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6.1 Introduction

Governments around the globe count their population. They have been known
since almost five thousand years ago, from the dawn of organized societies (Gra-
jalez, Magnello, Woods, & Champkin, 2013), and nowadays, countries conduct
them around every ten years. Likewise, censuses have historically been fundamen-
tal for the state, science, and civil society. Today’s cornerstone of statistical sys-
tems provides essential information for developing small area knowledge, sample
frameworks for specialized surveys, and securing considerable technological and
methodological investment in official statistics.

Despite the innovations in different information systems, such as alternative
methods of demographic data, the relative ease of access, and specialized stud-
ies, modern censuses still represent a unique and powerful tool in Latin America
to quantify and investigate demographic, social, and economic facts toward pro-
viding invaluable knowledge about population structure and dynamics. Users ex-
ploit census results, assuming they are valid and reliable due to homogenous and
technical procedures. This traditional approach to census data has two limitations:
first, it usually disregards the extra-statistical elements of the census, that is, its
preparation, (political) contingencies, and additional technical factors that affect
the outcomes; and second, even if users go beyond a purely instrumental approach
to census results and pay attention to the socio-political context of their production,
they generally analyze production processes in a framework of methodological
nationalism, that is, neglecting the possibility of studying them across countries or
regions. Usually, we understand population censuses as tools utilized by state agen-
cies where governments extract information that later is employed to design public
policies. As we know from valuable contributions such as Desrosi¢res (2012) and
Emigh, Riley, and Ahmed (2016), the census bases its definitions on social reali-
ties, and the outcomes are co-produced by societies.

How are censuses interpreted in spaces that are not academia or government?
This chapter describes the experience of a project developed to minimize these
limitations with a transdisciplinary tactic. The Latin American Observatory of
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Population Censuses (OLAC) was formed in 2015 to analyze Latin American cen-
suses’ technical and non-technical matters. We describe its experience contributing
insights that divulge what is frequently missing when we observe censuses in an
isolated and exclusively statistical way by displaying the point of view of a third
party that documents and analyzes the heterogeneity of population censuses re-
garding the social actors involved. At the same time, the initiative shows that there
are open spaces in the Global South to discuss ideas about the census in conversa-
tional ways.

The rest of this chapter divides into three sections. First, we synthesize the con-
ceptual corpus from where the Observatory? develops. Second, we describe the
project’s historical context and to which part of the literature it contributes and
explains the mission accomplishments after seven years of work. Finally, we de-
pict the crisis we faced during the 2020 census round, closing these thoughts with
theoretical and practical questions for the future.

6.2  Theory of modern census

Paul Starr (1987), in his seminal work on the Sociology of Public Statistics, pointed
out five types of interrogations that illuminate the objectification of products of
statistical systems: the origins and development of the systems, their social organi-
zation, the cognitive organization, the uses and effects, and their current system
change. The observation of state action implies the possibility of registering what
states want to make visible in the socio-technical design of their efforts. The rela-
tive transparency of state actions is amplified when the object observed seems to
have the appearance of a technical and objective device (Saetnan, Lomell, & Ham-
mer, 2012). When we face statistical devices such as population censuses, we tend
to assume that a significant proportion of its production is guided by balanced,
technical, and scientific criteria (Prewitt, 2010) but quantifying governance tech-
nologies is also affected by political struggles (Davis, Fisher, Kingsbury, & Merry,
2015; Prévost, 2019). In the case of population censuses, the object produced by
National Statistical Offices (NSOs) is the methodological documentation that for-
mally claims to embrace the statistical production process. The task of the external
observer is to realize that these documents are the very selective result of a diverse
set of forces that interact when a census is conducted. Hence, where to start the
critical observation of population censuses?

A relevant line of research highlighted the effects of governments on official
statistics, particularly social and economic statistics (Desrosicres, 2002). This work
showed that official numbers shape government decisions. In specific cases, the
literature displays the relationship between public policies and official statistics
during modern censuses.? It has documented, under long and medium-term per-
spectives, the growing position that official statistics were taking place in the po-
litical arena and the design and implementation of public policies (Ho, 2019) — for
example, Otero (2006) in the case of Argentina. Although the literature is divided
on how to conceptualize the census as a tool of democratic governance on the one
hand and as an object of micropolitics on the other (Aragao & Linsi, 2020; Prévost,
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2019, 2020; Prewitt, 2010), historically, official statistics are recognized as a pillar
of democracy (Sullivan, 2020), underpinned by maximum transparency. Moreover,
this recognition is essential since the construction of statistics is expensive for the
public and companies.

In addition to providing legal frameworks for conducting censuses and financ-
ing, national states, many of them quite diverse, provide logistical support to carry
them out. However, the participation of federal and local authorities in census op-
erations coexists with many strains. On some occasions, the independence of the
census can be compromised, and the population perceives the census as an admin-
istrative operation rather than a statistical one, diluting its primary objective. This
situation may imply a lack of public confidence in using data and the guaranteed
confidentiality of the information provided (Emigh et al. 2016). Despite having
works of this nature for the current historical cycle, the panorama of the contem-
porary situation in the region shows the difficult task of building transparent and
accessible data in Latin America, still in the 21st century.

This theoretical framework facilitated OLAC to deploy a systematic observation
of population censuses in Latin America, considering the specificities of each sta-
tistical system and, especially, the social conditions behind them. The observation
of censuses became a diverse set of text pieces published on an open access blog
post that reported, analyzed, and interpreted the production of population censuses
considering the particularities of each country. Additionally, the challenge was to
embrace official actors and agents out of the state that likewise shapes the produc-
tion of censuses, for example, unions, academicians, experts, and students. In this
sense, to open the discussion with a broad audience, the objective of developing
content related to the dissemination of science and following the idea of “public
demography” by borrowing proposals from the field of sociology, in particular,
those that aim to advance in a “public” discipline (Buroway, 2005).

6.3 Modern censuses in Latin America

While Latin America is changing rapidly, its demographic, social, and economic
transformations require quality in public statistics. As economies, societies, and
environments change, official statistics evolve and develop and have often grown
in line with those changes (Schweinfest, 2020). However, at the same time, the
reaction to the disruptive innovations arising from globalization, the structural ad-
justment of the economies, the solid technological advances, cultural changes, and
the rate of change of official statistics seems not to accelerate in the NSOs of the
region. The reasons for that can be diverse, but the common characteristic is the
budgetary restrictions of the state organisms, where motivations for change are
usually scarce, given the uncertainty of the working conditions of institutes work-
ers and the constant political pressure to which they are subjected.

Due to restricted resources in Latin American nation-states and a lack of inter-
est from political power holders, censuses and registration statistics were irregular
before the first half of the 20th century. During the second half of the 20th century,
a new period was reached, characterized by its technological development and
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methodological standardization thanks to international organizations that promoted
and even financed census operations. When global financial markets became more
integrated, nation-states developed potential recipients of private and multilateral
international credit. As potential debtors, states had to prove their creditworthi-
ness, including the size of the economy, development, and poverty, among other
indicators. For this, national accounts and censuses were needed. At the same time,
there was growing attention to the development concept that came mainly from the
United Nations (UN). To coordinate the creation of the required statistics, transna-
tional statistics commissions such as the Economic Commission for Latin America
and the Caribbean (ECLAC) and the Center of Demography for Latin America
and the Caribbean (CELADE in Spanish) were formed. Together, economic and
humanitarian forces created a homogenizing environment for states (Alonso &
Starr, 1987; Prevost & Beaud, 2015; Schweber, 2006). Also endorsed by organiza-
tions that supported population control (Connelly, 2008), these two movements
remained especially strong during the social and economic shifts that accompanied
the demographic transition in Latin America and other regions within the Global
South.

Inthe 2020 census round, plural social pressures on those responsible for carrying
out census operations are perhaps more significant than in the previous four decades
(Schweinfest, 2020). Fiscal austerity, increasingly advanced user expectations,
technological innovation in data gathering, COVID-19, and the pressure to produce
statistics using administrative records are just the tip of the iceberg in a long list of
challenges facing the NSOs in Latin America. The discussion on methodological
innovations has been going on for quite a while in the literature, primarily focusing
on the cases of some countries in Europe and other high-income countries (Abbott,
Tinsley, Milner, Taylor, & Archer, 2020; Coleman, 2013; Dygaszewicz, 2020;
Scholz & Kreyenfeld, 2016; Valle, Jiménez, & Julidn, 2020). In particular, the
COVID-19 pandemic has brought attention to the difficulties of the traditional
approach of census taking, implying gathering information on all people living
on a specific territory at a given time by visiting them face-to-face. Consequently,
many countries in Latin America have implemented population censuses with a
combination of methods or plans to do so (for more information, please see the
Appendix to the Introduction of this book).

In contrast with other regions like North America or Europe, there is a field to
explore as an adequate input for formulating public policies or as an instrument for
socioeconomic development. Even though its scope is challenging to measure, cen-
suses are underused in the region. While there has been substantial attention to the
construction of ethnoracial categories in Latin American censuses (e.g., Loveman,
2014), little attention has been paid to the systematic evaluation of census quality,
in-depth data analysis, data dissemination in different formats, the institutional and
political context under which they carried out methodological decisions, and the
institutional correlation of the NSOs pre- and post-census. Many modern censuses
(from the 1960s to the present day) tend to have metadata with insufficient docu-
mentation and inadequately systematized files, which makes such data unavailable
in practice for sophisticated statistical analysis.
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As if this was not enough, in recent census rounds in countries like Argentina,
Brazil, and Ecuador, for example, alarms have been raised about the role of political
power in the operations of the NSOs concerning issues such as confidentiality,
reading, and use of individual data and the contexts and uses of census operations.
Beyond the political dispute behind it, mistrust of the possibility of exposing
personal data to internal and external abuse by various data producers has reoriented
contemporary public perceptions regarding producers of official statistics from
census information.

The actors involved in census taking in Latin America must be understood as
an unequally structured field of hierarchies and networks (Bourdieu, 2014). There-
fore, the Observatory has aimed to identify actors that play a role in the region and
their background in terms of institutionalization, history, and political power. In
Latin American countries, the role of expertise in censuses have been tradition-
ally concentrated in the contributions of the ECLAC and its office CELADE and
the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). One of OLAC’s missions’ is to be
critical with this concentration of knowledge, recognizing contributions from aca-
demia and non-affiliated experts. That is why we consider censuses an endeavor
that includes social actors with distinctive distances to centers of power, including
internal agents with unique interests across the field of experts.

6.4  The Latin American Observatory of Population Censuses (OLAC)

6.4.1 OLAC mission

OLAC organizes an independent, specialized, and participatory space to discuss
the processes inherent to population censuses in the region (in particular, those of
the 2020 round) from a civil society perspective. The operational objectives are:

* Promote population data in Latin America and expand the user base and under-
standing of population dynamics.

* Observe, propose, and update theories, methodologies, and tools that make it
possible to understand and use population data in the region, including promot-
ing transparency and creating a critical contribution to the production, analysis,
and dissemination of census data, with an emphasis on the design of the 2020
round.

* Compare and compile methodologies and population information to contribute
to a better understanding of the demographic dynamics of the region.

* Compile and promote studies on population issues in Latin America based on
censuses.

» Create a collaboration network on population issues for academics in the area.

* Promote access to information and open data.

Under the premise that transparent and high-quality statistics benefit everyone,
OLAC had, in principle, a project horizon of five years (2015-2020), but contin-
ues until the 2020 census round finishes and has addressed groups of users and



Latin American Observatory of Population Censuses 167

producers from different Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia,
Ecuador, and Uruguay). With this interest in common, the website was online in
August 2015.*

The criterion followed by OLAC is that the census processes can only be more
democratic if there is greater participation in both the production and the use of
data by the academy and the public (Eyraud, 2018) — in this sense, the blog lan-
guage is Spanish and Portuguese promoting dialogue between academia, research
institutes, independent data users, and the public. Using the two major Latin Amer-
ican languages is essential for empowering local actors, epistemic decolonization,
and creating cultural capital (Swaan, 2010). As some scholars argue about other
collaborative platforms (Wright, 2011), OLAC highlights the importance of peer
exchange among users to acquire a specific census literacy/numeracy. Following
ideas of equality, open access, participation, and deliberation in a domination-free
environment, we build bridges between frontiers of producers and consumers of
information, potentially making all readers contributors. Therefore, although fo-
cusing exclusively on censuses in Latin American countries, OLAC’s scope is also
global since the experiences of other countries have been incorporated into the
analyses, particularly those where the Latin American community is relevant, such
as the United States and Spain.

Emerging scientific and technological developments allow new questions about
census processes and assess whether they present threats or offer opportunities for
users or civil society. One of the group’s evaluations based on these practices is that
the recent census experience in Latin America (the 1960s and onwards) showed
that these operations do not have the permanent resources to carry them out on
their own and often need the support not only of national governments but also of
international organizations, which influence, as in other social and economic areas,
sovereign decisions of national states.

OLAC’s proposal differs from international organizations, such as CELADE,
The Census Project,” The African Census Analysis Project,® or databases such as
IPUMS-I" or specialized journals (Journal of Official Statistics or Statistical Jour-
nal of the [A0S) — to name a few programs with similar objectives.

First, since it is a project without funding (only the individual contribution of
its members), without concrete institutional residence (has no affiliation with any
university, research center, NGO, private company, or professional association),
and second, it has an audience that tries not to constrain the expert, and finally,
anyone can participate.

Most of these proposed dialogues are supported by the interests of its mem-
bers and followers of the space. OLAC is characterized by bringing people with
some common intellectual interest to read and criticize documents (scientific and
non-scientific). Furthermore, this way, the group’s proposal is given based on the
experience of its members (who worked or have investigated the censuses in their
respective countries), their different specialties, and academic training.

In addition to capitalizing on news and compiling documentation accessible to
any user, the website promotes technical debates on demographic issues based on
census data, providing a terrain that maintains a balance of institutional, academic,
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and individual opinions. The OLAC team’s evaluation was that although there
were specific spaces for exchange, such as professional networks, both in statis-
tics and demography, for example, the ProData Network of the Latin American
Population Association (ALAP), or information being made available through the
website of CELADE, little space was open to sharing ideas about censuses on a
relatively regular basis, both for experts and the public. We sought to frame the
conversations concerning censuses’ purely methodological aspects by focusing on
the institutional and organizational conditions in which those methodological deci-
sions were made.

Including experts and the public as the target audience of our network was a
pillar of the project. It started from the premise that population censuses have ac-
cumulated learning experiences that are not always socialized. Hence, there were
three main criteria through which the OLAC project executed its objectives: open
access, friendly dissemination, and academic collaboration. The website was
meant to be an online forum for facilitating collaboration and wide dissemination
of content. It has been updated relatively systematically every month by the team
members, and at the same time, it has been free to access any content. In addition,
a resources section was created where different forms of information related to
censuses in Latin America are compiled, from questionnaires to manuals, reports,
and data access procedures.

Thanks to the enormous increases in the computing power available and the
evolution of ideas about demographic dynamics, the analysis of population pro-
cesses in Latin America has become increasingly accessible and independent of
researchers’ institutional affiliation. Due to improvements in civil registration and
vital statistics systems, the collection of demographic data in censuses, and the
growing technological possibility of data exploitation, it is now possible to circu-
late access with a regional perspective without neglecting the theoretical and politi-
cal debate behind the information built.

OLAC has observed census in Latin America since 2015, investigating meth-
odologies, registering external experts’ opinions, analyzing official statistics un-
ions’ roles, identifying regional convergences, and promoting public debates with
actors from inside and outside statistical offices. The Observatory also deployed
analyses and investigations, paying attention to scientific evaluations of coverage,
under-reporting, selection of questions, costs, benefits, and estimations’ accuracy.
This task did not imply indifference to the technical details of the operations. Still,
it allowed us to criticize the census process through an integrative lens regarding
the complete production chain.

Two conceptual criteria complement this vision. First, the knowledge of con-
ducting censuses is usually standardized and formalized in academic and bureau-
cratic centers in the Global North (Santos, 2018), a consequence of historical
experiences regarding the operation and the infrastructures in traditional centers
of knowledge production. While contributions from the Global North are positive
and help the Latin American region avoid determined mistakes, the Observatory
aims to add a perspective from the region, understanding the problems generated
in countries with different realities compared to high-income countries. This is
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particularly important regarding statistical infrastructures, public budgeting, so-
cial forces participating in guarding the production of public statistics such as the
census, and the differentiated set of needs that societies have in the Global South.
If we define census as the tool to obtain critical population data about society, and
if societies go through distinctive development processes, it is clear to reconsider
the content and scope of national public statistics. At first view, we could take this
as self-evident; however, when we analyze the sources and references of scientific
production of censuses in the region, it usually is the case that a conceptual varia-
tion must complement the realities of our countries.

6.4.2 Implementation and achievements: articles, resources, and sections

The plan developed by the group has outlined a series of sections on its page,
catering to various visitors. Different users have consulted the resource sections,
students, NSO workers, and international organizations of the region, as inferred
from communication with visitors who interacted directly with the site editors
or left public comments. The OLAC page has received, from its inception until
mid-2022, more than 150,000 visits. The visits have grown yearly; in the first half
of 2022, the blog received 25,500 visits from 19,000 visitors. The ten countries
where the most visits originated were Mexico, Argentina, Colombia, Ecuador, the
United States, Brazil, Peru, Spain, and Chile. The webpage contains the census
questionnaires and, in addition to technical discussions on census issues, the Ob-
servatory has served as a repository of technical documents regarding censuses in
the region.

One of the Observatory’s main activities is producing short articles written by
the group’s researchers and collaborators. Although there is no formal editorial
committee and the authors are responsible for their texts, all published articles
need approval from the active members of the Observatory to ensure the technical
quality of posted content.

The articles (more than 150 in total) published on the site in the five years since
its foundation has dealt with several topics related to population and housing cen-
suses, mainly in Latin America, and their intersection with sociodemographic as-
pects, policies, and public statistics (Athias, 2016; Campos, 2016¢, 2016¢; Sacco,
2016b, 2019c, 2022; Villacis, 2015, 2019c, 2021a). The contents published on the
OLAC page have highlighted population and housing censuses as the primary
source of demographic and socioeconomic information in the region’s countries
due to administrative records’ weaknesses and household surveys’ limitations in
terms of providing small area information (Borges, 2016a, 2016b; Campos, 2015,
2016d; Sacco, 2016b, 2019¢, 2022). The importance of censuses to measure and
characterize minorities and marginalized populations has also been pointed out
(Campos, 2016a). Censuses remain the only source of information for small ar-
eas on various topics, as household surveys do not produce information at this
geographic scale (Urdinola, 2018). Administrative records — not only in Latin
America — are often inaccurate and incomplete, and different systems are not inte-
grated (Borges, 2016a, 2016b; Campos, 2015, 2016d; Sacco, 2016c).
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Some articles describe how to access the documentation on principles, recom-
mendations, and manuals to carry out the population and housing censuses. Other
reports have discussed using census data in sociodemographic analysis in the re-
gion for research on fertility and reproductive behavior, migration, mortality, and
occupation (Campos, 2016b; Marria & Campos, 2016; Minamiguchi, 2019; Sacco,
2016a; Sacco, & Borges, 2018; Sacco, & Fanta, 2017; Urdinola, 2017b, 2020b).
In this sense and connected to the Observatory’s objective of promoting the use
of census data, the articles have also offered an extensive discussion on accessing
census data in Latin American countries, examining the different existing modali-
ties (Nathan & Sacco, 2016; Sacco, 2017; Vazquez, 2015).

Concerning technical and operational issues, the quality and coverage of Latin
American censuses has been widely discussed on OLAC’s website. Conceptual
aspects of the collection of different topics have also been debated, such as what is
the best way to ask about age (Nathan, Sacco & Borges, 2017), the possibilities of
measuring inequality and poverty (Sacco, 2016a; Urdinola, 2018), issues related to
population health (Borges, 2017a, 2020; Urdinola, 2020a; Villacis, 2020b, 2020c,
2021b), and the relevance of incorporating the measurement of mortality (Quei-
roz, & Sacco, 2018), conceptual aspects of quantifying migration (Campos, 2016b;
Nathan, 2018), information regarding occupations (Sacco, 2016a, 2016c) and the
year of birth of the first child (Borges, 2015; Nathan, 2015). Another conceptual
aspect that received attention was discussing the advantages and disadvantages
of conducting a de facto or de jure census in the region’s countries, the subject of
debate in four articles. The set of articles published on the OLAC website clarifies
a substantial discrepancy in the quality and coverage of the Latin American cen-
suses, both between countries and over time (Villacis, 2017b, 2018a, 2018b; Wil-
liams, 2019). At the same time, despite different conceptual aspects that reflect the
particularities of each country, there has been a standardization of census data col-
lection processes within the Latin American region, primarily due to international
recommendations and the exchange of experiences between countries.

A great variety of articles has been written in recent years to fulfill the objective
of producing critical material for census processes and data, with an emphasis on
the design of the 2020 round censuses (Borges, 2015, 2017b; Sacco, 2019a; Vil-
lacis, 2020a, Urdinola, 2021). For example, pieces of investigation have analyzed
the organizational heterogeneity of the region, revealing a “census disparity” (Vil-
lacis, 2019a), meaning the differences in the statistical capacity between coun-
tries due to their census experiences. This has implications not only in descriptive
terms but also has helped to interpret reasons behind organizational and operative
achievements or operational failures. The disruption in the planning and execution
of censuses in the region is a reality familiar to several countries, represented by the
irregularity in the periodicity of the application of censuses, their postponement,
and cancellation, which has been a recurring theme of the articles a transversal
issue in many government areas in the Global South (Merry, 2019). For example,
the non-completion of population counts, particularly in Brazil (Borges, 2021) and
Mexico in the last decade, has been discussed, as well as the delay in carrying out
various censuses, such as the postponement of censuses in Colombia (Sandoval,
2018; Urdinola, 2016a, 2016b, 2017a), no definitions about the date of carrying out
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the censuses of Argentina (Sacco, 2019b), El Salvador (Tresoldi, 2018), Guatemala,
among others. More recently, some articles discussed the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic in the next census round (Borges, Urdinola, Villacis, & Sacco, 2020).

To contribute to the debate on planning and executing the 2030 census in the
region, OLAC has paid particular attention to evaluating the recent experiences in
Latin America and other areas to consider lessons learned. It has been identified
that the recurrent economic, political, and institutional crises in the region are fac-
tors that have affected the quality of censuses. Furthermore, the structural aspects
related to the organization of NSOs have also played an essential role in their qual-
ity. The 2010 census round in the region had some drawbacks, aggravated by a
shortage of human and financial resources, a lack of autonomy for statistical insti-
tutes, and difficulties coordinating the census within the national and international
statistical systems. The prominent examples of failure are the censuses of Chile
and Paraguay, both carried out in 2012 (Neupert, 2017). These censuses were by
far the worst in their countries regarding quality and coverage. Experiences from
developed countries have also been discussed. The contrasts between the event
of the last Canadian census and the difficulties faced by the most recent census in
Australia differed in terms of communication, financing, and the momentum of so-
cial cohesion experienced by the countries (Villacis, 2016b, 2017a). The planning
and processes that led to the unsatisfactory results of these two experiences were
discussed in various articles published by the Observatory. The 2018 Colombian
Census recommendations have also been addressed (Borges, 2019a, 2019b; Vil-
lacis, 2019b). One of the lessons learned is that long-term investments to develop
solid national statistical systems, in which statistical bodies play a critical role,
are fundamental to ensuring the quality of censuses. This involves, among other
things, providing financial and human resources for them. Furthermore, censuses
must be adequately planned, and the NSOs need to have guarantees that they can
conduct their technical project. In addition, a permanent technological update plan
is recommended, and careful with implementing new methodologies or collection
systems.

Another topic of discussion present in at least five articles published on the blog is
technological and methodological innovations in censuses, such as self-completed
internet questionnaires, use of administrative records, and incorporation of Big
Data in official statistics (Borges, 2016b; Campos, 2016d). Several potentialities
of Big Data have been identified. Still, the articles also indicate the need for a cen-
sus combined with traditional surveys, where demographic censuses are essential,
which implies that these are complementary sources (Villacis, 2016a, 2021c¢).

6.5 The 2020 census round in Latin America

Increasingly, population censuses, and official statistics, in general, are forced to
differentiate themselves from the emergence of modern technologies that dissemi-
nate an enormous amount of information today (MacFeely, 2016). Furthermore,
three factors weigh in the 2020 census round and make it a particular challenge
for Latin American countries. First, the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic disrupts
the operational plans of each statistical office in the region. The second issue is
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each country’s local institutional capabilities and competence to adapt to organi-
zational challenges. The third element is the regional and local economic condi-
tions, which directly influence the comfort or adjustment that each country needs
to go through. Together, these factors determine that we face one of the most com-
plex and challenging scenarios in the recent history of census statistical operations
in Latin America. The coverage, quality, and efficiency results are still early to
analyze, but we would like to outline three scenarios on the possible impact of
these challenges.

In the best scenario, we will have statistical offices with an economic and adap-
tive aptitude to organize (or continue to organize) a census under the impact of the
pandemic; or due to their execution schedules, they were only slightly impacted
by its effects. In an intermediate scenario, we will have statistical offices that, al-
though they have the institutional capacity and tools to face crises, have nonethe-
less been affected by the economic imbalances before and after the pandemic. This
situation makes them vulnerable to changes in their schedules and methodological
planning. The third case, the most pessimistic scenario, involves countries with lit-
tle institutional strength and high vulnerability to economic shocks and pandemic
impacts. In these cases, census taking might be completely abandoned, or data
quality could be severely impaired.

It is not easy and not very responsible to attempt to predict which way those
Latin American countries that have yet to implement their censuses will take with
certainty. However, OLAC has analyzed the institutional logic behind census tak-
ing and proposes three factors as relevant when identifying related challenges: het-
erogeneous institutional preconditions, the external shocks from the pandemic, and
the economic crisis; together, they are likely to impair the quality, opportunity,
and efficiency of the region’s census operations. This implies that the intellectual,
organizational, and interinstitutional efforts should focus on solving the problems
resulting from missing census data for at least ten years. In this direction, we
would like to raise some urgent questions: Will it be necessary to rethink the role
of population projections? What steps should be taken to avoid the naive reliance
upon administrative registry systems plagued by problems of under-coverage and
over-coverage simultaneously? What intra- and inter-regional collaboration mech-
anisms are needed to support the looming statistical deficit supposedly induced
by COVID-19 and its impact on public policies lacking new or high-quality data?

Population censuses result from institutional and governmental conflicts and
struggles that must be visible and understood — accepting censuses as an isolated
analytical tool or as a mere producer of social data neglects the responsibility and
need to understand these devices as entities inserted in complex social and institu-
tional realities. The analyst who ignores this distinction is in danger of using infor-
mation that, in extreme cases, has no practical utility or functionality. An analyst
can take advantage of the information produced only once the dynamics that lead to
running a census have been considered. Using census data gathered under sensible
planning schedules, with budgets managed according to needs and questionnaires
elaborated through processes valuing public participation and scientific contribu-
tions, is not comparable to data from an erratically performed census deprived of
resources and without a participatory approach.
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For these reasons, OLAC is at the forefront of those aware that the upcoming
decade requires even more work and commitment to understand and alert census
stakeholders about the probable data quality conditions. Failure to do so would
naturalize the alarming absence and deficiency of census information and allow
decisions to be made based on questionable primary data sources. This problemati-
zation is particularly necessary due to an unmistakable trend in which governments
value data-based policies, but without questioning too much the origin of that data
or, when process automation requires high efficiency of information management,
underestimate the necessity to understand the origin of that information.

Finally, OLAC’s challenge lies in didactics. Censuses produce countries’ crucial,
demographic, social, and economic statistics. Observing censuses’ management,
organization, deficiencies, and strengths require new didactic concepts. For exam-
ple, there is an increasing demand for technical indicators in social stratification,
more complexity in treating gender and race, and more dimensions in the analysis
of poverty (income, basic needs, consumption, and subjective poverty, among oth-
ers) that users demand to be quantified. In this context, describing the scope and
limitations of censuses requires increasingly complex didactic processes, which are
not easily implemented in a digital environment.

For this reason, it is essential that the Observatory improves and redesigns the
channels and formats of its analyses to facilitate the communication of messages
that lie within its competence and turn the communication process into a two-way
mechanism where we ensure that the information is received and understood. Of
course, these challenges summon the need to build bridges, form alliances, and
generate responsible academic and intellectual communities. This chapter intends
to make a step in this direction.

Notes

1 Authors in alphabetical order, all authors collaborated equally in all sections of the
chapter.

We use Observatory in the same sense as the acronym OLAC.

We are using the label modern the label modern as some other authors in the literature,
for example Baffour, King, and Valente (2013), Ventresca (1995), Whitby (2020).
https://observatoriocensal.org/.

https://thecensusproject.org/.

http://www.acap.upenn.edu/.

https://international.ipums.org.
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