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Summary 

This paper presents first proposals by the UNECE Task Force on migration and ethno-

cultural characteristics for the chapters on international and internal migration and on 
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are based on the results of the online survey on national practices in the 2010 census round, 

carried out in early 2013 by UNECE among its member countries 

(ECE/CES/GE.41/2013/15). Part I of the paper presents a discussion of the possible 

changes to the CES Recommendations with regard to migration characteristics. The 

proposed text for the new CES Recommendations with regard to international and internal 

migration characteristics is presented in part II, and the proposed text on ethno-cultural 

characteristics is presented in part III. 
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 I. Migration Characteristics — Discussion of possible changes 
to the CES Recommendations 

1. International migratory movements are generally increasing in both complexity and 

volume. These movements may involve movements back and forth between source and 

host countries, and may challenge the census concept of usual place of residence. 

International migration also brings diversity resulting in multi-ethnic, multi-racial and 

multi-linguistic societies. It is not easy to capture in a census or in register-based data 

systems at one point of time permanent and temporary migratory movements, and 

enumerate different populations of diverse backgrounds. National legal frameworks and 

specific country contexts often need to be considered in terms of developing the 

recommendations to guide countries in the enumeration of migratory populations, and 

developing concepts to capture their characteristics and attributes.  

2. In general the current recommendations are quite comprehensive in regard to 

capturing information on migration characteristics. Most countries are collecting some 

information related to migration, the most common ones being country of citizenship, 

country of birth and information on internal migrants. This is regardless of whether 

countries are using censuses or registers.  

3. Some Task Force members asked that, given that more and more countries are using 

registers, it would be helpful to include any specific recommendations for the use of 

administrative data to capture migratory characteristics. However, based on responses to the 

country survey, in fact many register-based countries collect the core topics and did not 

note in their responses any particular challenges. 

 A. Introduction — Paragraph 359 

4. No change recommended.  

5. The introduction talks of measurement of stocks of international migrants and other 

groups, and measurement of stocks of internal migrants. This is a clear description, but 

some of the related recommendations are not as clear, in particularly the concepts for “ever 

resided abroad and year of arrival in the country” and “ previous place of usual residence 

and date of arrival in the current place” . This led to confusion from countries such as 

Canada and the United States as to how to answer the questions related to these two 

concepts. 

 B. Population groups relevant to international migration — Paragraphs 

360 to 372 

6. A change suggested is to paragraph 362, “Foreigners”. The use of this term, 

“Foreigner” in a census could be sensitive and offensive in some countries. While it may be 

possible to be native-born yet be considered a ”foreigner” in some countries, an important 

distinguishing concept is whether such individuals have been granted legal permanent 

resident status or even citizenship. If this is the case, then surely these individuals are no 

longer considered “Foreigners”.  

7. Paragraph 363 states that “The population groups that are identified on the basis of 

place of birth and citizenship are represented in Figure 1”. This statement is not entirely 

accurate as no concept of citizenship is shown in Figure 1. 

8. It is recommended that these two paragraphs be slightly re-written to be inclusive of 

the concept of citizenship — distinguishing between citizens and non-citizens, and the 
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concept of permanent and temporary status. By so doing, it will help countries determine 

the possible combinations of various population groups related to these concepts, and help 

better define “foreigners”.  

9. Figure 2: Starts as a defining concept country of birth of parents, yet it should be 

noted that not many countries collect parental birthplace information. However, no change 

to the figure is recommended.  

 C. Country/place of birth (core topic) — Paragraphs 373–374 

10. Overall, no changes are recommended to the set of recommendations on country or 

place of birth.  

11. This is commonly collected information by virtually all countries (50 out of 51). 

Nearly two thirds of the countries collected this information via the traditional method of 

data collection. (Census), but also countries using registers collected this information (nine 

countries in total).  

12. Of the countries collecting birthplace information, nearly two thirds collected it in 

relation to the actual place of birth of the respondent; others according to the place of usual 

residence of the mother.  

13. For most countries, the national boundaries of the country of birth were recorded 

according to the time of the census (including four register-based countries); nine countries 

said at the time of the birth (four were register-based); and three countries used other 

definitions of national boundaries (of which one was register-based).  

14. In terms of standard classifications, 33 countries used the recommended standard 

(based on the three-digit codes in the classification issued by the United Nations Statistical 

Division (UNSD). It is suggested that a concordance list be used for those who do not 

follow the recommended standard, so that international comparisons can be made. 

15. Former countries can be an issue in the classification, but this is faced by all 

countries.  

 D. Country of Citizenship (core topic) — Paragraphs 375–378 

16. Similar to country or place of birth, all countries except one collected this 

information, including all register-based countries. (It would seem that this would be the 

type of information available via administrative files.) 

17. All countries (except one) collecting country of citizenship used the recommended 

classification (note three countries did not respond to this question)  

18. Paragraph 378: Dual or multiple citizenships: 62 per cent of the countries collecting 

citizenship information said it was possible to report on dual or multiple citizenships — 

however some collected partial information (e.g. only for foreigners, or only or national 

citizenships.  

19. It is recommended from a Task Force member that more details be given in the 

Recommendations on this, following Eurostat guidelines for social surveys (see below). 

However, I think it will be difficult to determine first and second citizenship in terms of 

reporting, and it is not clear why it would be important to know about first and second 

citizenship. 
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  Eurostat guidelines: 

(a) how to deal with dual citizenship? Which will be the first and which the 

second citizenship? 

• To define the “first citizenship” probably the way of allocating a person with two or 

more citizenships to only one country of citizenship (following order of precedence) 

mentioned in Eurostat guidelines “Implementing core variables in European Union 

(EU) social surveys DRAFT Methodological guidelines 2011”) could be used: 

“(i) reporting country, or 

(ii) if the person does not have the citizenship of the reporting country: other EU 

Member State; or 

(iii) if the person does not have the citizenship of another EU Member State; 

other country outside EU. 

• In other cases (e.g. dual citizenship where both countries are within the European 

Union but neither is the reporting country), the first country of citizenship may be 

recorded either as that chosen by the person responding to the survey or, for 

administrative data, may be that recorded as the primary citizenship in the 

administrative record.” 

(b) in the case of citizenship of countries that no longer formally exist? Also way 

defined in Eurostat guidelines on core variables could be used where possible, the current 

situation should be taken into account. Thus, for example, ex-Czechoslovakian citizens can 

be considered as EU citizens while ex-Soviet Union citizens must be counted under non-

EU. However, how to prepare data by country not country groups? 

(c) recognized non-citizens (a special category mainly to those with former 

Soviet Union citizenship)? Eurostat guidelines on core variables: “must be considered in 

the group non-EU”. However, where to put them when data are prepared by country not 

country group? 

 E. Ever resided abroad and year of arrival in the country (core topic) — 

Paragraphs 379 to 381 

20. No information was asked in the country survey as to whether countries collected 

information to identifying the population who have ever resided outside the current country 

of usual residence. This was in retrospect a mistake. There is confusion between this 

concept (and year of arrival) and previous place of usual residence (and year of arrival in 

current place). For countries such as Canada and the United States, they might see no 

difference, especially in terms of year of arrival — and why would they ask two questions 

on year of arrival, which for many international migrants would be the same year.  

21. Recommendation: These paragraphs need to be rewritten to state the intent of these 

questions — that is to collect information on international migrants (i.e. immigrants to a 

country). 

  Paragraphs 380–381: Year of arrival in the country 

22. This information was universally collected, that is to say all 51 countries collected 

some information about arrival in the country — whether it was year (month) of most 

recent arrival or year (month) of first arrival. This was the case whether countries used 

registers, census or other methods.  
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23. Note: In the comments section some countries stated that they started the collection 

of this information at a certain point in time (i.e. 1980, 1986) or that they expanded the 

information gathered from year to also month. 

24. Recommendation: These two paragraphs should be rewritten to ensure that it is clear 

the target population is international migrants. Mention should also be made to the fact that 

some countries may ask different types of year of arrival questions (e.g. the year permanent 

residency was granted (Canada’s case) or the year of immigration. 

 F. Country of previous usual residence abroad (non-core topic) — 

Paragraph 382 

25. No changes are recommended. In total 32 of the 52 countries collected this 

information, including three register-based countries. 

26. But, given the large number of countries collecting this information, should this 

topic be considered a core topic? 

 G. Total duration of residence in the country (non-core topic) — 

Paragraph 383 

27. Very few countries collect directly this information.  

28. Recommendation: A sentence should be added to this paragraph to say that total 

duration of residence in the country can also be derived from year of arrival (or year of 

immigration) and the year the census was conducted (or register-based year). 

 H. Previous place of usual residence and date of arrival in the current 

place (core topic) — Paragraphs 385 to 389 

29. Most countries (44 out of 51) collected some information about previous place of 

usual residence — whether one year ago, five years ago or at another point in time prior to 

the census. (Note: all register-based censuses collected this information.) For countries 

using another temporal reference point, most of them asked about the year when the person 

has started to reside continuously in the current locality. 

30. Only 7 countries have not collected information on this set of questions. 

31. Recommendation: Great clarification in the recommendations needs to be given in 

terms of the intent of these questions. It is not clear from the description that the intent of 

this topic is to gather information on internal migrants, as well as returning citizens or 

immigrants coming to the country from abroad. These questions do not necessarily measure 

the entire group of “ever-international migrants” (see paragraphs 379–382), and the 

recommendations as they are confusing for some countries (e.g. Canada and the United 

States). It becomes even more confusing when responding to questions about “year and 

month of arrival in the current place” (see below). 

32. Paragraph 385: Reduced mode (widely used according to the country survey) has 

some disadvantages even if it is supplemented by the question on place of usual residence 

5 years prior to the census. Actually, there is possibility to miss some movements due to the 

fact that one person can change place of usual residence several times and to return again to 

the first place. 
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33. For instance, with reference to Figure 1, if place B is in another country this 

international migration is going to be registered through the question “Ever resided abroad 

and year of arrival in the country”, but if it is in the same country it could be registered only 

by asking about “year and month of arrival to the current place of usual residence”. 

Figure 1 

Graphical presentation of migration taking place before the census 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

34. In 2010 CES Recommendations, in paragraph 388, it is said that “the reduced mode 

gives information on persons that arrived in the current place of residence during the last 

year, and this information can be compared to the corresponding information provided by 

the extended mode”. This sentence, in a way, suggests that countries should use both modes 

while in the same paragraph is said that “countries should select either one or other of the 

two modes on the basis of their information needs”. 

35. Recommendation: These paragraphs should be made more precise in this regard. 

 I. Year and month of arrival in the current place — Paragraph 386 

36. It is not clear from the country survey if countries actually collected this 

information — or rather they collect year of arrival as recommended in paragraphs 380–381 

(year of arrival in the country). (No specific question was asked about year/month of arrival 

in current place). 

37. And it is not clear the value of collecting this information (year/month of arrival in 

the current place) for internal migrants. Year of arrival information should, however, be 

collected for external migrants (see paragraphs 380–381.) to establish duration of residency 

in a country — which is a very key determinant to studying immigrant settlement and 

integration outcomes.  

38. Recommendation: Given the considerable confusion this topic is creating, it is 

suggested removing this topic from the recommendations, and expanding if necessary the 

description of “year of arrival” in paragraphs 380–381. 

 J. Place of usual residence one year prior to the census (core topic) — 

Paragraphs 387 to 389 

39. An editorial change is recommended to one of the paragraphs; but no other changes 

are recommended. In total 34 countries collected this information. (Note: some countries 

would have collected both place of usual residence one year and five years prior to the 

census.) 

40. Paragraph 389 — editorial changes: current wording at end of paragraph states 

“…on timing of international immigrations”. This does not make sense in the context of the 

paragraph which is talking about extensive and reduced mode providing only partial 

information on international migrations (remove s).  

Place A Place A 
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41. Recommendation: The following change should be made to the text: change these 

last words of the paragraph from “on timing of international immigrations” to “on the 

timing of international migration”. 

 K. Place of usual residence five years prior to the census (non-core 

topic) — Paragraph 390 

42. No change is recommended. Eleven countries out of 51 collected this information. 

 L. Reason for migration (non-core topic) — Paragraph 391 

43. Interestingly, 19 out of 51 countries actually collected this information (but no 

countries using registers). I would have thought that if countries administer an immigration 

regime where different categories of admission are used, then this information would be 

readily available in administrative files.  

44. A variety of categories of reasons were collected (employment and education, and 

joining family members the most frequent. For self-administered questionnaires, it may be 

quite subjective information being collected. Children of immigrant parents may know the 

reason for their parents’ migration to another country if many years since immigrating. This 

is where linkage to administrative files (that collect this information) would be useful. 

45. No changes are recommended. 

 M. Country of birth of parents (non-core topic) — Paragraphs 392–394 

46. No changes are recommended. Note: 36 countries do not collect information on 

birthplace of parents, leaving 15 countries that do collect this information. One country 

collected on maternal birthplace and one on paternal birthplace. Of the nine register-based 

countries, six did not collect any information on parental birthplace, while the remaining 

three did. 

 N. Citizenship acquisition (non-core topic) — Paragraphs 395–397 

47. No changes are recommended. Few countries collect this information (7 in total) and 

with a variety of categories: by birth (most frequent), by marriage, by naturalization, 

acquisition following the creation of new state, and by other types. It is also noteworthy that 

no register-based countries collect information on citizenship acquisition. 

 O. Persons with foreign/national background (derived non-core topic) — 

Paragraphs 398–402 

48. No changes are recommended. No direct question was asked on this subject in the 

country survey. 

 P. Population groups relevant to international migration (derived non-

core topic) — Paragraphs 403–405 

49. No changes are recommended. No direct question was asked on this subject in the 

country survey. 
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 Q. Population with refugee background (derived non-core topic) — 

Paragraphs 406–410 

50. No changes are recommended. No direct question was asked on this subject in the 

country survey. 

 R. Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) (derived non-core topic) — 

Paragraph 411 including Table 1: Classification of population 

according to country of birth of parents, country of birth and 

citizenship. 

51. No changes are recommended. No direct question was asked on this subject in the 

country survey. 

 S. Possible other topics for inclusion 

52 In total, eight of the 51 countries reported they collected other information on 

migration. 

53. In terms of whether countries collected information on emigration, five countries 

said they had (no register-based countries).  

54. In terms of short-term international migrants, four answered they collected such 

information.  

55. In terms of other information collected by countries: Was the work performed by 

immigrants in line with their qualifications?; Information was collect on length of intended 

stay for persons arriving within a year of the census in order to ascertain the long-

term/short-term status, and information collected on birthplace of grandparents. 

56. Asked if they wanted to provide additional information not addressed in the 

questions in this section, three countries said yes. Poland mention the problem of people 

born before the Second World War and are treaded as born aboard because of boundary 

changes (related to country of birth). Two countries said that additional information on 

migration characteristics of the population is collected with other population surveys, and 

that these data can be linked to census data.  

57. Overall, no consistent set of other information on migration characteristics are being 

collected which would suggest adding to the recommendations.  

 II. Migration characteristics — Proposed text for CES 
Recommendations for 2020 census round 

58. Note: This section presents a first proposal for new text on international and internal 

migration characteristics for the CES Recommendations for the 2020 census round. The 

proposal reflects the results of the discussion within the UNECE Task Force on Migration 

and Ethno-Cultural Characteristics based on the results of the UNECE survey on the 2010 

census round, and the comments expressed by the UNECE Steering Group on Population 

and Housing Censuses. 
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 A. Introduction 

59. Two different aspects relevant for migration can be identified through the census: 

(a) Measurement of stocks of international migrants and other groups relevant to 

international migration, with information on timing and geographical patterns of their 

international migrations. 

(b) Measurement of stocks of internal migrants, with information on timing and 

geographical patterns of their internal migrations. 

 B. Population groups relevant to international migration 

60. Two population groups relevant for international migration are usually identified in 

population censuses: the foreign-born population and the foreign population1. 

61. Foreign-born population: this is the group of persons who were born in another 

country. This group corresponds to the stock of international migrants that migrated at least 

once in their life and reside outside of their country of birth at the time of the Census. 

Persons born in the country are defined as “native-born”. 

62. Foreign population: this is the group of persons who do not have the citizenship of 

the country and are citizens of another country. The foreign population is predominantly 

foreign-born. Depending on the citizenship laws of certain countries, children born in the 

country to foreign parents may be classified as part of the foreign population; or 

alternatively granted the right of citizenship and in this case considered to be native-born 

and therefore not part of the foreign population. Persons having the citizenship of the 

country are defined as “citizens” or “nationals”. 

Figure 2 

Native-born, foreign-born, citizen/national and foreign populations 

 
  

 1 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration – Revision 1, United Nations, 1998, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/58/Rev.1, paragraphs 188 and 189. In particular, Chapter VI, Stock of Data 

Relevant for the Study of International Migration, has been consulted as the basis of the 

recommendations for this chapter.  

  

Native-born 
  

Foreign-born   

  

  

National and Foreign populations   
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63. The population groups that are identified on the basis of place of birth and 

citizenship are represented in Figure 2. (Note for discussion: Perhaps this chart could be 

removed. If the chart is kept, then it should try to show how the concepts of citizenship 

(nationals, foreign populations) can overlap the native- and foreign-born concepts.) Though 

being very important, information on these groups is in many countries not sufficient to 

monitor and analyse the impact of international migration. It is therefore recommended that 

the census should attempt to identify two additional population groups: 

64. Descendants of foreign-born: This is the group of persons born in the country whose 

parents were born abroad. Several generations of descendants can theoretically be 

distinguished, that is: persons whose parents or grandparents, were born abroad. However, 

in population censuses the focus is generally restricted to those persons whose parents were 

born abroad (this group is often referred to as the “second generation”). 

65. International migrants: the Recommendations on Statistics of International 

Migration2 define an international migrant as “any person who changes his or her country 

of usual residence”. According to this definition, the stock of international migrants present 

in a country is “the set of persons who have ever changed their country of usual residence, 

that is to say, persons who have spent at least one year of their lives in a country other than 

the one in which they live at the time the data are collected”. The Recommendations further 

define a person’s country of usual residence as “the country where the person usually lives, 

that is to say, the country in which the person has a place to live where he or she normally 

spends the daily period of rest”. This group includes all foreign-born plus those native-born 

who have ever resided abroad3. 

Figure 3 

Native-born, foreign-born, foreigners, descendants of foreign-born and international 

migrants 

   

  

Native - born    Foreign - born    

         
  

Foreign  population   

 - International   
migrants   

Persons with  
native - born  
parents    

Pe rsons with  
foreign - born  
parent s   

Descendants  of  
foreign - born    

 

  

 2 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration – Revision 1, United Nations, 1998, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/58/Rev.1, paragraph 32. 

 3 It is assumed that all foreign-born are, or once were, international migrants and that they all resided or 

were expected to reside in the country of birth for at least one year. 



ECE/CES/GE.41/2013/16 

 11 

66. The groups defined above are not mutually exclusive and they can overlap to a great 

extent, as shown in Figure 3. However, each group is relevant for different aspects of the 

migration and integration process and represents a possible target of different programmes 

and policies. The size of each group clearly depends on the country, its legislation and its 

migration history. 

67. Analytical classifications can be built by using jointly place of birth, citizenship and 

place of birth of parents. The classifications built using respectively place of 

birth/citizenship and place of birth/place of birth of parents/citizenship are particularly 

important since they allow the identification of various population groups relevant to 

international migration. A full description of these classifications is given in paragraphs 

398–405. 

68. Persons of “mixed background” that is having one parent born in the country and the 

other one born abroad represent a special case. This group can represent a significant and 

growing share of the population in some countries. It is suggested that if possible this group 

should be shown separately in census outputs (see paragraph 401). Alternatively, this group 

could be considered part of the “second-generation” that is the population with at least one 

parent born outside the country.  

69. In all topics related to international borders (country of birth, country of birth of 

parents, country of citizenship, country of previous/current residence) reference should be 

made to the boundaries existing at the time of the census. If there have been boundary 

changes affecting the country of birth of a person, it may be necessary to make allowance 

for them in recording the person’s country of birth4. This can have important implications 

in countries that originated from the splitting of a former country, since many persons that 

moved within the borders of the former country can now be counted as international 

migrants, if reference is made to their country of birth or their country of previous 

residence. It is therefore important to pay attention to the interpretation of data from these 

countries, particularly in relation to country of birth or country of previous residence. 

70. Wherever possible, complementary tabulations on the population stocks relevant to 

international migration should be provided, distinguishing the persons who migrated before 

the break-up of the former country from those who did so after the break-up. Persons who 

were born in a particular territory but whose country of birth has changed because of 

boundary changes should not be counted as foreign-born. In general, the international 

migrant population should include only those who crossed a border. If there is no border at 

the time of the migratory event, the “time of the border crossing” has priority on the “time 

of reference”. 

 C. Internal migrants 

71. Internal migrants are broadly defined as persons who are usually resident in a 

particular geographical area and who have previously been resident in another geographical 

area in the country. In operational terms the geographical area is identified as the smallest 

civil division. Internal migrants are, therefore, defined as those who are usually resident in a 

civil division at the time of the census and who have previously been resident in another 

civil division within the country, where the civil division is identified at the smallest civil 

level. In order to provide relevant information on internal migrants, a detailed classification 

  

 4 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration – Revision 1, United Nations, 1998, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/58/Rev.1, paragraph 189. 
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should distinguish local, intra-regional or inter-regional moves. Movements within smallest 

civil divisions should be considered as residential mobility, not as internal migrations. 

72. Persons who are international immigrants — who, regardless of country of birth or 

citizenship, have at some point in their lives been usually resident in another country — 

may also be counted as internal migrants if, in addition to their international move, they 

also moved internally and they were resident elsewhere in the country prior to the census. 

 D. Country/place of birth (core topic) 

73. Place of birth is relevant for the analysis of both internal (lifetime) and international 

migration. Place of birth can be collected according to either the geographical unit in which 

the birth took place or to the place of usual residence of the mother at the time of the birth. 

Countries should collect the information according to the criterion that better suits their 

information needs. Some countries may collect information according to both criteria. For 

persons born in the country, information on the smallest civil division should be collected. 

For persons born outside the country, it is sufficient to collect information on the country of 

birth. Country of birth is used to distinguish between native-born and foreign-born 

residents. 

74. For purposes of international comparability as well as for internal use, information 

on country of birth should be collected on the basis of international boundaries existing at 

the time of the census. It is recommended that the information on this topic be collected and 

coded in the most feasible detailed manner. For the foreign-born, the country of birth 

should be coded, based on the three-digit alphabetical codes presented in the classification 

issued by UNSD5. 

75. Countries may wish to add a category of “born in the country” according to the 

boundaries at the time of the event for those countries where it is sensitive to consider some 

respondents foreign-born where they had to leave their place because of war or because of 

dissolution of countries. In general, the foreign-born category should be considered where 

there is an act of crossing a border. 

 E. Country of citizenship (core topic) 

76. Citizenship is defined as the particular legal bond between an individual and his/her 

State, acquired by birth or naturalization, whether by declaration, option, marriage or other 

means according to the national legislation. Citizenship is used to identify the foreign 

population, that is persons resident in the country but who do not hold the citizenship of the 

country of enumeration. 

77. Country of citizenship should be collected separately from a question on country of 

birth. 

78. Information on country of citizenship should be collected for all persons and coded 

in the most feasible detailed manner, based on the three-digit alphabetical codes presented 

in the classification issued by UNSD (Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/49/Rev.4/). This classification of countries and areas is a useful tool 

for developing a classification of citizenships but it should be noted that country of birth 

and country of citizenship are not necessarily the same. Attention should be paid in 

  

 5 Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use, ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/49/Rev.4/ 

(http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49.htm)  

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/m49/m49.htm
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considering the dependent territories that are included in the classification above but that 

may not have their own citizenship. For reasons of international comparability, countries of 

citizenship should be collected according to the list of countries recognized by the United 

Nations, and not according to whether the country of enumeration recognizes a country.  

79. Provisions should be made in order to obtain separate data for stateless persons, that 

is, persons without a recognized citizenship of a state. 

80. Information on all citizenships held by respondents should be collected, in order to 

identify the f population with dual or multiple citizenships. 

81. It is recommended that when collecting information on dual citizenships that 

consideration be given to which is the first and the second citizenship with the first being 

the reporting country, that is the country of citizenship where the respondent lives6. 

 F. Ever resided abroad and year of arrival in the country (core topic) 

82. This topic focuses on all persons who have ever resided outside the current country 

of usual residence, regardless of country of birth or citizenship and regardless of other 

changes of usual residence that may have occurred inside the country. In order to collect 

information on this topic, individuals should be asked whether they have ever had a usual 

residence abroad. Information on this topic also allows to identifying the group of 

international migrants (see paragraph 365) and their arrival in a country as an international 

migrant For those who ever resided abroad, the year of arrival in the current country of 

residence should also be collected. 

83. For international migrants, the year of arrival is defined as the year in which the 

person first established his or her usual residence in the country, or in other words when the 

person first moved to the country in order to live there. Recording the year of arrival is 

preferable to providing pre-coded answers in terms of time intervals7.  

84. The purpose of this topic is to measure the duration of residence of international 

migrants in the host country. It is preferable to measure duration using the time of arrival, 

rather than the number of years elapsed since arrival in the country, because time of arrival 

is likely to yield more accurate information8. In order to have more detailed information on 

the time of arrival, information may be collected also on the month of arrival. 

85. The year of arrival should be the calendar year when the person most recently 

established usual residence in the country.  

86. Guidance to enumerators and respondents should emphasise that this item relates 

only to the most recent immigration to the country since difficulties of understanding may 

occur where a person has established residence in the country on more than one occasion. 

87. Some countries may also wish to collect information on the year that permanent 

residency was granted for international migrants. This may be different than the year of 

arrival.  

  

 6 Countries part of the European Union may wish to consult the Eurostat guidelines, “Implementing 

core variables in EU social surveys”, Draft Methodological Guidelines, 2011, for determining how to 

report dual citizenships.  

 7 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration – Revision 1, United Nations, 1998, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/58/Rev.1, paragraph 199. 

 8 For those arrived in recent years the individual calendar year should be recorded while broader time 

intervals could be used for those arrived in previous periods. 
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88. Place of previous usual residence within the country should be collected as a 

separate topic. It is an important topic for analysis of internal migration as well as to 

capture information on returning nationals to the home country.  

 G. Country of previous usual residence abroad (non-core topic) 

89. For persons that have ever resided abroad, the country of previous residence may 

also be recorded. For purposes of international comparability as well as for internal use, 

information on country of previous residence should be collected on the basis of 

international boundaries existing at the time of the census. It is recommended that the 

information on this topic be collected and coded in the most feasible detailed manner, based 

on the three-digit alphabetical codes presented in the classification issued by UNSD 

(Standard Country or Area Codes for Statistical Use, ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/49/Rev.4/). 

 H. Total duration of residence in the country (non-core topic) 

90. This topic focuses on the total duration of residence in the country of international 

migrants (see paragraph 365). Total duration is defined as the total number of years that the 

ever-international migrant has resided in the country, taking into account all periods of 

residence including the last one. This topic provides additional information with respect to 

the year of last arrival (see paragraphs 380–381) only for those persons who established 

residence in the country on more than one occasion. 

 I. Previous place of usual residence and date of arrival in the current 

place (core topic) 

91. This topic provides information on geographic and time patterns of migration moves 

to the current place of residence. The intent of this topic is to capture information on 

internal migrants. It is recommended that the place of previous residence should be 

identified in terms of the smallest civil division. 

92. In operational terms this topic can be implemented in two modes: 

(a) Extensive mode: by enquiring into year and month of arrival in the current 

place of usual residence plus previous place of usual residence; or 

(b) Reduced mode: by enquiring into place of usual residence one year prior to 

the census. 

 J. Year and month of arrival in the current place 

93. In the extensive mode year and month of arrival should be the calendar year and 

month when the person most recently established residence in the current place of usual 

residence. The information is important for measuring long- and short-term internal 

migration. In order to reduce the burden on respondents’ month of arrival could be asked 

only of those who arrived in the calendar year before the census9. The previous place of 

usual residence is defined in terms of the smallest civil division. From the joint use of the 

two questions it is possible to analyse patterns and timing of internal migration. If the 

  

 9 For those arrived in recent years the individual calendar year should be recorded while broader time 

intervals could be used for those arrived in previous periods 
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previous place of usual residence was outside the country, the country of residence should 

be collected. 

 K. Place of usual residence one year prior to the census 

94. The reduced mode is primarily intended to allow patterns of recent migration to be 

studied. If the place of usual residence one year prior to the census was inside the country, 

this should be identified as the smallest civil division. If the place of usual residence one 

year prior to the census was outside the country, the country of residence should be 

collected. 

95. The reduced mode gives information on persons that arrived in the current place of 

residence during the last year, and this information can be compared to the corresponding 

information provided by the extended mode. However, the extensive mode also provides 

important information on migrations that took place in previous years. Countries should 

select either one or other of the two modes on the basis of their information needs. 

96. Both extensive and reduced mode provide only partial information on international 

migration and it is therefore recommended to use the topic “Ever resided abroad and year of 

arrival in the country” (see paragraph 379) to collect precise information on the timing of 

international immigration. 

 L. Place of usual residence five years prior to the census (non-core topic) 

97. If the question on the place of usual residence one year prior to the census is asked 

(that is the reduced mode is selected for the topic “Previous place of usual residence and 

date of arrival in the current place”), the place of usual residence five years prior to the 

census could also be asked. This extension of the time interval allows the capture of a larger 

number of moves at the cost of an increased uncertainty about the exact timing of the 

migration. If the place of usual residence five years prior to the census was inside the 

country, it is intended to be the smallest civil division. If the place of usual residence five 

years prior to the census was outside the country, the country of residence should be 

collected. 

 M. Reason for migration (non-core topic) 

98. Some countries may wish to collect information on reasons for international and/or 

internal migration. This topic should refer to the main reason that drove the respondent to 

undertake the most recent migratory move. It is recommended that only one main reason 

for migration should be recorded. Some examples of categories are: migrants for 

employment, migrants for education and training, and migrants for family reunification or 

family formation, migrants admitted for humanitarian reasons10. It may be most appropriate 

to include this topic as a sub-question of the item on residence abroad (see paragraph 382) 

or as a sub-question of the item on the previous place of usual residence (see paragraph 

384). 

  

 10 Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration – Revision 1, United Nations, 1998, 

ST/ESA/STAT/SER.M/58/Rev.1, Box 4, pages 45-46. 
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 N. Country of birth of parents (non-core topic) 

99. Countries with a significant number of immigrants may want to collect information 

on the country of birth of parents. Information on the country of birth of parents (father and 

mother) should be asked of all resident persons following the same indications given for the 

country of birth. This topic permits the identification of the group of descendants of 

foreign-born. Special attention should be paid in collecting this topic in countries where 

boundaries have undergone major changes (see paragraph 369). 

100. The use of country of birth of parents is suggested in order to identify the group of 

descendants of immigrants since it is based on objective and reliable information. This 

topic is recommended in order to collect valuable information on integration processes and 

outcomes of immigrants and their descendants. 

101. In case of adopted children, reference should always be made to legal parents. 

 O. Citizenship acquisition (non-core topic) 

102. Countries with a significant number of naturalized persons may want to collect 

information on the way the national citizenship was acquired, either at birth or by 

naturalization or other means according to the national legislation. 

103. Some countries may also wish to include, for naturalized citizens, questions on the 

year of acquisition of citizenship and the type of naturalization (by marriage, by residence, 

by legal status, etc.). 

104. In countries that have emerged from the break-up of former States, an additional 

typology of citizenship acquisition may be added which should refer to those who received 

the national citizenship when the new state was created. This typology should include those 

who were recognized as national citizens when the regulation on citizenship of the newly 

created state came into force. 

 P. Persons with foreign/national background (derived non-core topic) 

105. The group of persons with a foreign background is composed of those persons 

whose parents were born outside the country. The persons in this group may or may not 

have directly experienced an international migration. 

106. Persons whose parents were born in the country form the group of persons with a 

national background. Those persons who have one parent born in the country and the other 

one born abroad form the group of persons with a mixed background. 

107. Countries that do not ask for country of birth of parents but for acquisition of 

citizenship can approximate information on the foreign/national background by using the 

following rules: 

(a) Persons having national citizenship since birth will be considered as having 

national background. 

(b) Persons who have got the national citizenship by naturalization or other 

means will be considered as having foreign background. 

(c) Persons without the national citizenship (that is all foreign citizens) will be 

considered as having foreign background. 

108. When using the topic on citizenship acquisition to identify national/foreign 

background, the following issues should be considered:  



ECE/CES/GE.41/2013/16 

 17 

(a) Persons with foreign background cannot be identified if, by the time of their 

birth, their foreign-born parents had already acquired the citizenship of the country. 

(b) Persons with mixed background cannot be identified. 

109. Persons with national/foreign background cannot be identified through a question on 

citizenship acquisition in countries where granting of citizenship is based on the country of 

birth (jus soli principle). 

 Q. Population groups relevant to international migration (derived non-

core topic) 

110. This topic provides a classification of the population groups that can be identified by 

on the basis of the following topics:  

(a) Joint use of place of birth and citizenship; and 

(b) Joint use of place of birth, citizenship and place of birth of parents. 

111. On the basis of the two-core topics, place of birth and citizenship, the following 

population groups can identified: 

(1.0) Foreign-born foreigners: persons born abroad without the citizenship of the 

country. This group will include the foreign-born immigrants who did not acquire the 

citizenship of the host country. 

(2.0) Native-born foreigners: persons born in the country without the citizenship of 

the country. This group will be in large part formed by those descendants of foreign-born 

who did not get the citizenship of the host country. 

(3.0) Foreign-born nationals: persons born abroad and having the citizenship of the 

country. This group will in large part formed by persons with national background who 

were born abroad and by persons with foreign background who eventually got the 

citizenship of the host country.  

(4.0) Native-born nationals: persons born in the country with the citizenship of the 

country. This group will be in large part formed by native-born with national background. It 

will also include those descendants of foreign-born who got the citizenship of the country. 

112. Based on the two core topics, place of birth and citizenship, and the non-core topic 

place of birth of parents the population groups identified in table 1 can be derived: 

Table 1 

Classification of population according to country of birth of parents, country of birth 

and citizenship 

Place of birth 

of parents Place of birth Citizenship Description of the population group 

Country of 

census 

Country of 

census 

National 1. Native-born nationals with national background: persons with 

the country’s citizenship and whose parents were born in the 

country. This group usually includes the large majority of the 

population. 

Foreigner 2. Native-born foreigners with national background: foreign 

citizens who were born in the country and whose parents were 

also born in the country. In principle this is a small population 

group. It may include members of the so-called third generation, 

persons with double citizenship who report only the foreign one 
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Place of birth 

of parents Place of birth Citizenship Description of the population group 

or other persons with special cases.  

Abroad National 3. Foreign-born nationals with national background: nationals 

who were born abroad but whose parents were born in the 

country. This group usually includes children of emigrants 

returned to the country of origin of their parents. This group can 

be sizeable, especially in countries that in the past experienced 

large emigration flows. Foreign-born adopted children will also 

be part of this group. 

Foreigner 4. Foreign-born foreigners with national background: foreign 

citizens who were born abroad but whose parents were born in 

the country. Children of former emigrants can also be included in 

this group, if not entitled to national citizenship. This group is in 

principle very small. 

Abroad Country of 

census 

National 5. Native-born nationals with 

foreign background: persons born 

in the country whose parents were 

born abroad. This group includes 

children of international 

immigrants who have got the 

citizenship of the host country, 

either at birth or by naturalization. 

These two 

groups jointly 

form the 

group of 

descendants 

of foreign-

born. This 

group is also 

defined as 

native-born 

with foreign 

background.  

These 

groups 

jointly form 

the group of 

persons with 

foreign 

background 

Foreigner 6. Native-born foreigners with 

foreign background: foreign 

citizens born in the country but 

whose parents were born abroad. In 

this group there are children of 

immigrants who did not get the 

citizenship of the host country. 

Abroad National 7. Foreign-born nationals with 

foreign background: nationals born 

abroad whose parents were also 

born abroad. This group includes 

the foreign-born immigrants who 

got naturalized. 

These two 

groups jointly 

form the 

foreign-born 

with foreign 

background. 

This group is 

often referred 

to as the first 

generation. 

Foreigner 8. Foreign-born foreigners with 

foreign background: foreign-born 

foreigners with foreign 

background. This group includes 

the foreign-born immigrants living 

in the host countries and keeping 

their original citizenship. In many 

countries this is the largest group 

among all those with foreign 

background. 
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 R. Population with refugee background (derived non-core topic) 

113. Population with refugee background includes persons who were “forced migrants” 

and immediate family members of forced migrants. The population with refugee 

background can only be identified if the topic on reason for migration is included. 

114. The count of the stock of refugees (persons being granted asylum under national 

regulations and/or international conventions) living in a country is often difficult because of 

mobility of persons and administrative procedures, like changes in the formal status of the 

refugee. Countries may use different definitions of the stock of refugees, with specific legal 

and administrative implications. How individuals perceive themselves may be different 

again from the legal situation within a country. At the international level, it is suggested to 

use the common definition of population with refugee background, a group of persons 

having experienced (directly or indirectly) a forced migration. This group can be useful for 

cross-country and across time analyses. 

115. The narrow definition of this population group includes: 

(a) Persons who declared that their main reason for migration was “Forced 

migration”. 

116. The broad definition of this population group also includes (in addition to group A 

above):  

(b) Foreign-born persons who declared that their main reason for migration was 

“Family” and are members of the same family nucleus of a person of the group A. 

(c) Native-born children members of the same family nucleus of the parents and 

having both parents of the group A or one parent in the group A and the other parent of the 

group B. 

117. Further relevant details, such as country of birth, citizenship or date of arrival in the 

country can be obtained by tabulating the population with a refugee background according 

to the other relevant topics. 

 S. Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs) (derived non-core topic) 

118. In countries where massive flows of internal migration occurred as a consequence of 

dramatic events like wars, social unrests, natural or environmental disasters, it is important 

to measure the size of the group of IDPs (Internally Displaced Persons). In countries having 

experienced such phenomena, it can be important to include a question on the reason for 

internal migrations. The group of IDPs includes the persons who declared that their main 

reason for internal migration was ‘Forced migration’ and their dependants living in the 

same household at the time of the census, including children born after the forced 

migration. The date of arrival and the place of previous residence are important 

characteristics of IDPs and may be obtained by cross-tabulation with other topics. 

 III. Ethno-cultural characteristics — Proposed text for CES 
Recommendations for 2020 census round 

119. This section presents a proposal on text on ethno-cultural characteristics for the CES 

Recommendations for the 2020 census round. The proposal was formulated by the UNECE 

Task Force on Migration and Ethno-Cultural Characteristics and the UNECE Steering Group 

on Population and Housing Censuses. It was developed based on the results of the UNECE 

survey on national practices in the 2010 census round and on a thorough review of the text of 
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the CES Recommendations for the 2010 census round. The revisions to the text are proposed 

largely for reasons of clarity, and no major substantive changes are proposed to the text. 

 A. Introduction 

120. Data on ethno-cultural characteristics of the population are of increasing relevance to 

countries of the UNECE region in the context of migration, integration and minority policies. 

121. Countries with a culturally diverse population may wish to collect information on 

the ethnic identity (or composition) of the population, on mother tongue, the knowledge and 

practice of languages as well as on religious communities and denominations. They are all 

characteristics which allow people the flexibility to express their ethno-cultural identity in 

the way that they choose.  

122. They may also wish to collect information on the ethno-cultural characteristics of 

parents and grand-parents (ancestry) to gain a deeper understanding of the origins of the 

population and of integration processes. 

123. Ethno-cultural characteristics have generally a subjective dimension as there is often 

no common understanding as to what “characteristic” or “concept” is really being measured 

in a particular census. Moreover, different countries will adopt different concepts. The 

ethno-cultural characteristics can also be politically sensitive and may apply to very small, 

yet identifiable population sub-groups. The free and open declaration of the respondents is 

therefore of essential importance. Members of certain minority groups may be particularly 

vulnerable to discrimination on the grounds of ethnic group or religion. Special care, 

therefore, may be required in census procedures and outputs relating to ethnic group and 

religion in order to demonstrate to respondents that appropriate data protection and 

disclosure control measures are in place. In some cases, countries may even wish to collect 

such data on a voluntary basis if this is permitted by national legislation. 

124. Countries may wish to implement special monitoring mechanisms in relation with 

the collection of data on ethno-cultural characteristics to guarantee the free declaration of 

the respondents and data protection 

125. For these reasons, together with the fact that the collection of information on topics 

such as ethnicity and religion may be prohibited by law in some UNECE countries, the 

topics covered in this Chapter are all included as non-core. 

126. It is generally the case that data on registers or administrative sources only are of 

limited relevance to the topic and can at best cover only certain aspects, such as the formal 

membership of a church or religious community or the official language of communication 

between the government and households in a multilingual environment.  

127. It is recommended that in drafting and testing census questions, defining 

classifications and in designing statistical outputs, consultations should be undertaken with 

representatives of ethnic, language and religious communities. This is as important as 

engaging with such groups on the procedures, reasons for, and the conduct of, the census 

among minority populations in order to assure transparency, equality of treatment, a better 

understanding of the reasons for the questions and collecting such information and the full 

participation of the population.  

 B. Ethnicity (non-core topic) 

128. Ethnicity, as broadly defined, is based on a shared understanding of the history and 

territorial origins (regional, national) of an ethnic group or community as well as on 
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particular cultural characteristics, such as language and/or religion and/or specific customs 

and ways of life. 

129. Countries with long-established multi-ethnic minority communities and/or recently 

arrived immigrant populations may wish to collect information on the ethnic composition 

of the population or of certain subgroups of the population. The data are relevant for the 

understanding of the cultural diversity of the population, the position of ethnic groups in 

society as well as for the definition and monitoring of equality and anti- discrimination 

policies. Ethnicity provides a more accurate picture of the stock of immigrant populations 

than can be obtained from information on country of birth or country of parents’ birth 

alone, which will not be relevant for second and third generation immigrants. However, 

respondents’ understanding or views about ethnicity, awareness of their family background, 

the number of generations that have lived in a country, and the length of time since 

immigration are all possible factors affecting the reporting of ethnicity in a census.  

130. Moreover, ethnicity is multi-dimensional and is more a process than a static concept, 

and so ethnic classification should be treated as dynamic with movable boundaries. This 

may mean that classifications of ethnic categories will change between censuses which, 

while mirroring society at any one time, may lead to a degree of non-comparability between 

one census and another. 

131. Ethnic identity can be measured using a variety of concepts, including ethnic 

ancestry or origin, ethnic group, cultural origins, nationality, race, colour, minority status, 

tribe, language, religion or various combinations of these concepts. But for census purposes 

an affiliation with certain ethnic group is distinct from an affiliation with a language and/or 

religious group, although overlaps may be frequent. The combined collection and analysis 

of data on several ethno-cultural characteristics is particularly informative for the 

understanding of a country’s cultural diversity. 

132. In some countries, ethnicity is also related to physical or racial characteristics of the 

population (in particular colour, for example White, Black). Data on physical or racial 

characteristics can be used in this way to identify “visible minorities”. 

133. Some countries may consider collecting data on ancestry and ethnic origin of parents 

and grandparents, but generally it is not recommended that the census should seek to collect 

information on persons other than the data subject and other household members.  

134. Data on ethnicity should not be confounded with data on country of citizenship or 

country of birth. The use of the term nationality in place of ethnicity should be avoided. 

135. The method and the wording of the question used to collect ethnicity data can 

influence the choices that respondents make regarding their ethnic identity and current 

ethnic identification. The subjective nature of the subject, together with the requirement to 

allow increasing numbers of persons of mixed ethnicity to identify themselves (and/or their 

children) as such, requires that information on ethnicity be acquired through self-

declaration of a respondent, and also that respondents have the option of describing their 

identity in their own words. Census questions should therefore provide, in addition to any 

pre-coded response options, the facility for write-in (open) responses. Also, to guarantee the 

free self-declaration of ethnicity, respondents should be allowed to indicate “none” or “not 

declared” when asked for their ethnicity. 

136. Respondents should be free to indicate more than one ethnic affiliation or a 

combination of ethnic affiliations if they wish so. Countries should explain in the census 

instructions and the census documentations how the ethnicity of children from mixed 

couples is to be reported (for example, explicit instructions to allow respondents to provide 

multiple responses and/or to allow for responses such as bi-racial).  
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137. When producing classifications of ethnic groups for the purposes of outputs, census 

agencies will need to be aware of the sensitivity and potential disclosiveness of the data, 

particularly at the lower geographic levels. While small numbers for certain groups may be 

subject to disclosure risks, countries should be careful in not setting a release threshold so 

high as to mask the reporting of minorities in census outputs.  

138. Classifications on ethnicity will depend essentially on national conditions and 

concepts and the uses to which the information is put. Consequently for these reasons, and 

because the ethno-cultural composition of countries will vary widely and no internationally 

comparable classification is recommended.  

139. Countries should document the basic criteria and classification procedures for 

ethnicity and inform the data users about the scientific and socio-political concepts on 

which they are based.  

140. In countries where it is relevant, ethnicity questions can be used to collected 

information on indigenous populations. Generally, indigenous peoples of a particular 

country are social groups with an identity (or even in some cases legal status) that are 

distinct from the social and cultural identity of the dominant society in that country (such as 

people of Inuit, First Nations, Celtic or Roma origins.) 

 C. Religion (non-core topic) 

141. Religion is generally regarded as a set of beliefs and practices, usually involving 

acknowledgment of a divine or higher being, power or principle, by which people order the 

conduct of their lives both practically and in a moral sense. For the purposes of collecting 

information in a census, this concept may be defined as either:  

(a) a religious or spiritual belief or faith, regardless of whether or not this belief 

or faith is represented by an organised group or body; or  

(b) an affiliation with, or membership of, an organised group or body having 

specific religious or spiritual tenets and/or practices. 

142. Countries that are traditionally multi-denominational or have significant immigrant 

populations with different religions may wish to collect data on religion (in addition to, or 

instead of, data on ethnicity).  

143. Each country that collects religion in its census should use the definition most 

appropriate to its specific information needs and circumstances. Depending on those needs 

and circumstances, the following data on religion may be collected: 

• Formal membership of a church or a religious community 

• Identification with a certain religion, religious community or denomination 

• Religious belief whether practiced or not 

• Religion in which a person was brought up, or 

• Religious attendance or observance. 

144. The decision to collect and disseminate information on religion in a national census 

is dependent upon a number of considerations and national circumstances, including, for 

example, the national needs for such information, and the suitability and sensitivity of 

asking a religion question in a country’s census.  

145. Owing to the particular sensitive nature of a question on religion, special care may 

be required to demonstrate to respondents that appropriate data protection and disclosure 

control measures are in place. It is important that the responding public be informed of the 
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potential uses and needs for this information. Census agencies should explain in the census 

instructions during collection the chosen concept(s) and definition(s) and where a question 

has been included on a voluntary basis, this should be made explicitly clear to the 

respondent at the time the data are collected. For privacy reasons, in some countries any 

question on religion may be voluntary. 

146. Data should always be based on the free self-declaration of a person and 

questionnaires should, as with ethnicity, include write-in (open) responses to allow small or 

obscure groups local denominations to identify freely. Whatever the mode of questions(s) 

used, respondents should allowed to declare “no religion” and/or be given the option not to 

provide the information (that is “no response”). Countries should explain in the census 

instructions and the census documentation how the religion of children from mixed couples 

is to be reported.  

147. Countries should explain clearly, in any census outputs or instructions during data 

collection, the definitions(s) that has been used.  

148. Classifications should be comprehensive. They should include at the finest level: 

groups of religions, religions, and subsets of religions, such as, religious denominations, 

administrative and organizational groupings, groups of churches, churches, and breakaway 

groups as well as belief systems that may not generally considered as conventional 

religions. 

149. To increase consistency and comparability of data, the following classification of 

world-wide religions is recommended on the highest level: 

(1.0) Christianity  

(1.1) Catholic  

(1.2) Orthodox  

(1.3) Protestant (including Anglican, Baptist, Brethren, Calvinist, 

Evangelical, Lutheran, Methodist, Pentecostal, Pietist, Presbyterian, 

Reformed, and other Protestant groups) 

(1.4) Jehovah’s Witnesses 

(1.5) Oriental Christian 

(1.6) Other Christian  

(2.0) Islam  

(2.1) Alawit (Nusayris) 

(2.2) Ismaili (Seveners) 

(2.3) Ithna'ashari (Twelvers) 

(2.4) Shia 

(2.5) Sufi 

(2.6) Sunni 

(2.7) Zaydi (Fivers) 

(3.0) Judaism  

(4.0) Buddhism  

(5.0) Hinduism  

(6.0) Sikhism 
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(7.0) Other religious groups  

(8.0) No religion 

150. The amount of detail collected and disseminated on this topic will be dependent 

upon the information needs and requirements of each country. 

 D. Language (non-core topic) 

151. Multilingual countries and countries with significant immigrant populations may 

wish to collect data on languages that are currently spoken to written as an additional mode 

of measuring cultural identity and integration. In addition, where a country has more than 

one official language, it may be necessary to include questions on the use of the official 

languages for legislative or policy requirements. Depending on information needs the 

collection of data on one or more of the following concepts are recommended: 

(a) “Mother tongue”, defined as the first language spoken in early childhood at 

home. 

(b) Main language, defined as the language which the person commands best. 

(c) Usual language(s), defined as the ones most often currently spoken at home 

and/or work. 

(d) Knowledge of language(s), defined as the ability to speak and/or write one or 

more designated languages. 

152. Data relating to each concept is likely to meet a different analytical purpose or 

policy need. Data on (a) to (c) are relevant to understand processes of language change and 

to determine language regions and language groups of ethnic or cultural origin. Such 

questions will generally refer to one language only. Multiple languages may be required for 

the mother tongue and main languages of minority groups. 

153. Data on (d) are relevant to understand language practices and knowledge of 

languages, including official national languages and languages learned at school. Questions 

will often refer to several languages and should thus allow for multiple responses. 

154. Each country should decide which, if any of these types of information, or variants 

of them, is relevant to its own information needs. International comparability should not 

necessarily be a major factor in determining the type of data collected on this subject. 

However, it is recommended that countries should ask more than one question regarding 

language, and to combine at least one question measure cultural identity (a) to (c) with a 

question on literacy (d). 

155. As with ethnicity and religion, the population of many language groups are small. It 

is therefore recommended that countries should include a write-in (open) response in any 

census question in relation to (a) to (c). Questions in relation to (d) should attempt to 

measure different levels of literacy. 

156. Countries should explain the chosen concepts and definitions and document the 

classification procedures for languages in the census documentation and reports. 

157. Classifications should be comprehensive and include wherever possible (and subject 

to disclosure constraints) separate languages to the finest level possible, regional dialects as 

well as invented and sign languages. 

    


