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I  Background 

1. Population and Housing Census is definitely the most well-known statistical action, at least in 

the countries where the register-based census has not been introduced. In case of traditional 

data collection (data is collected from residents), the success of census-taking depends to a 

great extent on people’s willingness to participate in the census. To achieve that, it is 

necessary to reach all people in the country and establish an understanding of the importance 

of the census. On the one hand, such nationwide activity offers a very good opportunity for 

the statistical institution to improve its reputation in the society.  On the other hand, it also 

entails serious reputation-related risks in case of any failures. Therefore, the organisation of 

the census is a tremendous challenge in terms of communication, and in case of such an 

extensive communications campaign it is essential to measure the effectiveness of 

communication activities. 

 

2. This paper describes the communications campaign of the 2011 Population and Housing 

Census in Estonia: the goals of the communication, the main activities undertaken to achieve 

the goals, and measuring the effectiveness of communication.  

 

 

II 2011 Population and Housing Census in Estonia: an innovative approach brings about new 

challenges 

3. The 2011 Population and Housing Census was the eleventh census in the territory of Estonia; 

the first census was conducted in 1881 and the most recent previous one in 2000. Until now 

the censuses have been carried out traditionally, using paper questionnaires filled in by the 

interviewers (except for 1934 when people could also choose to complete the form 
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themselves). During the 2011 Population and Housing Census, the people of Estonia had, for 

the first time, an opportunity to choose how to participate in the census. For the very first 

time, e-census (i.e. census on the Internet) was introduced. As previously, it was also possible 

to present data to the interviewer during a face-to-face interview. From 31 December 2011 to 

1 February 2012, the permanent residents of Estonia could fill in questionnaires on the 

Internet. Those who did not participate in the e-census were visited by interviewers in the 

period of 20 February to 31 March 2012. Interviewers used laptops to record the data, so the 

census was also the first paper-free census in our census history. Therefore, we may say that 

the 2011 Population and Housing Census was untraditional with its new approach to data 

collection, and the prerequisite for the new approach was the active participation of the 

population. In terms of communication, this means it was necessary to not only inform the 

people about the census but to call them to action.  

 

4. The main goal of communication was to guarantee a high participation rate in the census and 

encourage as many people as possible to complete the census form online
2
. The 

communication was also necessary to facilitate the interviewers’ work – it had to establish a 

positive attitude towards their work. In order to achieve these goals it was necessary: 

 

- to introduce the purpose of the census, 

- to explain the importance of this nationwide survey, 

- to stress the necessity to submit the correct data, and 

- to introduce the different options for participating in the census and give instructions how 

to fill in the census form or how to recognise the interviewer. 

 

5. The main challenges in terms of communication were:  

- a long period of data collection: there was a need to engage the attention of the public for 

three months in succession; 

- a complicated process with different stages of data collection: first the e-census, followed 

by two weeks for data processing and then the fieldwork, when interviewers visited 

people who had not completed their census online; and 

- risks related to the endurance of the IT-system: since there was no previous experience of 

e-census, it was impossible to predict how many people would participate and if there was 

a threat of overload. 

 

III The 2011 Population and Housing Census communications campaign 

6. The slogan of the census communications campaign was “Everyone counts!” It includes three 

messages: at the same time as it carries the meaning that every individual is important for our 

society, it also stresses that the success of the census depends on all people (everyone needs 

to participate) and everyone can fill in the census form himself/herself. Taking into account 

the complexity of the census process, the communications campaign was divided into three 

parts
3
:  
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- informational campaign (December 2011), the goal of which was to inform all residents 

about the purpose of the census, timing etc. and about the two options to participate in the 

census;   

- e-census campaign (January 2012), which focussed on details of the e-census and was 

primarily targeted at Internet users in order to invite them to complete the census form 

online; 

- interview census campaign (February/March 2012), the goal of which was to inform 

about the start of the interview census, explain how to recognise the interviewer and make 

people feel secure.  

 

7. Most of the communication activities were carried out from December 2011 till the end of 

March 2012. The communication channels we used were direct marketing, TV, radio, 

outdoor and printed media. Direct marketing comprised the information leaflet sent to all 

households and the e-mail sent to the people who had subscribed to information messages 

from the State Portal of Estonia
4
. Also, e-mail reminders were sent at the beginning and at the 

end of the e-census period. In addition to those activities, contributory communication was 

done during 2011 and the period of data collection in 2012, such as events focusing on 

population-related topics, press conferences, online interviews with census organisers to offer 

people the opportunity to ask questions about the census, articles in the media and in the blog, 

active communication in social media, information leaflets and posters distributed via 

different organisations, including the private sector, census presentations in Parliament, local 

municipalities and so on. 

 

IV Measuring the effectiveness of the communications campaign 

8. The goal of the communications campaign was to reach at least 90% of the population of 

Estonia by the beginning of the census. The indicators of the effectiveness of the campaign 

which we deemed the most important to monitor were: people’s awareness of the census and 

willingness to participate in the e-census
5
.  

 

9. In order to get information about the coverage of the communications campaign, the media 

coverage was monitored on a daily basis. Statistics Estonia outsources media monitoring to a 

private company, which compiles a daily report of media mentions by date and topic (main 

statistical subject areas) and all mentions can be viewed in a web environment. Due to the 

need to get information about the mentions of the census, the keyword ‘census’ was added as 

a separate topic. It enabled us to get a quick overview about the media mentions of the census 

every day and to react if necessary. In addition to media monitoring, social media monitoring 

was also outsourced in order to get information on census-related discussions in social media. 

Usually, Statistics Estonia does not monitor social media systematically but due to the census 

we considered it relevant. Monitoring of social media helped us to discover what people were 

saying about the census, what problems they mentioned, etc. This was valuable information 

for formulating and addressing the communication messages. The number of page views on 
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the census website and of census-related blog articles was also monitored to get a general 

idea of the coverage of communication. 

 

10. In order to monitor people’s awareness of the census and their attitudes towards the census 

and Statistics Estonia, a special survey was outsourced to a research agency. The target group 

of the survey was the population aged 15–74, and 500 randomly chosen respondents were 

interviewed (telephone interviews) monthly from August 2011 to February 2012. There were 

12 questions in the survey questionnaire, which was compiled considering the most important 

indicators that reflect the effectiveness of the census communication campaign. Personal 

information of the respondent was also collected in order to analyse the results by region, sex, 

age, educational attainment, income, ethnicity and Internet use. The questions asked about the 

census were: 

 

 

- Are you aware that there will be a Population and Housing Census in Estonia in 2011? 

(Yes/No) 

- When will the census begin? (dates – three options were given) 

- On what date will the census data be recorded? (three options were given) 

- How will the census be organised? (only the number of people in each dwelling is 

recorded/a questionnaire is completed for every person, household and dwelling) 

- Data on different subjects are collected in the census. What do you regard as the most 

important? (size of population, migration, living conditions etc. (6 options)) 

- How important is the census for Estonia? (necessary, somewhat necessary, do not 

know, somewhat unnecessary, completely unnecessary) 

- Is participating in the census obligatory? (three options) 

- What are the options to participate in the census? (e-census, interview, it is possible to 

choose whether to participate in the e-census or answer the questions of an 

interviewer) 

- There are two options to participate in the census. Which one do you intend to use? 

(e-census, wait for the interviewer’s visit, do not know) 

- Do you trust Statistics Estonia as the organiser of the census (completely trust, 

somewhat trust, do not know, somewhat do not trust, do not trust at all) 

- How would you assess your awareness of the census? (well-informed, sufficiently 

informed, unable to say, insufficiently informed, not informed) 

- Would you like to get additional information about the census? (No, Yes). 

 

11. Results of the survey were analysed monthly and introduced to the census team and top 

management of Statistics Estonia. The population’s awareness of the census reached 98% by 

January 2012 (in August 2011, 57% of people knew about the census). Awareness of the 

census among young people, people with lower education and non-Estonians was 

significantly lower in August 2011, whereas by January 2012 the level of awareness in 

different population groups had equalized, which was a sign of the efficiency and good 

coverage of the communication activities. At the same time, the people’s need for additional 

information was decreasing. It was quite remarkable that the understanding of the necessity 

of the census as well as trust in Statistics Estonia was high already in August 2011 and 
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remained the same during the period that the survey was carried out. Therefore, it can be 

concluded that the advance communication, which started in early 2011, had achieved its goal 

and established a positive attitude towards the census. 

 

Figure 1. Main results of the survey of population’s awareness 

 

V Conclusion 

12. The described survey is the best method to get that kind of information about the 

effectiveness of communication activities. In case of such an extensive and important 

campaign, it is essential to monitor the results continuously in order to guarantee that we are 

moving in the right direction. The monitoring of media coverage, social media and web 

statistics is also useful but we cannot rely only on those methods since these do not enable us 

to get adequate information on people’s awareness and attitudes.  

 

13. Based on the results of the survey, some changes were made in the communications 

campaign. The major change was in the stage of the e-census. Our initial purpose was to 

invite people to participate in the e-census as soon as possible to achieve a high participation 

rate. Since the survey indicated that people’s willingness to participate was even higher than 

we had expected (more than 50% of respondents expressed their intention to participate), 

there was a risk that the e-census environment would not sustain a large number of users in 

the first days. Therefore, we changed the message of the campaign, stressing that there was 

no rush – the e-census would last for the whole month. A serious overload was avoided and 

as a result the e-census participation rate (about 2/3 of the population) exceeded all 

expectations. The indicator of trust reached as high as 93% by February, which is a sign that 

Statistics Estonia’s reputation improved due to the census.  
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