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Social Progress Indicators, El Salvador: Background 

The Social Progress Indicators (SPI) project in El Salvador aims to 

develop a set of measures that both reflects social and economic condi­

tions in that country at one point in time and tracks changes in those 

conditions over time. The SPI project is entirely an analytic endeavor. 

The project uses a data base provided by the Unidad de Investigaciones 

Muestrales (UIM), a section of the Salvadorean census bureau. From these 

data, the project team selects items that provide simple, basic indi­

cators of socio-economic conditions for use .in the Salvadorean planning 

process. 8ecause the sample was drawn, the topic areas selected, and the 

questionnaire items defined long before the SPI project began, none of 

these basic components of survey research is strictly pertinent to this 

evaluation. Even so, these matte:s are germane to the general consider­

ation of social indicator systems based on periodic survey research, and 

they will be treated separately throughout this report. 

Of the Central American countries, only El Salvador has the requisite 

system for the periodic collection of survey data. A permanent household 

sample (n= 10,000) had been defined during an earlier A.I.D. project. 

The government of El Salvador had established and maintains a permanent 

staff of enumerators, coding personnel, and computer programmers. And, a 

set of questionnaires had been constructed, but did not undergo appro­

priate .testing; this has proved a continuing source of difficulty. In 

operation, the Salvadorean government cOI,ducts semi-annual labor force 

surveys among its sample of 10,000 households. (Data collection 

activities were suspended in the countryside late last year; some data 

collection activities continue in the metropolitan area of San Salvador.) 

Each survey consists of a basic questionnaire about 11bor force 

characteristics and one or two supplements, which cover different areas 
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of interest to the government, including education, health and housing. 

Completed questionnaires are then coded, edited, and tabulated ~y the UIM. 

The SPI project has defined seven areas of social interest, five of 

which are in the realm of government action (education, health, housing, 

employment, and food consumption) and two in the private or individual 

sector (clothing and social communication). The five public-sector 

indicators have been the main focus of the project so far; the clothing 

and social communications indicators remain to be developed. In each 

domain, the project team has selected a number of characteristics or 

variables, items that it believes capture pertinent aspects of social 

progress, such as literacy in the area of education and medical services 

in the area of health. Each indicator variable is run against a standard 

set of sociological control variables--age, sex, occupation, income, 

residence (urban vs. rural), and geographic region-- in order to 

determine the distribution of each indicator variable throughout society 

and across space. In some cases, the actual distribution of services is 

compared to an equitable goal, which helps define for planning purposes 

the present gap in basic services to specific sectors and regions. 

The guiding rules for the development of these social indicators are 
, 

relevance to policy and simplicity. The characteristics chosen are to be 

basic, and their methodology simple, on the premise that the relationship 

between diagnosis and prescription in the planning process becomes more 

obscure as variables are combined into aggregate measures. Moreover, 

sophisticated analytic procedures outstrip available data bases and 

technical expertise in most Third WorlJ countries. In other words, the 

goals of the project are achieved to the extent that the methods and 

results are "intuitively obvious," that is, simple, basic, and realistic. 
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The SPI project is achieving its 'aim of reducing reams of computer 

output to a select set of pertinent tables. Heretofore in El Sclvador, 

as in other developing countries, every item on eve~J questionnaire was 

run against almost all other variables, and the output presented to the 

minister, who could not possibly have the time to analyze such detailed 

results. Now, a manageable and very basic set of indicator variables is 

presented to each minister. Equally importantly, the results have been 

incorporated into the Salvadorean planning process. The clear, well­

organized presentations to government officials by the SIECA project 

coordinator will be just as critical for the success of this project as 

the advances of the teChnical team. 

The project has received support from many people and organizaticns, 

particularly from individuals associated with the project in AID/W, 

ROCAP, SIECA, and the Salvadorean ministries. The Salvadorean support 

has been large and constant: the GOES has provided personnel and 

facilities for the project whenever necessary. In turn, the project 

team, with the assistance of the oversight agencies, has been able to 

define indicator variables for each domain in a very short period of 

time. On average, each set of indicators has been developed in less than 

six weeks. The short turn-around time has provided timely results for 

the Salvadorean ministries, which are presently obliged to develop 

effective social programs quickly. At the same time, it has meant that 

the quality of individual indicators is very uneven. 

The SPI system must be refined before it is offered to other 

governments, which have already expressed interest in such a project. 

This evaluation therefore has two aims: first, to assess the progress of 

the SPI project after slightly more than a year of work; and second, more 

generally, to consider the use of survey research in the definition and 

monitoring of social conditior.s. The strict assessment of the SPI 



project presents a summary of the progress to date before turning to a 

detailed examination of thl individual indicators. The second half of 

this report considers survey research in social indicator systems, 

treating the sensitivity of questionnaires and the periodicity of change 

in basic indicators in relation to the costs of survey research. In 

es~ence, this part of the report asks to what extent the conditions 

in El Salvador that led to success are special, that is, to what extent 

social indicator systems based on survey research can be developed 

elsewhere. It must be understood at the outset that these two aims are 

distinct. Whether this project has met its contractual terms is at this 

time independent of whether social indicator systems based on survey 

research more than repay their costs. 

The SPI Project: General Observations 

The SPI project team has taken a progressive approach toward the 

development of a social indicators system. That is, once the indicator 

domains, and, within those, the individual characteristics or variables, 

were selected from the available data base, the SPI technical team focused 

on the construction of simple tabular results. These tables provide a 

synoptic view of social and economic conditions throughout El Salv~dor. 

Once the sets of indicator variables for each domain have been worked 

out, t~le team can begin work on the next step, the construction through 

more sophisticated analysis of indicators for diachronic analysis. 

The use of an available data base is at once an advantage and a 

disadvantage. Limited to what was available, the project team could not 

.. waste time imagining all possible questions relevant for all possible 

users. Fortunately also, the available data base contains mostly basic 

items; there are fe'li sequential, closed-probe questions for detail. The 

technical team has consequently developed a basic set. of fundamental 
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indicators, without trying to work out more elaborate, hierarchical 

indicator subsystems, which would have less applicability across 

countries. The present set of basic indicator domains and variables 

sl10uld apply to most countries, with little adjustment for special 

circumstances. 

The use of available data is a disadvantage where the data are poor 

or inappropriate. Although the household sample in El Salvador is 

carefully drawn and the data collection process is rigorous, the 

questionnaires contain many inappropriate items, as well as inappropriate 

phrasings of items. The auestionnaire5 were mostly adaptations from 

models that had proven useful elsewhere, and do not appear to have been 

pretested very well. This procedure evaded the difficulties of 

questionnaire construction at the risk of later analytic difficultie£. 

For example, the employment questionnaire, which is perhaps more 

site-specific than other domains, presents a hast of complications. The 

definition of employment includes all people who worked at least one hour 

in the past week, effectively masking the level of undEremployment, which 

is a known major problem in the Third World. The definition of 

economically active excludes all housewives, even though women in 

developing countries in general--and rural women in particular-­

contribute significantly to household income. The definition of income 

excludes sUbsistence activities, which surely distorts estimates of rural 

income and thus of the rural condition. Moreover, small farmers, whose 

income is seasonal, are asked how much they mode in the past week from 

usual and occasional activities, a phrasing clearly more appropriate for 

urban employees than for rural farmers. Finally, the occupational 

classification elaborates urban activities in the so-called formal 

sector, but condenses rural activities into landed and landless small 
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farmer, which overlooks major differences within the generalized rural 

economy. Such definitions and phrasings naturally bias analysis toward 

the formal urban sector. -ihey also very much complicate analysis of 

socia-economic conditions in developing countries, such as El Salvador. 

Although the technical team has made a sincere and largely successful 

effort to overcome these deficiencies in the data collection process, 

they have not in all cases checked the levels of social and economic 

conditions as measured by their indicators against the levels reported in 

other available studies. The lack of independent verification raises the 

chances of bizarre results. This possibility, which has been realized in 

several of the indicators, is especially dangerous in El Salvador, where 

social and economic programs must be developed rapidly. Precisely 

because the reports of the SPI project are apt to be used as the basis 

for the program development, the results of the SPI analysis must be as 

reliable as possible. 

Finally, the construction of a single numerical index for each 

domain-a "tr..Je" indicator-iSl problematic at best. Aggregate measures 

that summarize across individual variables in each domain can be 

seriously misleading because they mask so many different combinations of 

basic conditions. They create ir,tractable methodological problems, 

particulary in the arbitrary weighting of items. And, they are useful 

only for comparative analysis between groups or areas and across time. 

Inasmuch as the basic tabular format already permits simple synchronic 

comparison, aggregate summary measures offer few advantages, and these 

mostly in diachronic analysis. Yet diachronic results can be analyzed in 

the same way as synchronic results, that is, through cross tabulations of 

each indicator variable against the control va~iables, with additional 

tables for changes over time. Overlay maps can then be used in those 

instances where a summary is necessary or desirable. These visual aids 
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provide a clear picture of social and economic conditions in a place at 

one point in time or over time, without raiSing the methodological 

difficulties in aggregate quantitative indices. 

Recommendations 

Questionnaire: 

1. Review and revise the questionnaires in light of the analytic 

difficulties encountered by the project technical team, and recommend to 

the UIM, which is now redrafting its survey instruments, appropriate 

changes in items and phrasings. 

Analysis: 

2. Define each indicator variable in such a way that it taps but one 

aspect in the domain. Combine distinct variables into a single indicator 
r 

only where each variable covers but part of a characteristic, e. g., 

combine floor, wall, and ceiling materials into an indicator of house 

type. 

3. Present each indicator variable in the finest degree of disaggre-

gation possible, given the constraints of sample size, as is now done. 

4. Use the Simplest statistical procedures pOSSible; for summary 

measures, use visual aids instead of sophisticated analytical techniques. 

5. Assign lowest priorities to the development of composite 

indicators on the grounds that these will not be immediately useful and 

must undergo much testing. 

6. Provide a measure of sampling error for the most important 

variables in each table. 

7. Verify the results in each domain against all available 

independent reports, and pinpoint the sources of error in the indicator 

system or in the other studies when results are divergent. 
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8. For each indicator, consult available experts before defining 

variables and establish a technical review team composed of national and 

international experts to assess the indicator and its accompanying report 

before the indicator is presented to the government ministry. 

The SPI Proiect: Indicator Domains and Variables 
H 

Given the difficulties of the available data base and the insistence 

of Salvadorean officials for speedy results, it is not surprising that 

various of the indicators are less than ideal. The following discussion 

of each indicator domain and its variableS is intended to assist the 

project technical team to refine further what is appreciated to be a 

worthwhile but difficult indicator system. 

A. The Sociological Control Variables 

The sociological control variables define who has or gets particular 

social services. For the most part, the variables are straightforNard. 

Age and sex present no definitional problems. Geographic regions are 

usually already delimited by the government.* Residence glosses rural 

and urban; where, as in El Salvador, a primate city exists, it is 

necessary to separate the metropolitan area from all other urban centers, 

as the project team has done. 

The economic control variables, however, are not as clean. The 

income variable is defined as cash income, which necessarily biases 

analysis toward the urban formal sector. As long as work-in-kind and 

subsistence activities are excluded, both the urban informal sector and 

the rural sector--which groups essentially define the poor majority--will 

* The division of El Salvador. into nine regions permits analysis at the 
department level because similar small departments are combined into a 
single region. The GOES desires a more aggregate geographic division that 
distinguishes only among the eastern, central, and western areas. This 
regional classification can be be developed and presented because the 
sample was originally deSigned by the department. 

8 



appear much poorer than the urban formal sector. Insofar as informal and 

sUbsistence activiti.es are not included on the original questionnaires, 

this imbalance will 11ave to be corrected through arbitrary procedures. 

The definition of eccnomic activity or occupation also appears 

imprecise. Tne economically active population is categorized by 

employment status (self-employed vs. employee), sector (agriculture, 

industry, commerce, and services), and fcrmality (formal vs. info~al). 

The imprecision arises because formal is defined by size of firm: formal 

includes all firms with fOlJr or more paid employees, and informal 

includes all firms with three or less paid employees. COnsequently, the 

weaver of 'typical' cloth with four paid employees falls in the formal 

sector while the auto mechanic with two paid employees falls in the 

inforrnal sector. This definitional problem, which can occasion an orgy 

of debate, is important less in itself than for the confusion it 

engenders in other tables. Because the entrepreneurial weaver and the 

owner of an auto assembly plant are classed together, as are the local 

wholesaler who supplies petty marketers and the international importer, 

there are no clear breaks by economic activity or by sector (other than 

agriculture vs. all other occupations) in the other indicators, such as 

education or health. 

Like the estimates of income, the occupational classification is 

weighted toward the urban sector. Although the project agreement clearly 

states that the project will focus on the rural sector, there are at 

least nine predominantly urban occupational classes, against only two 

rural occupational classes (minifundista and jornalero, that is, landed 

farmer and landless farm worker). Inasmuch as the rural sector in 

El Salvador is almost as populous as the ur.ban sector, it would be 

worthwhile to distinguish not only bet','/een tne landed and the landless 

country people , but also, within them, among different combinations of 



economic activities, ~uch as, perhaps, the farmer-wage laborer, the 

farmer-merchant, the falmer-artesan. The point here is not an endless 

categorization of rural endeavors but a meaningful classification that 

permits statistical manipulation. Otherwise, government attention will 

be focused on job creation for a carefully defined urban sector but an 

amorphous--and presumably homogeneous--rural sector. 

Similarly, unpaid employees are treated in the analysis as a 

homogeneous mass. This procedure confounds possible differences between 

rural and urban unpaid labor, which may distort analysis of employment 

conditions. 

The sociological control variables have yet to be run against each 

other in order to determine the intercorrelation between pairs of 

variables. This is an important analytic step: if two variables are 

closely correlated, one or the other should be eliminated from the set of 

sociological control variables. According to the original work plan, 

this step would be undertaken in phase three. The progressive approach 

of the project technical team, however, requires intercorrelation of tt,e 

control variables before further analysis. 

Recommendations 

Questionnaire: 

1. Include measures of in-kind and subsistence income for a more 

realistic figure of rural income. 

2. Include a classification of rural occupations that represents the 

generalized nature of the rural economy. 

Analysis: 

1. Include a proxy varialole, such as size of landholding, for in-klnd 

earnings and SUbsistence production in the determination of family income. 
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Alternatively, reanalyze the income classification of the rural sector 

with a distinction between those families with land and those without. 

2. Retitle the "formal"-"informal" dimension in the definition of 

economic activity "size of firm," which precisely captures this dimension. 

Also, intercorrelate size-of-firm with degree of formality (capital 

intensiveness) in order to demonstrate that size of firm is as accurate 

a measure of cost of job creation as the more difficult to define concept 

of formality. 

3. Elaborate the classification of rural occupations, distinguishing 

among artesans, small farmers, and small farmers who engage in other 

activities. Use this finer classification only if it proves empirically 

useful. 

4. Distinguish between rural and urban unpaid labor in the analysis. 

5. Intercorrelate the control variables in order to eliminate 

redundant variables, if any. 

8. The Indicators 

1. The Employment Indicator 

The elegant simplicity of the employment indicator was aChieved 

through much trial and error. The project team....recogni.ze~. the ir:~dequacy 

of the employment questions in the context of El Salvador, and tried out 

various solutions. In the end, the team separated the economically 

inactive population (including housewives) from the economically active 

population. The economically active population was then subdivided into 

the fully employed: the underemployed by wage, the undere~'loyed by hours 

of work, the underemployed by wage and hours of work, and the 

unemployed. The definitions of underemployment were determined by the 

questionnaire items: whether the individual had received the minimum 
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wage, and whether the individual had worked at least one hour or more 

than 35 hours in the pre'llous week. 

By these definitions, one-half of the 'Harking age population (over 

ten years of age) is economically active and one-half is economically 

ir,dctive, of which a large proportion may be productive housewives. Of 

the 1,500,000 economically active persons, 44 per cent (622,000) were 

fully employed in the first half of 1978. Surprisingly, an equally large 

number--689,701 or 48 per cent--were underemployed by the wage measure. 

Wage underemployment was most severe in tr.e agricultural sector (200%), 

but also extremely high (100%) in both in industrial manufacturing and 

commercial sectors. 

These figure~ depict a bleak situation, which cannot be painted over 

through the redefinition of categories. Nonetheless, the definitions 

used in the present study may exaggerate the situation. Wage under­

employment considers only regular and occassional cash income; non-cash 

income is not considered. Moreover, the data were collected during the 

off-season of the agricultural year. COnsequently, by the wage 

criterion, only 45,000 minifundistas were fully employed while 110,000 

were underemployed. Were subsistence production included, the numbers 

might just turn around, which would still indicate a serious rural 

problem. 

The periodicity of the employment indicator is shorter than the six 

month period of a survey round. Depending on economic conditions, 

employment statistics may change weekly; in c ~ agrarian economy, they 

will certainly change seasonally. The shortest time-frame for survey 

research, however, depends on sample size. With the Salvadorean house­

hold ·survey, there is enough sample size for a quarterly report on 

employment. There may be enough cases for monthly reports. The 



employment indicator should therefore be recalculated on at least a 

quarterly basis in order to reflect the shorter periodicity of this 

indicator. Monthly estimates should be developed also, but tested for 

reliability befoI~ being promulgated.* 
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The employment indicator has not been run by income class because 

income is used as part of the very definition of employment. Nonetheless, 

the table would be useful, with this caveat. 

The employment report, which discusses the evolution of this indicator 

and presents the analytic results, poses a ~ettlesome problem for a 

project that is premised on the careful man:~ulation of quantitative 

data. Table 1 (below; p. 11 in the original report) purports to present 

employment goals by subcategory on the basis of employment data for the 

boom year of 1978 and the difficult year of 1980. If the 'gap' and 

'goal' (columns 4 and 5) had been determined in this way, the goal for 

each category of employment conditions in 1980, would be identical to the 

percentage of the work force in that category in 1978. The absolute 

number would differ because the the work force was more numerous in 1980, 

than in 1978. The employment gap (brecha, column 4) would then be the 

difference between the goal (column 5) and the reality in 1980 (column 
-- -'--

2). Instead of this simple algebraic procedure, an arbitrary and 

unrealistic""level of open unemployment (7 per cent, which was 30 percent 

below the 1978 level) was exogenously fixed in order to set the overall 

employment goal (1,480,000) and gap (1,000,000). Other 'gap' figures 

* The labor Force information is available on a weekly basis because 
each sample cluster is surveyed within one week ar two. Weekly 
statististics, however, would be based on too few cases to be reliable. 
(The date of each interview was not originally archived in the data set, 
an oversight that has now been corrected.) 
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were then also arbitrarily fixed (note the paired converses in column 4) 

in order to suggest an economic policy for the government. This 

procedure, even where it accords with official Salvadorean policy, 

negates the very purpose of careful data collection and analysis for 

policy determination. 

Further, the presentation of a table of employment goals, with a set 

of elaborate tables for each subsector, raises a thorny question over the 

nature of social indicator projects. Such projects are designed to 

monitor socia-economic conditions. Implicitly, unconscionable con,ditions 

or deleterious changes require government programs, which are shaped in 

part by the type and severity of the problem. Yet social indicator 

systems do not predict future conditions or goals. To venture into this 

political area of policy determination would require far more data and 

analysis than indicator systems projects possess. For this reason, SPI 

must refrain from setting future goals, which are properly the realm of 

host government ministI'ies the.mselves. 

Recommendations 

Analysis: 

1. Include a proxy variable for non-cash income in the calculation 

of rural wage underemployment. 

2. Compute the employment indicator on a quarterly basis, in order 

to capture seasonal variation in employment conditions. Recalculate this 

indicator on a monthly basis also. Test both quarterly and monthly 

results for level of reliability. 

3. Run the employment indicator by the entire set of control 

variables. 
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4. Recalculate Table 1 (p. 11 of the employment report) in a manner 
. 

that accords with the hypotheses and algebraic procedures mentionned in 

that text. Moreover, explain these hypotheses and procedures fully. 

5. Present only those tables tnat depict actual conditions at one or 

more points in time; do not predict future conditions. 

2. The Education Indicator 

The education indicator presents literacy, level of schooling 

completed,* and attendence by school session (morning, afternoon, evening) 

against the sociological control variables. The definition of these 

three indicator variables is straightfonvard. 

It is clear from the tables that two-thirds of the population do not 

complete more than three years of schooling, that men go to school longer 

than women, and that the urban population is better educated tr.sn the 

rural population. (This last result has not been controlled for the 

in-migration of better educated rural persons.) There is also a clear 

and expected correlation between level of educational a~tainment and cash 

income (Table 8-8). However, there are no clear differences in 

educational attainment by sector or economic activity, which may be due 
- --

in part to the definitional problems in those variables. 

An overage indicator would complement the" present set of indicators 

without complicating the analysis or presentation. In its simplest form, 

this indicator records th~ number of students who are two or more years 

* The categories are: sin escolaridad, without schooling; earvulos, 
kindergarden; I ciclo, years 1-3; II ciclo, years 4-6; III clclo, year 
7-9; secundaria, years 10 and up, vocational training; bachillerato, 
years 10 and up, pre-university; sucerior ~ univer., technologicsl 
institutes; universitaria, university. Otros, other, is an empty class. 
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older than the norm for each grade. -In developed countries, this 

indicator helps spot areas with large number of potential drop-outs; in 

developing countries, an overage indicator helps identify areas where 

educational services are incomplete, so that children must re-enroll in 

lower grades in order to continue their education. 

Recommendations 

Analysis: 

1. Add an overage indicator to the present set of indicator 

variables. 

3. -:;,e Health Indicator 

The health indicator includes incidence of illness (morbidity), 

medical attention, hospitalization, disability, vaccination for those 

under five years of age, and alcoholism for males over 15 years of age, 

run against the basic set of sociological control variables. 

The items and codes for this indicator, like the others, are 

determined by those on the original questionnaire, and the analysis can 

be no finer than the available data. Happily, these are primary, 
. 
self-report data rather than secondary hosp.ttal-admission or medical-

assitance record data, which largely eliminates the problem of multiple 
.. 

visits. still there are several weak spots in the questionnaire. 

Specifically, the respondent is asked to describe symptoms rather name 

diseases. Though sensible where medical services are scant, this 

procedure makes the classification of illnesses quite broad (infectious 

and parasitic diseases; respiratory problems; all other). Moreover, this 

classi fication ioJ slightly di fferent from the hospi talizatic:"j 
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classification (infectious and parasitic diseases; accidents, poisoning, 

and violence; other).* Further, the six-month recall period is too long. 

People are apt not to remember, or be able to date, minor illnesses that 

occurreo more than two months earlier. (The shorter periodicity, 

however, raises the problems of measuring what may be a rare event.) 

Fin811y, the six-month recall period, given the six-month period for a 

complete survey round, means that data are analyzed over the course of an 

entire year, without regard to seasonality. The tabulations for the 

health indicator report, which show some curious results in the incidence 

of illnesses when done by month, should be redone by seasons, which in 

El Salvador are two, the wet season and the dry season. 

The alcohol questions are limited to adult males only. The questions 

should be asked of 'Nomen also, for even if the true inr~idence of female 

alcoholism cannot be determined, a ccmparative a.nalysis of female 

alcoholism with tne basic sociological variablds would indicate whether 

and whe;re there may be a problem, and would permit later assessment of 

any increase in female alcoholism. Regardless of sex, the analysis of 

alcoholism must take into account its long gestation period. As now 

presented, the alcoholism table implies that this disease is as prevalent 

among young adults males (ages 15-49) as among older adult males (ages 50 

or more). Since it normally takes about ten years of constant heavy 

drinking in order to ruin one's liver and require hospitalization, 

the analysis should be broken down more finely, probably by cohorts of 

a decade. 

* These two items should be run against each other to verify that all 
people who reported having been hospitalized in the last six months also 
reported having been ill sometime in that period. 



The original questionnaire, and thus this analysis, includes no items 

on mental illness, mental retardation, or physical handicaps, which 

groups surely demand the particular attention of health authorities. It 

may be, however, that mental health concerns can be captured only 

indirectly, through secondary indicators such as suicide and murder rates. 

Recommendations 

Questionnaire: 

1. Shorten rec311 period to two months, if particular types or 

illness do not then become rare events with high rates of sampling error. 

2. Ask the alcoholism questions of both men and women. 

3. Experiment with questions on mental retardation and physical 

handicaps. 

Analysis: 

1. Make the classification of illnesses parallel on all items. 

2. COntrol the analysis of illnesses for seasonality. 

3. calculate the alcoholism indicator by cohorts of a decade. 

4. Develop a dental indicator, as -~ased~y the P~oJ~_ct technical 

team. 

5. Verify all health indicators with independent inrormation rrom 

the Ministry of Health, and include this information in the health report 

for comparative purposes. 

4. The Food Consumption Indicator 

The food consumption indicator has been termed by the SPI team a 

"food/nutrition-indicator." A food consumption indicator, however, is 

distinct from a nutritional status indicator, and this difference should 
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clearly be made in the SPI report. Nutrition status is an outcome 

indicator that can be evaluated using anthropometric measurements of 

height, weight, and age. A food-consumption indicator measures food 

intake, which is only one of several factors that influence nutritional 

status. calculations about percent calorie and protein adequacy can be 

made using food consumption data and are sometimes used as proxies for 

"nutritional well-being",* but are not measures of nutritional status. 

Food consumption is an important indicator in its own right because . 
it is sensitive to changes in income, food availability, and price 

brought about by agricutlural policies, agrarian reform, or rural 

development projects. Moreover, food consum~~ion patterns are a reliable 

measure of the quality of living, better than just income, which can be 

distorted by factors such as inflation. In other words, food-consumption 

patterns can provide a critical and sensitive measure of changes in 

household or individual living standards. But the reason for using a 

food con~umption indicator instead of a nutritional status indicator 

should be discussed in the accompanying text. 

The validity of the 5PI food consumption indicator is not documented 

fully. The document reports that the indicator was constructed using 

primary data from a seven-day food recall survey, in combination with 

data from the National Household Consumption Survey. This approach was 

necessary because the food recall survey included only 15 food items and 

left out some of the most important caloric protein sources for the rural 

poor: ,breads, pastas, potatoes, and yucca. When the team realized these 

* The food-consumption indicator defines five levels of diet in terms 
of the presumed adequacy of caloric and protein intake. The adequacy of 
the Salvadorean diet is then described in terms· of differences by age, 
sex, income, occupation, residence, and geographic region. 
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omissions, which were revealed by very low calorie intake of most groups, 

data were extrapolated for the missing food items from the National 

Household Consumption Survey. This procedure, although an expedient 

means of filling large holes in the data base, is decidely not a 

desirable way of constructing an indicator. 

Questions asking for recall data about food consumption have several 

weaknesses also. Recall questions may elicit optimum quantities rather 

than actual quantities, even from respol:sible female adults. (These data 

were presumably obtained from the adult female responsible for the 

family; however, no instruction or validation code for adult female 

respondant was included on the questionnaire.) The questionllaire used 

did not cistingush types of food, e.g., cuts of beef. Measurem,ents are 

in pounds, and the women survey ad may not deal with amounts of food . . 
in those terms. Finally, the validity of seven-day recall data remains 

unproven. 

The technical team used a number of conversion procedures in order 

to develop the food-consumption index. First, the quantity of each 

commodity re~ortedly consumed is converted into a standard measure 

of grams. Second, the grams of each commodity consumed are converted 

to calories and grams of protein, according to a standard table that 

takes into account average amount of ~aste. (For those commodities not 

included in the original survey, an estimate of protein and carbo­

hydrate intake by income class is added to the family total. These 

estimates are based on an earlier study of income and food consumption 

in El Salvador.) Third, the total number of calories and grams of 

protein is divided by seven in order to determine the daily family intake 

of each of these elements. Fourth, the total daily ,~amily intake is then 

apportioned to individual family members. Using a comparative physio-
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logical standard wherein an adult male equals 1, an adult female equals 

0.8, and so on, the total 'human equivalence units' for each family is 

divided into that family's total daily intake. In this way each 

individual is assigned a value for his or her average daily consumption 
• 

of calories and of protein. Individua13 are then classified as well-fed, 

lacking calories, lacking protein, or lacking calories and protein, 

according to recommended levels. The presumption of food allocation 

within the family according to a fo~ula may--or may not--reflect actual 

intra-fa~ilial food distribution. This is always a difficult problem to 

deal with and should be addressed in the final document describing the 

indicator. Also the final document should define what the recommended 

levels are based on--minimum requirements, recommended allowances, or 

some other standard--and identify the source. 

The results of the food-consumption indicator do not accord with 

the findings of other studies on dietary patterns in El Salvador 

and elsewhere. According to calculations based on this indicator, 86 per 

cent of all children under 15 years of age are severely malnourished. 

Other studies set this proportion between 25 and 33 percent. Further, 

despite numerous stUdies that demonstrate preschoolers and women to be 

the groups most at risk in terms of caloric intake, the indicator study 

shows older children and men to be most at risk. The results show that 

89 percent of children between seven and 14 years of age, and 89 per cent 

of men between 15 and 49--but 84 percent of the children under six years 

of age, 63 per cent of women between 15 and 49, and 59 percent of all 

persons over 50--consume less than 6S percent of minimum requirements. 

For another example, despite the usual situation where men are assl'med to 

eat more meat and, eggs than other family members, this study finds that 
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31 percent of men between the ages of 15 and 49 consume less than 65 

percent of the minimum requirement for protein, in comparison with only 

28 percent of children under six years of age and 18 percent of women 

between the ages of 15 and 49 who were found to have this low level of 

protein intake. 

Although a food-consumption indicator is a worthwhile measure, the 

current indicator appears to present many methodological and substantive 

difficulties. Ideally, the food-consumption survey should be redone with 

an improved questionnaire including all important food items, and the new 

results checked against available independent studies. The results of 

the present indicator must be interpreted with the utmost care because a 

large proportion of the caloric and protein measure necessarily derive 

from arbitrary additi~ns to the data base rather than from primary data. 
~ 

The Ministry of Planning has available anthropometric stUdies. The 

Household Budgetary Consumption Surveys provide information on the type 

of food consumed and permit estimation of income elasticities of food. 

These already available data on anthropometrics, food patterns, and 

income elasticity together may provide a nutritional indicator that would 

be,more reliable and of greater use in planning in El Salvador than the 

present food-consumption indicator. 

Recommendations 

General: 

1. Appoint a technical review team to review the accuracy of the 

data and their interpretation before any documents are circulated. 

2. Compare the costs, reliability, and usefulness of the food­

consumption indicator with a nutrition status indicator based on 

available data. 
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If it is agreed that the food consumption indicator should be 

pursued, the following recommendations should be carried out: 

Questionnaire: 

1. Include all relevant foodstuff items in the basic basket of goods. 

2. Review and, where necessary, modify survey instrument 

conceptualization. 

3. Record the sex, age, and role of the respondant to this supple­

ment on the questionnaire. This questionnaire should restrict 

application to appropriate respondants. 

Analysis: 

1. Archive date of interview in data bclse and control for 

seasonality~ 

. 2. Highlight at-risk groups--children under five and women of 

childbearing age. 

3. Compare project results with independent anthropometric survey 

data for children in order to validate the levels of dietary adequacy 

reported in this analysis. Further, compare project results for caloric 

and protein consumption with those from the independent household 

expenditure study. 

4. Compare project results for consumption patterns by age and sex, 

and by region, against all other available studies. 

5. Reanalyze actual consumption patterns once survey research is 

renewed in El Salvador and improved food-consumption data are available. 

6. ExpJ~jn fully the methodology of constructing this indicator. 

(As a minor example, specify whether the determination of dietary 

adequacy is based on minimum requirements or on recommended daily 

.allowances, and why.) 



5. The Housing Indicator 

The housing indicator, which is stlll being developed, not only 

describes housing conditions in El Saivador by sector and area but also 

attempts a summary housing index for comparative analysis over time. 

These two purposes are distinct and require different methods. The 

determination of the adequacy of housing for policy use requires only 

tabular presentations of housing type (regular, rancho, marginal); 

construction materials (concrete, wood, adobe, straw) for floors, walls, 

and ceilings; services (electricity, water, sewerage, garbage); 

and,possessions (radio, television, dining room set, floor polisher* or 

vaccuum cleaner). The const~r=tion of a summary indicator, by contrast, 

may involve individual indicator variables or groups of variables. Such 

aggregate presentations are Mot, however, directlyruseful to planners 

concerned with the specific needs of particular groups for program 

purposes. 

Several of the individual indicator variables suffer from the attempt 

to group particular characteristics into a single measure throulJh the use 

of arbitrary weights. For example, in the area of house services, 

electricity, drinking water, sanitary facilities, and sewerage all have 

equal weight in the general indicator, six points maximum each. In each 

of these areas, the specific type of facility is assigned a weight 

determined by the presumed adequacy of the facililty. For drinking 

water, interior plumbing is assigned six points; communally piped water, 

* The Spanish for floor polisher varies by country: lustradora, 
enceradora, cecilIa electrico. This last, which was not used in the 
present questionnaire for EI Salvador, might elsewhere be confused with a 

. wire buffer or an electric toothbrush. 
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five pOints; public well water, four points; private well water, three 

points; common well water, two points; cisterns, one paint; and rivers 

and ather natural water sources, no paints. The scares for the type of 

facility for each service are then summed for each household, and the 

range of total scares is broken into arbitrary numerical catergories. 

Each household is then assignec1 a qualitative rating (goad, bad, very 

bad), determined by its cumulative scare for all services. 

Acceptable indicators must reduce the number variables presented 

without creating methodological problems aver the assignment of arbitrary 

weights. One means to those ends is to select as indicators those 

variables that have demonstrable associations with ather phenomena. The 

source of potable water and the type of sanitary facility are twa such 

variables for water services. These twa can therefore be presented 

separately, with the same methodology and in the same format 'as the 

indicators in other domains. The ather items included in the water­

service indicator can then be eliminated. 

House type is the only indicator where a single, specific charac­

teristic will nat suffice. The questionnaire records the construction 

materials for floors, walls, and roofs. In this case, qualitative 

critF!ria may be used to deflne the adequacy of housing construction. The 

Ministry of Housing has determined that the mast important part of a 

house are the walls; they are also the part of a house that residents 

typically ~oprove first. Thus all houses with substantial walls can be 

defined as at least adequate. Impermeable roof materials and solid, dry 

flooring can then differentiate houses into the evaluative categories of 

adequate, better than adequate, and significantly better than adequate. 

Inadequate housing, by definition, are those habitable dwellings without 

substantial walls. (Parenthetically, the evaluative categories--good, 
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adequate, poor, and miserable [pesimo]--should be respecified for 

descriptive precision. As presently used, these evaluative terms gloss 

quite different matters in each area. 'Good,' for example, means 

substantial building materials in the house-type indicator, but interior 

plumbing, private bath, and sewerage in the water-services indicator. 

Precisely descriptive labels would greatly assist the reader in 

interpreting the tabular results.) 

The difficulties with the present housing indicator point up 

important philosophical and methodological concerns about classification 

in quantitative analysis. Arithmetical grouping procedures, such as 

those used in the present indicator, appear to avoid such old problems. 

The problems, however, are .inevitable. Numerical procedures only evade 

the difficulties, while introducing irresolvable complexities in 

interpretation due to the use of arbitrary weights for characteristics 

that are not readily scaled. It is better to confront the issue 

head-on. It is man, not machine, who must determine the classifications. 

Qualitative decision rules for ordering characteristics make the 

methodological problems of classification explicit. The ordering of 

decision rules must be determined empirically and documented fully, which 

requires much preliminary work. But at least an empirically determined, 

fully documented set of qualitative decision rules ror quantitative 

analysis is infinitely more defensible than an arbitrary arithmetical 

procedure that disguises numerous qualitative decisions about ranking. 

Recommendations 

Questionnaire: 

1. Include beds and cots in the list of household posseSSions. 



Analysis: 

1. Respecify each indicator to encompass only a single variable. 

2. Use qualitative ordering rules, instead of arithmetic weighting 

procedures, to group characteristics whenever single-variable 

indicators are not possible. 

3. Explain procedures fully in the text, ~nd provide supporting 

documentation for all decisions. 

4. Give precisely descriptive, rather than evaluative, headings 

in the tabular presentations of each indicator. 

6. Other Indicators 

The clothing and social communication indicators have yet to be 

developed. These two indicators have been left till last in part because 

there is as yet little demand for this information on the part of policy 

makers in El Salvador. It is nonetheless worthwhile to develop these two 

indicators in order to ascertain their potential usefulness in the 

planning process. 

28 



PART II 

Social Indicator Systems And Survey Research 

General Observations 

Social indicator systems* reduce the multitude of social and 

economic characteristics to a basic set of variables that can be used 

to roonitor change. Ideally, each indicator covers but one facet of the 

global concept termed 'quality of life,' so that the set of indicators 

focuses attention on a congerie of discrete variables that characterize 

any papulation. Periodic collection of this information enables 

government officials to identify in summ~ry fashion those areas or groups 

that benefit little from particular programs. Social indicator systems, 

however, only signal. the need for support. As a set of outcome-indicator 

variables, they do not spe~ify the causes of change, nor do they 

determine the type of support or program needed. Moreover, while social 

indicator systems facilitate rational planning and program development, 

they do not guarantee t.hose ends. 

To collect basic information periodically within a countl:'y requires 

a permanent national survey research system. Survey research is an. 

exacting and complicated process. A sample must be carefully drawn and 

maintained. Questionnaires must be composed for each topic and pretested 

* Presently, three social indicator projects are underway in Central 
America. The Salvador project has been discussed at length in this 
report. The lICA-PIADIC project has yet to develop a set of useable 
questionnaires, which will have to be pretested and ~efined. The CEPAL 
project reportedly involves the analysis of aggregate data from 
available national sources. Inasmuch as this last is a regional project 
in central America, the indicators are not presented at a level of 
disaggregation that would be useful for local planning. 



to ensure that all items reliably elicit the desired information. 

Trained survey teams must keep to a rigid schedule for interviewing, and 

their work must be constantly supervised. The coding process must be 

simple and rapid, with thorough editing procedures. Finally, skilled 

programmers and analysts must maintain data banks and create programs for 

quantitative analysis. All of these components must be in place in order 

to ensure the ability to generalize with confidence from the sample to 

the entire population: survey research is an all-or-nothing affair. If 

any step of the process is deficient, the justification for the endeavor 

is lost completely. 

Most Third World countries still lack parts of the data collection 

process necessary for social indicator systems. In Central America, for 

example, Honduras and Nicaragua have no system for short-run periodic 

data collection; Guatemala collects some data annually. None of these 

countries yet has a nation-wide sampling frame, although one could be 

installed within a year because detailed maps are available.* Costa Rica, 

El Salvador (until recently), and Panama have sampling frames and conduct 

multipurpose household survey at least biannually. (Figure 1 lists all 

* Sample definition requires maps with a scale of 1:50,000 in order to 
delimit preliminary survey areas and more detailed maps to demarcate 
actual survey units within those areas. (The lack of detailed maps would 
likely prolong the time required for sample definition another six 
months.) The cost of defining a sample will be generally similar in all 
countries because sample size and thus the number of survey units are 
essentially fixed by statistical requirements (below). That is, tl1e costs 
of sample definition will vary more with the prevailing wage rates than 
with the geographic size of a country. To judge from the household­
sampling project in El Salvador, these costs will run about $150,000 
dollars. (In that project, the Government of El Salvador paid two-thirds 
of the costs, and USAID financed the remaining third.) 
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countries in Latin and South America and notes the periodicity of their 

household surveys.) Even in these countries, however, the conceptuali­

zation of questionnaires is poor. As the evaluation of the El Salvador 

social progress indicators project demonstrates, most available 

questionnaires include many items that are inappropriate or inappro­

priately phrased, while omitting many pertinent matters. The need for 

adequate survey instruments--questionnaires that derive from the stated 

purposes of a country's particular research needs and not from some other 

country's aims and goals--1s the most gaping hole in Third World data 

collection processes today_ While well conceived and appropriately 

phrased questionnaires may be the greatest lack, there is a potential 

problem where massive, periodic data collection systems are installed 

successfully: the scarcity of personnel skilled in data processing and 

analysis. To develop quantitative systems will require expansion in the 

ranks of data processers and analysts. 

All the requisite steps of quantitative data systems--sampling, 

questionnaires, interviewing, processing, and analysis--can be put in 

place. Although one or another step may be handled better in a country, 

techniques for eacn step are available and, for the most part, 

universally applicable. Only questionnaires need reconceptualization for 

the particular purposes of Third World countries. Thus the question is 

not whether these tasks can be done, for the answer is, in theory, of 

course yes. 

To install a structured data collection program would help overcome 

problems evident in current periodic data collection systems. First, a 

permanent periodic data collection system would eliminate the recurrent 

problems of constantly retraining new staff, who however dedicated, 

in'variably commit numerous learning errors. Secondly, at the outset, 

interviewing is often done on a haphazard schedule, almost catch 
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as catch can. This research design causes no difficulty for one-time 

studies, where the major concern is to interview all households in the 

sample. For periodic data collection, however, repeated interviews with 

the same households require strict adherence to a rigid interview 

schedule, so that the same families are intervif.wed during the same week 

in each survey round. This stricter research design incre~ses 

intertemporal comparability. Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, a 

periodic data collection system permits feed-back between analysts and 

interviewers, so that questionnaires can be improved gradually. The 

improvement must be gradual, so that current results remain comparable to 

earlier results. This indeed may prove to be the greatest benefit of a 

structured data collection system. 

The key question, however, is whether the use of the information on 

social conditions gathered through survey research outweighs the cost 

involved. Total cost varies largely with sample size, which is 

effectively set by the levels of confidence acceptable for analysis. In 

general, 11,000 households, which includes a 10 per cent factor for 

attrition, is sufficient for national and regional analysis, regardless 

of the size of a country. In El Salvador, this sample size yields 

coefficients of variation for a 'rare' event--a characteristic associated 

with only five per cent of the population--of five per ~ent at the 

national level and 10 per cent at the regional level, but 20 per cent at 

the department level. (There are nine regions and 14 departments in El 

Salvador.) In a larger country, the coefficients of variation would be 

similar for national estimates, as well as for regional estimates, if the 

regional classification is not more elaborate. 

To analyze data for smaller administrative units requires 

significantly larger total sample size necessary for reliable estimates. 

In El Salvador, the nine-fold regional classification effectively allows 

33 



departmental analysis because in several instances, cont~guous small 

departments are combined into one 'regional' unit. By contrast, in 

3L~zil, which has 22 states, all of which are larger than any Salvadorean 

department, a sample size of 60,00 households is necessary in order to 

estimate characteristics for each state with confidence. (A sample size 

of 60,000 approaches the, practical limits on periodic data collection. 

The U.S. household survey canvasses approximately 50,00 households.) 

Analysis at the municipio or township level is simply impractical because 

any unit requires about the same sample size as the original sample. To 

monitor conditions in the 220 municipios of El Salvador, for example, 

would require sampling one in every five households, some 220,000 

families in total. At this point the logistical problems are 

insurmountable, and the advantages over a complete census minimal. 

Assuming ,an average sample size of 10,000, which is statistically and 

practically the optimum size, cost estimates for periodic data collection 

will vary with the distribution of population and the level of r-ersonnel 

employed. According to cost information from the Salvador UIM provided 

by SIECA, the cost for field data collection runs about $6 per interview, 

while the total cost, including analysis, runs about $14 per interview. 

These estimates may be slightly low. An earlier (1975) study calculated 

the average field costs to be $10 for an urban interview and $25 for a 

rural interview. These are still significantly less than survey costs in 

this country, which, not including transportation, currently run between 

$25-$50 per interview when local people are hired and between $75-100 per 

lnterview when professionals are retained. (Survey research in 

Latin Americ:a usually employs paraprofessionals.) 

Table 2 presents the actual costs of survey research in EL Salvador 

and the probable costs in Guatemala. Even when sample size and wage rate 

are held constant, the cost of one six-month round is higher in Guatemala 
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because more of its population is rural. (That many of the rural areas 

are more inaccessible than in El Salvador would only increase this 

difference.) When the wage rate is varied to reflect the higher salary 

structure in Guatemala, the cost difference inc:eases even more. What 

costs $150,000 per survey round with paraprofessionals in El Salvador 

~ould run in Guatemala $235,000 with paraprofessionals and $425,000 with 

professionals. These are only the six-month totals. The annual cost in 

El Salvador totals $300,000; in Guatemala it would run between $475,000 

and $850,000. In a longer view, the cost of biannual household surveys 

over the course of a decade would likely equal the cost of a decennial 

census. 

These costs would increase further if interview times were 

lengthened. In El Salvador, each interviewer is expected to average 

eight half-hour interviews each day. (While this goal might be 

attaInable at the outset of the survey in densely populated areas, it 

becomes more difficult to achieve once repeat visits to houses become 

necessary in order to encounter a respondent at home. In the ~ountry­

side, the goal is unattainable at the outset.) If the length of time for 

an interview were to increase so that each interviewer could accomplish 

on average only six interviews a day, manpower needs would increase by a 

third. Additional labor and transport costs would increase total costs 

by 25 to 33 per cent, to $400,000 a year in El Salvador and to nearly 

$1,000,000 a year in Guatemala. This represents a major recurrent 

investment of limited resources. 

The money buys more timely basic data. The major complaint" about 

census materials is that they are two to three years old when they first 

become available .and that they are often fifteen years out of date before 

the new census materials are published. Moreover, censuses collect 
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national information on only a few basic topics. One advantage of 

periodic sample surveys is that the results are available quickly, within 

a few months after the termination of that round. Up-to-date data, it is 

argued, make firmer grounds for rational planning. Periodic surveys also 

provide more "in-depth" information than censuses, though not as much 

information as qualitative studies. 

Periodic survey information necessarily covers only fundamental 

characteristics that measure quality of life. Survey interviews must be 

kept short, under 30 minutes in length. This limitation derives from the 

length of time an interviewer can impose on an individual or family and 

from the degree of detail people will volunteer about themselves, as well 

as from management problems.* Moreover, the necessity for a face sheet 

on family structure halves the time for brief supplements on topics of 

particular interest. The 15 or 20 minutes remaining is sufficient for a 

like number of questions, fewer if any item pertains to all family 

members. Consequently, the questions asked deal with major charac­

teristics only; there is not time to include more sensitive items, which 

many people would decline to answer forthrightly. 

* From a management perspective, longer interviews mean more 
interviewers, coders,and supervisors, which typically increases the 
number of errors in interpretation, coding, and key-punching. Moreover, 
the time required for data processing increases as the error rate rises. 
This is one justification for closed formats which provide an exhaustive 
list of all relevant answers. This format reduces interview time and the 
error of interviewer misinterpretation. Even more importantly, it 
reduces coding time, the level of coder training, and the risk of coder 
error through misinterpretation. Essentially, closed formats reduce 
coding to a mechanical process that can be performed by clerical 
personnel, unlike open-ended questionnaires where the interviewer notes 
the respondents' answers verbatim and which require well-trained and 
sensitive coders, who cross-check their coding decisions with each 
'other. The trade-off is in sensitivity. Closed formats predetermine the 
answers and unless carefully pretested, may produce spurious or 
irrelevant answers or miss important aspects. 
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The necessity for brevity and closed formats in large-scale survey 

research limits socio-economic indicators to basic measures that have a 

relatively long periodicity. As the El Salvador survey program 

demonstrates, the useable information is limited--literacy, level of 

schooling completed, proportion of overage students in the education 

sector; morbidity, medical services, and hospitalization in the health 

sector. In contrast to economic indicators, these fundamental social 

indicators do not for the most part change quickly without a concerned, 

successful program on the part of the government. In other words, social 

indicator systems are capable of monitoring only those conditions that 

change in the medium run of three to five years. 

The Inter-American Statistical Institute (IASI) recommends collecting 

only 'basic population characteristics' (that is, family structure, or 

the name, age, and relationship of all persons residing in a household) 

and labor force data on at least an annual basis (Figure 2). In their 

schedule, the other topics--fertililty, migration, health, food 

consumption, nutrition, housing conditions, education, and household 

economic level--need be covered as a m.inimum program only once every five 

years. That is also the period of time necessary to complete the 

suggested cycle of supplementary topics.* 

The heavy costs of social indicator systems are more readily assessed 

than the long-run benefits. The true benefit of these systems lies in 

their planning uses over time. To date, only Brazil operates a system of 

permanent periodic data collection. And in that country, the demand for 

* The relatively long periodicity of most basic socio-economic 
variables, the likelihood of further reducing the number of items on each 
questionnaire, and the need to maintain staffs trained in quantitative 
data collection and analysis are all good reasons for instituting social 
indicator systems within the agency in each country that 13 charged with 
statistical analysi'~. In most countries,this agency would be the 
national statistics office. 
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prlmary data from government agencies has increased constantly over time, 

as bureaucrats have realized the utility of specialized, periodic 

information. In other countries, howeve~, it is unclear whether there 

exist the resources and bureaucratic skills necessa~J to maintain 

periodic data collection systems, even where there is a definite demand. 

No less importantly, it is unclear whether even responsive governments 

could implement the programs necessary to counteract particular social 

and economic conditions effectively. 

(That the social progress indicator project has met rapid acceptance 

in El Salvador is no argument for such systems. El Salvador lacked even 

approximations to current socia-economic conditions.* However uneven in 

quality, the results of the SPI project filled this immediate need for 

static analyses. Social indicator systems, by contrast, are dynamic 

monitoring systems. Diachronic analyses require much greater exactitude 

than the SPI project has shown to date. Conditions must be accurately 

assessed at two points in time in order to track change, for if the 

margin of error is large, changes over time will not be apparent, or 

worse, false trends may be discerned. There is, therefore, great need 

for improvement in questionnaires and analyses before th~ results can be 

used productively in monitoring change.) 

Only periodic household surveys can regularly provide information on 

fundamental social and economic conditions. But the investment required 

* The need for up-to-date analysis of conditions in El Salvador points 
up an important qualification to the agruments about the periodicity of 
basic indicator systems. Where, as in El Salvador, the political or 
economic situation is unsettled, social conditions may change rapidly. 
Unfortunately, where the situation is violent, survey data collection 
must be curtailed or suspended, which severely limits the usefulness of 
social indicator systems. 
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to establish and maintain such systems is enormous. To be sure, the 

definition of a nation-wide sample can be quickly amortized where special 

surveys are the order of the day. But the installation of a nation-wide 

sample is just the first step in developing a periodic data collection 

system, and it is not the most expensive step at that. Data collection 

is the most costly expense, and it is a recurrent expense. Against 

these costs must be weighed the gains from limited, basic, but timely 

information. 

An ideal data collection system would include decennial national 

censuses, periodic household surveys, and special or "spot" studies. 

These data collection components are complementary, in that each serves a 

distinct set of needs and aims. Censuses provide estimates of particular 

conditions in very local areas. Household surveys permit more frequent 

estimates of more conditions, but only for larger areas and only for 

basic concerns. "Spot" studies permit deeper analysis of these same and 

other concerns, among other advantages. 

For short-run change, where government planners are interested in the 

impact 0 f -~art-icl!) ar proj eGts _~n sPe«?~ f ic groups or regions, the 
-----

assigment of a skilled professional to monitor change in the area or 

among the group is qui~e feasible. This approach has several advantages 

over the survey method. First, a single full-time professional can 

construct random samples and, with local assistants, conduct survey 

research whenever the need arises, thus providing useful quantitative 

data. Second, a single on-site professional will in very short order 

come to know the relevant problems that are accessible through survey 

research. The questionnaires will quickly become more relevant to the 

problems at hand. Third, the professional, and his or her assistants, 
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if any, will also gather a great deal of qualitative information that is 

presently lost in survey research. 

The complementary relationship between quantitative and qualitative 

information is particularly critical in Third World countries. Unlike 

this country, where decades of work have corroborated our assumptions, 

we do not know in many Third World countries just what we are sampling 

from. Further, we do not know whether the pieces fit together in the 

same way and for the same reasons as they do in this country,though, 

admittedly, that is the case in many instances. Fourth, the qualitative 

information collected by profeSSionals and paraprofessionals goes far 

beyond the sharp limits of survey research. Both greater depth and 

greater breadth are possible. The details can assist ~rogram managers to 

ascertain which aspects of the program need readjustment. The breadth is 

necessary in order to assess the consequences of particular programs on 

other aspects of life--the so-called unintended consequences. Fifth and 

Finally, a single professional with assistants, transport, and research 

budget would cost one-third to one-tenth of a survey research project. A 

team in a region would probably cost about $100,000 a year, compared to 

the hundreds of thousands, and even millions of dollars for survey 

research. 

Most people would probably agree that censuses, periodic surveys, and 

spot studies are in theory all necessary and useful components for a 

complete data collection system. Most people would also probably agree 

that where only one component is possible, that component should be the 

decennial censuses system. Disagreement arises over what should be the 

. second component for an expanding system--periodic surveys or special 

stUdies •. In practice, these two alternatives are not mutually 

exclusive. Special studies will always be necessary to define and 
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monitor projects. The question thus becomes whether social indicator 

systems based an survey research, which is a complicated, rigorous, and 

expensive process, absorbs too many resources at the expense of ather 

necessary, local studies. To this question there is no easy answer. The 

choice between approaches is not either-or. It is a choice of which 

methods for what ends, in the context of limited resources. 


