
        Working Paper No. 7 
        17 April 2003 
 
        ENGLISH ONLY 
 
UN STATISTICAL COMMISSION and STATISTICAL OFFICE OF THE 
UN ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR EUROPE EUROPEAN COMMUNITIES (EUROSTAT) 
 
CONFERENCE OF EUROPEAN STATISTICIANS 
 
 
Joint ECE-EUROSTAT Work Session on Population and Housing Censuses 
(Ohrid, The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, 21-23 May 2003) 
 
Session II – Invited paper 
 
 
 

FUTURE CENSUSES IN NORWAY – A REGISTER-BASED APPROACH 
 

Submitted by Statistics Norway1 
 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
1. The next census in Norway will be totally register based. For the first time all data will be 
collected from administrative sources, and a traditional data collection using questionnaires will not 
be conducted. Using data from registers is, however, not a new approach for Statistics Norway. For 
a number of years it has been the policy to collaborate with various governmental agencies in order 
to use administrative registers in the production of statistics. Censuses have played an important 
role in the development towards register-based statistics. The 1960 Census was the last fully 
traditional one. Since the 1970 Census, the use of administrative registers has increased. In 2001, 
the population part of the census was register based, while information on housing and households 
was collected from census forms.  
 
2. The 2001 census project had two major goals: 
•  Conducting a census for the year 2001; 
•  Establish a basis for future register based censuses, including establish a dwelling register 
 
3. This paper focuses on the approach for the next census. Since the future prospects to a high 
degree depend on the result of the 2001 Census, experiences from the 2001 Census project are also 
discussed. 
 
II. A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE USE OF REGISTERS IN NORWEGIAN CENSUSES 
 
4. The first Norwegian population census dates back more than 200 years. Up until the 1960s, 
all censuses were traditional. In 1964 the Central Population Register (CPR) was established, and 
an official, personal identification number was introduced. The 1960 Census provided the basis for 
allocating the official personal identification number, while the census of 1970 was used to check 
and update the CPR. After the CPR was established, it became the major source for all 
demographic statistics in Norway. 
 

                                                
1 Paper prepared by Harald Utne. 
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5. The 1970 Census was used to establish the Register of the Level of Education. During the 
sixties and seventies a number of administrative registers were established, all using the personal 
identification number. This resulted in an increase in the number of register-based statistics, as well 
as an increased use of household sample surveys. The role of the census was changed from being 
the main source of social and demographic statistics to just one of several sources. 
 
6. In the 1980 Census, administrative registers were used to rationalise data collection. Data 
capture by postal mail only, was introduced. The questionnaires were substantially shortened and 
only sent to people aged 16 years or older. Registers were also used during coding and editing of 
the data. Further, the census was used in establishing the Register on Ground Properties, Addresses 
and Buildings (GAB-register). Especially in the set-up of basis statistical units (small geographical 
units designed for dissemination of statistics) the census data played an important role.  
 
7. In the 1990 Census, information on demography, education and income, as well as 
geographical characteristics, was collected from registers. Labour market data and data on 
households and housing were collected by questionnaires from a sample of the population. A 
statistical register for labour market data was established and used as supplementary information 
when producing tables of labour market characteristics. Little or no information on households and 
housing was available from existing registers. 
 
8. The 2001 Population Census was based entirely on registers. The Housing Census was a 
full coverage survey with a questionnaire for every occupied dwelling. A dwelling register was 
established as a part of the census project.  
 
III. THE 2001 CENSUS PROJECT 
 
9. When the planning of the 2001 Census started, the first questions to be answered were 
related to data collection. Experiences from the 1990 Census clearly showed that the use of 
sampling should be avoided. In other words, it was necessary to collect data from all individuals, 
either by questionnaires or by using data from registers.  
 
Figure 1.  Data collection in Census 2001 
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10. Figure 1 shows the data collection chosen for the 2001 Census. Most relevant data on 
persons (place of residence, demography, education, labour market, income etc) could be collected 
from existing registers. There were only a few exceptions, mainly for labour market variables. 
Journey to work was not accessible from any existing register, and there were quality problems 
concerning data on occupation. The decision therefore was to have a register based Population 
Census. 
 
11. However, it was recognised that considerable resources had to be allocated to improve 
register data to secure quality and transform concepts and definitions in the registers to those of the 
census. Resources were allocated to most of the relevant register systems, but improving the labour 
market data was a main effort. As stated in chapter 2, labour market variables had not been 
register-based in previous censuses. One important issue was to establish a link between the 
business register and the address part of the GAB-register, in other word to assign co-ordinates to 
establishments (working places). Further, the register of Level of education had to be updated with 
education taken abroad.  
 
12. For the 2001 Census, very little data on housing and households was available in existing 
registers. The decision was therefore to conduct a traditional housing census with a questionnaire 
for every household. As shown in figure 1, information on households, families and couples was 
based on a combination of data from questionnaires and registers. Information on dwellings was 
mainly based on questionnaires, but some information on buildings was collected from the GAB-
register. Geographical characteristics were collected from the address of part of the GAB-register. 
 
13. It is important to notice, however, that the plan for the 2001 Census in Norway was also a 
plan for establishing a basis for future register based censuses.  
 
Figure 2. Register data before and after Census 2001 
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14. As shown in figure 2, two main parts of the register system had to be improved. The first 
was to establish a dwelling register, or more precisely, to extend the GAB-register to comprise 
dwellings. The second was to establish links between persons in the CPR and dwellings in the 
GAB-register. In order to achieve this, a Dwelling Address Project was started. 
 
IV. THE DWELLING ADDRESS PROJECT 
 
15. The Dwelling Address project was started in January 2000 with two main goals  
 
•  Extend the GAB-register to comprise dwellings;  
•  Establish a link between persons and dwellings 
 
16. This chapter gives a short description of the main activities in the project and the results 
achieved so far. 
 
17. Until 1983 building was the smallest observation unit in the GAB-register. There was no 
information on dwellings in multi-dwelling buildings. From 1983 new multi-dwelling buildings 
were registered in GAB, including information on dwellings. What was needed in the DAP was an 
upgrading of the GAB-register by adding information on dwellings in multi-dwelling buildings 
built before 1983. 
 
18. The official addresses in the Central Population Register (CPR) had to be extended to 
include dwelling numbers for persons living in multi-dwelling buildings, and a link must be 
established between the CPR and the GAB-register. The two registers did not have a mutual and 
unique identification key for linking persons and dwellings. This meant that persons living in 
multi-dwelling buildings could be linked to the building they were living in, but not to the 
dwelling. In other words, by using registers it was not possible to establish households as statistical 
units. 
 
19. The Dwelling Address Project is organised as a joint project with three participants: 
Statistics Norway, the Tax Inspectorate (in charge of the CPR) and the Norwegian Mapping 
Authority (in charge of the GAB-register). In addition, local authorities (municipalities) are playing 
an important role in the project. Statistics Norway is in charge of the project, and the project 
supervisor of the Census 2001 also became the leader of the DAP. In other words, the DAP is 
strongly integrated with the census project. 
 
IV.1 The main activities of the project 
 
20. The main activities of the project were the following: 
 
Co-ordinate existing addresses in CPR and GAB-register 
 
21. The most important element of this activity has been to establish new routines for co-
operation between the local authorities responsible for the updating of the two registers. In 1998 the 
mismatch between the registers was 4,5 percent. By the end of 2000 there was a mismatch for 0,5 
percent of the addresses. 
 
Identifying dwellings and reporting new addresses  
 
22. This was the most extensive part of the DAP, and the main part of the job was done by the 
municipalities. First new addresses were assigned to all dwellings in multi-dwelling buildings 
(existing address + standardised dwelling number). Then these addresses were reported to the 
GAB-register together with corrections of variables like type of building. This activity should be 
finished by 1 May 2001, but was in some municipalities substantially delayed. 
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Labelling the dwellings 
 
23. Labels were sent to owners of multi-dwelling buildings, and the owners were asked to put 
the labels inside the frame of the entrance door. The labels were sent in the beginning of October 
2001, that was approximately one month before Census day. 
 
Establishing a link between dwellings and persons 
 
24. The Housing Census was used as a tool to link dwellings and persons. The respondents 
were asked to fill in the dwelling number on the census form. In this way all members of the 
household should be linked to a unique dwelling address. The personal identification number and 
extended address (including the dwelling number) was transferred from SN to the CPR in summer 
2002. 
 
Collecting information on dwellings for updating the GAB-register. 
 
25. Information on dwellings and buildings was collected in the Housing Census. Some, but 
not all, of this information should be transferred to the GAB-register for updating of information on 
dwellings built before 1983. The variables to be transferred were the following: Floor space, type 
of heating, number of rooms, kitchen, toilet and bathing facilities, year of construction and lift. 
 
Updating the registers 
 
26. The Norwegian Mapping Authority will be responsible for updating the dwelling 
information in GAB by using information from the forms for application for a building license. 
Updating of the CPR is done by using information from the removal declarations. From October 
2001 the dwelling number has been a part of the official addresses in the CPR and hence included 
in the removal declarations. 
 
IV.2 The results of the project 
 
27. The response rate for the Housing Census was 93 per cent, including only forms containing 
usable information . However, the item non-response was quite high for some questions, and the 
question about the dwelling number being no exception. The result was that only 55 per cent of all 
persons living in multi-dwelling buildings were linked to a unique dwelling address. The non-
response was by far greatest in the municipality of Oslo. 
 
28. The reasons for this high non-response were several. First it turned out that not all dwelling 
had been identified correct by the local authorities. A great number of errors concerning labels 
were reported to the census help desk. Further some owners had not put up the labels in the 
doorframe, so the inhabitants were not aware of their dwelling number. And in some cases the 
inhabitants did not report the dwelling number even if they had received one.  
 
29. The identification and labelling of the dwellings was finished only one month before 
census day. The consequence was that errors reported by the households could not be corrected 
before the census. If the labelling had been done earlier, the non-response could probably have 
been reduced substantially. Since the DAP could not be started before January 2000 (the project 
was not approved by the Parliament for the 1999 budget), this was not possible.  
 
30. By the end of 2002, the CPR had been updated by information from removal declarations, 
and the coverage for dwelling numbers had reached 65 per cent. But still 450 000 persons were 
lacking a dwelling number in the CPR.  
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IV.3 Quality improvement in 2002 and 2003 
 
31. The results of the Dwelling Address Project were not considered to be satisfactory. For this 
reason the project was prolonged to 2003, and new initiatives were taken to improve the quality of 
address information in CPR. This second part of the project was named "Updating of dwelling 
numbers in the CPR". The main activities was 
 
•  Owners of dwellings that were not labelled were contacted. Owners with many dwellings were 

contacted first 
•  A new project for identifying and labelling dwellings in Oslo was set up 
•  An additional survey to collect address information for persons lacking a dwelling number in 

CPR should be conducted. Forms were sent to 130 000 families in February 2003, and another 
110 000 families will receive a form in November (mainly person living in Oslo) 

 
32. At the end of 2003 the coverage of dwelling numbers in the CPR will hopefully be 
satisfactory. The transfer of dwelling information from the Census to the GAB-register is also 
postponed to the end of 2003, in order to include as many dwelling as possible. 
 
33. As could be seen this means a substantial extension of the Dwelling Address Project. In 
particular, the additional survey could be describes as a "small scale census". Several activities 
from the census taking have been resumed, for instance establishing a help desk. However, these 
efforts are considered to be absolutely necessary to establish the basis for future register-based 
censuses. 
 
V. PREPARING FOR THE NEXT CENSUS 
 
34. The next census in Norway will be totally register-based. For the population part of the 
census, this was already the situation in 2001. For the housing part we will for the first time have to 
rely on register data only. 
 
V.1 The Population Census 
 
35. Most of the data used in the 2001 population census is already used in annual statistics and 
will be available for the next census without extra costs. However, for some variables 
improvements should be made. 
 
36. The plan was to include occupation in the 2001 Census. The register of employees was 
extended by this variable from 2000, but at Census time the coverage and quality of data was not 
good enough. For this reason, occupation was not included in the 2001 Census. Since this is 
considered to by a very important variable by many users, Statistics Norway is now, together with 
the authorities responsible for the register, working to improve the data quality. 
 
37. Another area that calls for improvement is the updating of education taken abroad. This 
must be done by improving the coverage of educational information in the relevant registers.  
 
V.2 The Housing Census 
 
38. In future censuses, data on households, families and couples will be collected from the 
CPR, and data on households from the GAB-register. As stated in chapter 4, the main condition is 
that the Dwelling Address Project is accomplished in a successful way, included the future 
updating of registers. In order to have a correct households composition in the statistics, all persons 
living in multi-dwelling buildings must have a correct dwelling number in CPR.  
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39. A "perfect" CPR will give us information on who is living together in a household, but not 
on how they are living together. In other words, the CPR will not always allow us to distinguish 
between household with one family and households with two ore more families. The main problem 
is to identify cohabiting couples without common children. There is no register information 
available to decide precisely who are cohabitants and who are just living together in the same 
dwelling. But there are variables that may indicate who are cohabitants and who are not, for 
instance family relations, age and gender. The data situation in Denmark and Finland is similar, and 
we will use the experiences from these countries to establish a classification system. The quality of 
the family statistics will to a high degree depend on this classification. 
 
40. In general Statistics Norway will have to establish new systems for data collection and 
processing, as well as for quality monitoring for register-based statistics on housing, households 
and families. A couple of projects have already started and more will follow. No doubt it will be 
necessary to use some resources in this area for the next years. 
 
VI. A REGISTER-BASED APPROACH - ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES 
 
VI.1 The producer's point of view 
 
41. The policy of Statistics Norway is to develop register-based statistics in all relevant fields. 
When necessary, register-based statistics should be supplemented by sample surveys covering 
specific items. Full covering censuses will normally not be conducted. This policy has two main 
advantages. The first is of course to reduce the costs. Furthermore, Statistics Norway should not 
ask the public to give information for statistical purposes unless absolutely necessary. Data 
collected by other governmental agencies should be used for statistical purposes as much as 
possible. The census approach is of course a part of this general policy  
 
VI.2 The user's point of view 
 
42. A very important question is of course: What are the users opinions on a new census 
approach? First, it is important to note that the users are mainly local and central planners, and that 
their requests are most often for small area statistics and statistics for other sub-groups. Since 
censuses in Norway have been partly register-based since 1970, we do have quite a lot of 
information on the users' opinion. In the planning of the 2001 Census, advisory groups and users' 
meetings were organised to collected additional information on users' needs. 
 
43. One advantage of a register-based approach is that census statistics and annual statistics 
will use the same data sources, and therefore be directly comparable. This point has been 
underlined by many users. Further, census type of statistics can be produced currently, for most 
variables annually. This has also been considered as a great advantage by many users. 
 
44. The populations given by the registers will determine the population coverage in the 
statistics. The total population in an area is then determined by the CPR. This has for a long time 
been the situation in Norwegian statistics and seems to be accepted by most users. One problem is 
that unmarried students living away from home are normally registered at their parents' address. In 
the 2001 Census there was a supplementary data collection for students, but data on de facto 
address for students will not be available in a register-based census. 
 
45. The coverage for families, households and dwellings will in future censuses be determined 
by the CPR and the GAB-register. It remains to be judged whether the coverage for these 
populations will be satisfactory or not. 
 
46. One disadvantages by using a register approach is that only variables that are included in 
registers or could be derived from register variables, are available. In 2001 this meant that 
occupation was not included in the census. This variable will probably be included in the annual 
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statistics from the year 2002, but some other variables will not be included in future censuses. All 
core topics will be covered, but some only partly, for instance tenure status of the household, type 
of living quarters and occupancy status. Some non-core topics will not be covered by the registers 
available at present, for instance ethnic group, language, religion, journey to work, type of energy 
used for heating and state of repair for the building. Especially the variables on journey to work are 
demanded by many users. 
 
47. As a part of the 2001 Census project, Statistics Norway has developed quality measures 
especially suited for register-based statistics. The methods are based on comparing census data with 
data from sample surveys. The quality reports are not yet published, but the preliminary results 
show that the quality of the register-based variables are as good as for variables based on a 
traditional survey. In some cases, however, there are problems. One example is place of work, 
especially when published on a detailed geographical level. There are also some quality problems 
when integrating data from several register system, for instance data on employment and school 
attendance. 
 
48. We may conclude that a register-based approach has some disadvantages, and some users 
are very well aware of these. The main advantage is that census statistics is an integrated part of the 
statistical system. Besides, it is most unlikely that the Parliament in future will allocate resources 
for a traditional census, so the new approach will be the only option. 
 
VII. CENSUS PRODUCTS 
 
49. In the 1990 Census the main product was separate booklets for each municipality, giving 
the main results for the municipality. Similar booklets are also being published in the 2001 Census, 
but publishing on Internet is regarded to be the main way of dissemination.  
 
50. For every release of census statistics, a number of tables are presented on Internet. Another 
way to get access to census statistics is by using StatBank Norway. This is a service on Internet 
where users may select scope and content of tables from a database, and then export the result in 
various formats to their own computer.  
 
51. The dissemination of census results for 2001 is not finished, and the publishing program 
has not yet been evaluated. It is an assumption, however, that publishing on Internet in the future 
will be by far the most important method, and that many users will prefer to design their own tables 
by using databases like StatBank Norway. 
 
VIII. WILL THERE BE CENSUSES IN THE FUTURE? 
 
52. In one way, the answer is no. Statistics Norway will not conduct another census project in 
the traditional way. The public will in the future not be involved in a large data collecting operation 
called census taking. 
 
53. Most census type of statistics will however be produced annually as a part of the statistics 
in different fields: Demography, families and households, education, labour market, income and 
housing. What will be the role of censuses in the future? One assumption is that the main role may 
be in the field of dissemination: To publish coherent statistics for selected variables for 
municipality and smaller areas. Or may be censuses will be a tool for integration of statistics from 
different sources? These are questions that will be discussed in Statistics Norway in the near future.  
 
54. So in most ways, the answer is yes. The users' needs for census statistics will be met also in 
the future, and Norway will still be able to report census data to the international community. 
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