language in any case}
some others are perhaps referring to oral not written translations. The most
notable features are the 6 countries out of 24 who introduced female
interviewers following experience with the WFS, and 8 who {introduced more
thorough machine editing of the data. The use of tape recorders has not
caught on, probably due to the substantial extra work required in the analysis
of tape recordings, and because appreciation of the practical sianificance of

methodological research and evaluation still remains inadequate.
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