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ECONOMIC VARIABLES IN THE COLOMBIAN POPULATION 

CENSUS FROM 1964 TO 1993

Introduction

The census topics relating to economic characteristics of the population concentrate on the economically active population, as defined in the recommendations of the International Labor Organization (ILO 1982), where the concept of economic production is established with respect to the System of National Accounts (SNA): 

 The economically active population comprises all persons of either sex who provide or are available to provide the supply of labor for the production of economic goods and services, as defined by the SNA, during a specified time-reference period  (UNSD, 1998, p.78).

The Colombian population censuses follow the international recommendations (ILO and UNSD, United Nations Statistical Division) and use the traditional definition of labor force participation. In the Colombian case, the “economically active population” is defined as: 

those persons of working age who, during the specified reference period, sought work or engaged in a remunerated occupation in the production of goods or services, for at least one hour per week, and those persons who, in their capacity as “contributing family workers,” worked without pay in the enterprise of the respective head of household, for at least fifteen hours per week (DANE, 1991).

This measure has been questioned in various studies (Rey de Marulanda, 1979; Gómez, 1981; León, 1985), because it leads to underestimation of the level of unpaid work, performed principally by women, and in particular by women in agricultural activities, “capturing principally paid or productive work” (León, 1985, pp. 217). According to León (1985), “we should not speak solely of productive work, but rather of productive/reproductive work.  We should speak not only of the sale of labor, but also of the reproduction of the labor force” (pp. 217).  Although these conceptual reflections on what is understood as work go beyond purely academic questions, they fall outside the intended scope of this article.  The broad and ongoing discussion of what is understood by “economic production” and, more specifically, whether domestic activities should be considered to be economic production, is more appropriately a concern of the SNA than of population censuses, and should be tested through specialized surveys.

In general terms, the Colombian population censuses between 1964 and 1993 follow the international recommendations of the ILO and the UNSD for economic variables.  Although there are differences among the censuses, the microdata provide a base of information, which allows us to study in detail the evolution of the economic structure of the country over time.  The census samples are sufficiently large to permit reliable analyses of the economic variables at disaggregate levels. This essay will review the problems of comparability between previous censuses, present a method of harmonization, and make recommendations for the census of the first decade of the twenty-first century.

Comparison of censuses

Four basic problems occur in the comparison of economic characteristics among population censuses: 1) the minimum age to which economic questions apply, and from which the study universe is determined; 2) the period of reference for defining labor force participation; 3) the actual definition of economic activity; and 4) what characteristics of economic activity are included in each census.  The second and third problems, which underscore conceptual issues, are crucial at the moment of comparison of economic characteristics across censuses.

1. The minimum age

According to the UNSD recommendations (1998), information on activity should in principle cover the entire population, but in practice it is collected for each person at or above a minimum age, set in accordance with the conditions of each country.  The recommendations indicate that a maximum age limit for measuring the economically active population should normally not be used, as a considerable number of elderly persons beyond retirement age may be engaged in economic activities, either regularly or occasionally (UNSD 1998 p. 79).  The population censuses from 1964 through 1993 follow these recommendations. The 1964 census takes as the minimum age 12 years, while the rest use 10 years.  In the interest of harmonizing the data, the minimum age should be considered to be 12 years.  In fact, some of the officially published census results present data for the population aged 12 and above.  None of the censuses use a maximum age limit.

Despite the fact that, for purposes of comparability in the censuses of 1964 to 1993 the minimum age used should be 12 years, the census of the first decade of 2000 should follow the practice of the last three censuses, using a minimum age of 10 years. This has the great advantage of permitting observation of the labor activity of children, a problem which has been identified as more marked in rural areas and for which a government action program already exists, the eradication of child labor (Ministry of Labor, 1996).

2. The reference period

This is the period for which the economically active population is measured. According to the ILO (1982), there are two principal ways of measuring the economically active population: 1) measure it for a long reference period, such as a year, in which case one obtains the usually active population; or 2) measure it for a short reference period, such as a week or a day, in which case one obtains the currently active population, or the labor force. 

The advantage of a long reference period is that it can provide information on the usual activity of each individual, giving results that are much less dependent on the timing of the census date, and thereby giving data that are considered to represent a stable measure of the economically active population and its structural distribution.  However, the great disadvantage of a long reference period is that the construction of the questionnaire must be more complex in order to reduce the problems related to recall errors, to the measurement of low-intensity economic activities, and to capture the characteristcs of the principal activity.  The advantage of a short reference period is that it minimizes the possibility of recall errors as well as the number of different activities, which each individual might undertake.  On the other hand, it presents disadvantages in cases in which seasonal variations might significantly affect the employment or unemployment of individuals.  In these cases the census measures can supplement monthly or quarterly surveys which capture seasonal variation. According to the UNSD, this second focus, on a short reference period, or current activity, should be the one used for international comparison of economically active populations, employment, and unemployment.

The majority of population censuses in Colombia have been carried out in the last half of the month of October and use a short reference period - the week prior to the census date - to measure the economically active population.  The 1964 census, however, was done in the month of July and used the usually active population approach for economic characteristics, taking as the reference period the 12 months prior to the census (see Figure 1).  Thus, the 1964 census is not directly comparable in economic aspects to the other censuses.  From 1973 on, there has been an effort to maintain consistency in both the census date (within the same month), and in the definition of the reference period.  These conditions guarantee a certain level of comparability, in terms of both seasonality and in how the labor force is measured.

3. Definition of economic activity 

In applying the definition of “usually active”, two procedures can be followed for classification of activity: 1) using the condition which prevailed the majority of the time, or 2) specifying a number of days or weeks as a cutoff.  In the 1964 census, the first alternative was used: 

The habitual occupation of the person should be registered, that is, the occupation to which s/he dedicates the majority of time.  When the person has multiple occupations and has difficulty identifying the one that occupies the majority of time, the one which produces the highest income should be registered.

Nonetheless, there were two exceptions: secondary remunerated occupations take priority over the condition of inactivity, and unpaid occupations as contributing family workers should make up at least a third of the time worked (DANE, 1964,enumerator’s instruction manual p. 21) (see Figures 1 and 2).

Students, homemakers, and other people whose principal activity is unpaid, yet who at the same time have a secondary occupation which brings them some income, should have the secondary occupation registered even though they only engage in it some days of the week or some hours per day. 

Family members (spouses, children, or other relatives) who contribute to the enterprise of a head of household or other relative, during a period not less than two days per week, ten days per month, or four months per year, without salary or fixed hours, should be registered as having the same occupation as the head of household or other relative whom they assist. 

These rules follow the recommendations of the United Nations Statistical Division (1998), specifically where, in reference to measurement of the usually active population: 

The term main or principal activity should not be used in the formulation of questions, as it can be misleading, and will tend to exclude activities of many among youth, women and the elderly. The questions and instructions to enumerators should reflect international recommendations that give priority to the classification of persons as economically active, no matter how important other activities might be to the individual or his/her household (p. 81).

Regarding the measurement of the currently active population, based on a short reference period, the international recommendations of the UNSD (1998) clearly establish that a set number of hours should be specified as a minimum to classify a person as engaged in paid employment, that the number of hours required for classification as a contributing family worker should not be limited, and that secondary economic activities should prevail when individuals were primarily inactive during the reference period: 

The one-hour criterion is an essential feature of the labour-force framework and embedded in the international definitions of employment and unemployment, and a prerequisite for the consistency of employment statistics with national accounts data on production (p. 81).

Contributing family workers should be considered to be at work on the same basis as other self-employed workers, that is to say, irrespective of the number of hours worked during the reference period. Countries that prefer for their national tabulations to set a minimum time criterion higher than one hour for the inclusion of contributing family workers among the employed should identify and separately classify those who worked less than the prescribed time, so as to be able to provide internationally comparable data (p. 82).

Students, homemakers and others who were mainly engaged in non-economic activities during the reference period, but were at the same time in paid employment or self-employment…should be considered employed on the same basis as other categories of employed persons. Such persons should be identified separately where possible (p. 82).

These recommendations for the measurement of the economically active population, with the week prior to the census as the reference period, were clearly followed in the 1973 and 1985 censuses, but it is less clear in the 1993 census.  In the first two cases, a minimum of one hour of work is specified for classification as employed and a minimum of 15 hours for classification as contributing family workers.  The classification of secondary activity over inactive is also explicitly stated.  The enumerator’s instructions for 1973 demonstrate this, and in the 1985 census these concepts appear in both the methodological documentation and in the questionnaire itself (see Figure 1).   In the 1993 census, on the other hand, neither the instructions nor the questionnaire show evidence that the minimum criteria of one hour for employment nor 15 hours for unpaid family workers were used.  The term “principal activity” during the reference period is explicitly used, without mention of a minimum number of hours.  The enumerator’s instructions and supervisors’ manual state:

Work: Refers to persons who, during the week prior to the census, engaged in work for pay in money or in kind (p. 170).

An unpaid family worker is a person who works without remuneration in the business or agricultural endeavor of a relative (p. 173).

This ambiguity in the minimum time for employment might cause underestimation of employment and thus of the economically active population. The use of the term “principal activity” in the 1993 census could be due to the existing practice in the National Household Survey Program (ENH), which has been carried out on a quarterly basis by the DANE since 1970. In these surveys, the object of which is the measurement of employment and unemployment, respondents are asked explicitly for “the activity which occupied the majority of time during the past week” (the reference period).  However, in the National Household Survey an additional, more complete series of questions is used that allows classification of individuals as economically active if he or she engaged in any paid work for one or more hours, or worked in a family business “for 15 or more hours without pay” (DANE, 1991).

Secondary activities, in the three censuses of 1973, 1985 and 1993, take precedence over inactivity.  The alternatives regarding activity in the prior week explicitly mention for the inactive categories (retired pensioner, student, or homemaker), that the person “neither worked nor sought work”.  In the case of the 1985 census this language appears in the questionnaire, while in the 1973 and 1993 censuses it appears in the enumerator’s instruction manual. For example, in the 1993 census:

If the informant tells you that s/he “studied”, “did household work” or “lived off a pension or other capital income”, ask him/her if, in addition to this, s/he engaged in any productive activity such as driving a taxi, looking after a shop, etc.  If s/he responds affirmatively, mark option 4 (“worked”) and erase the other option (p. 171).

In contrast, however, the question used in the 1993 census questionnaire (Figure 1) is intended to capture the “principal activity”. In the census the “principal activity” is defined as the “activity in which the individuals spent the majority of their time, whether or not they received any pay for it” (Census, National Summary, Glossary of Terms, p. 163). This term is explicitly used, although the UNSD recommends not using it because of its tendency to lead to exclusion of the activity of young people, women, and the elderly. It is thus unclear whether the census takers followed the instructions on the questionnaire (capture the principal activity) or the instructions in the enumerator’s manual (capture secondary activities of inactive persons). Probably, given the complexity of enumeration work (training, conducting), the tendency was to follow the questionnaire rather than the manual. This implies that the economically active population is underestimated in the 1993 census, especially with regard to young people, women, and the elderly.  In effect, the extent of the female economically active population, which had been rising between 1973 and 1985, fell between 1985 and 1993 (from 31.7% to 29%), due principally to a rise in the percentage of women engaged in household duties (from 40.6% to 48.2%), as shown in the following table:

Table 1.  Distribution of the population aged 12 and older by condition of activity by sex.

1973, 1985 and 1993 censuses

	Condition of activity
	Men
	Women

	
	1973
	1985
	1993
	1973
	1985
	1993

	Currently Active Population
	65.9
	68.0
	72.3
	17.9
	31.7
	29.0

	     Employed
	64.4
	65.1
	69.3
	17.6
	30.3
	27.5

	          Worked
	62.9
	63.4
	68.4
	17.2
	29.4
	27.0

	          Did not work but had a job
	1.5
	1.7
	0.9
	0.4
	0.9
	0.5

	     Unemployed
	1.5
	2.9
	3.0
	0.3
	1.4
	1.5

	          Unemployed and seeking work
	1.1
	2.1
	2.3
	0.2
	0.9
	1.0

	          seeking work for the 1st time
	0.4
	0.8
	0.7
	0.1
	0.5
	0.5

	Currently Inactive Population
	31.4
	29.0
	25.5
	79.7
	65.6
	68.5

	     Homemakers
	1.6
	2.5
	2.1
	56.7
	40.6
	48.2

	     Students
	17.0
	14.0
	15.7
	15.5
	14.4
	16.2

	     Retirees / pensioners / capital income recipients
	2.3
	2.4
	2.1
	0.7
	1.2
	0.6

	     Other status / other inactives
	10.5
	10.1
	5.6
	6.8
	9.4
	3.5

	No Response
	2.7
	3.0
	2.2
	2.4
	2.7
	2.5

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Universe
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Universe (N)
	237798
	903131
	1122188
	262614
	978308
	1203390

	Labor Force  (N)
	156709
	614129
	811342
	47008
	310124
	348983

	% Women in the Labor Force 
	
	
	
	23.1
	33.6
	30.1

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


This decreasing trend in female workforce participation between 1985 and 1993 is contrary to what has been shown by other studies, based on more specialized sources for measuring employment, such as the National Household Survey (ENH).  These studies demonstrate a significant and growing participation by women in the labor market. 

In spite of the fact that the population censuses take into account secondary paid activities, various studies indicate that the census information is more reliable for measuring full-time, stable employment than temporary, sporadic or marginal employment, which is generally engaged in by women and young people (Gómez, 1981; León, 1985; Flórez, Knaul y Méndez, 1995). As Magdalena León (1985) says, in the censuses 

there is only one option to chose (condition of activity): that is, active or inactive.  This clearly leads to underestimation of a large amount of what is typically women’s work, for two reasons: women may be engaged in a number of activities (washing clothes, taking care of children, preparing food, etc.) either simultaneously or consecutively, but during short periods of time. Furthermore, cultural practices lead a large number of women to choose the classification “homemaker” in spite of having paid employment in other activities, which might be regular, for short periods of time, or seasonal. (p. 210)

Despite these limitations, the census information is a reliable source for observation of long-term trends and for exhaustive regional coverage. In addition, the multiple variable categories of condition of activity, familial relation, civil status, and fertility allow detailed analysis to test the effect of the conventional measure of labor force participation, especially in the case of women. (McCaa, 1998).

4. Definition of employed and unemployed

The economically active population, whether “current” or “habitual”, can be divided into the employed and unemployed. In the case of the usually economically active population (with a long reference period), the distinction can be made according to the situation which prevails the majority of the time. In the case of the 1964 census, a limited duration of activity, continual or occasional, was used for distinguishing between employed and unemployed: 9 months for paid work and 3 months for unpaid family work (see Figure 3).  Additionally, those looking for work for the first time and those who were not employed but had looked for work during the month prior to the census were included among the unemployed (see Figure 1).

The simultaneous inclusion of two sets of questions, for the population employed at the census date and for the usually employed population, allows the demonstration of the effect, within the same census, of using a long reference period in the measurement of the economically active population and the employed population. The following Table shows that while the effect on the employed population is minimal, the underestimation of the unemployed population is significant.

Table 2.  Economically Active Population according to occupation by sex. 1964 census.

	Occupational status
	Total
	Men
	Women

	Total Economically Active Population
	5.134.125
	4.102.063
	1.032.062

	Employed
	4.882.372
	3.892.805
	989.567

	Workers with a job on the census date  (1)
	4.855.937
	3.870.198
	985.739

	Workers without a job on the census date who attained the minimum time worked during the reference year for classification as active (2)
	26.435
	22.607
	3.828

	Unemployed
	251.753
	209.258
	42.495

	Workers without a job on the census date who did not attain the minimum time worked during the reference year for classification as active (3)
	94.616
	78.888
	15.728

	Persons who sought work for the first time (4)
	12.276
	9.645
	2.631

	Unemployed persons who looked for work during the reference year  (5)
	108.849
	91.922
	16.927

	Unemployed persons who did not look for work during the reference year  (6)
	36.012
	28.803
	7.209


Source: DANE, Censo de Población de 1964. Cuadro No. 27, p. 112.

The currently economically active population (short reference period) can be divided into employed and unemployed persons. Persons classified as employed should meet a minimum time period established for “work”, that is to say, one hour for paid employment and 15 hours for unpaid family workers.  As mentioned above, the 1973 and 1985 censuses clearly meet this criterion, while the 1993 census does not specify a minimum time for either paid employment or unpaid family workers.  Those classified as unemployed should meet two basic criteria: “being without work” and “available for work”.  According to the UNSD, these two criteria should prevail over inactivity (p. 83). In the 1993 census, as mentioned, there is a contradiction between the instructions in the questionnaire (principal activity) and those given in the enumerator’s instruction manual (“neither had nor sought work” in the category of inactivity), and because of this it is unclear which instruction was followed by enumerators. If “principal activity” was used, it is also likely that a portion of the unemployed were classified as inactive (see Figure 3).

The unemployed can in turn be classified either as having been previously employed (seeking work) or as aspiring (seeking work for the first time). This disaggregation is uniform in the 1973 to 1993 censuses; the question used is essentially the same, with the above-mentioned reservations of the heading of the question in the 1993 census (“principal activity”) (see Figure 3). The 1964 census, on the other hand, does not inquire explicitly into the type of unemployment, although theoretically it would be possible to approximate this disaggregation based on the condition of activity and the number of months worked during the year. (To date it has not been possible, using the microdata, to disaggregate the unemployed into those who worked before and those who were seeking work for the first time, although the published tables do show the distinction—an attempt has been made to cross-reference activity with number of months worked). 
In general, the various censuses follow the UNSD recommendations. The definition of economic activity, employment and unemployment, is homogenous across the 1973 to 1993 censuses, and as a result does not present problems in comparability. The 1964 census is not directly comparable to the later censuses with respect to the either the reference period or the minimum age, although it follows the same basic conceptual criteria.  Nevertheless, it is also necessary to keep in mind the changes introduced in the 1993 census which could affect the measurement of the economically active population and the employed population: First, the order of the categories for classification of employed and unemployed changes with respect to the earlier censuses, which could introduce underestimation in the employed versus unemployed populations, and even more so when the phrase “principal activity” is introduced (see Figure B).  The 1993 census asks first about unemployed members of the household (1 - previously employed, 2 - seeking work for the first time) and then asks about employed members (3 - employed but did not work, 4 - worked).  Second, the inclusion of the phrase “principal activity” in the questionnaire could produce underestimated counts, especially of women and young people, in both the economically active population and in the employed population, with respect to the previous censuses. In fact, as shown in a previous figure, the distribution of the population by condition of activity shows an increase in the proportion of the female population counted as inactive between 1985 and 1993, especially among those registered as homemakers (from 40.6% to 48.2%), while other, more specialized, sources of information (National Household Survey) indicate a substantial increase in female economic activity. (Ribero y Meza, 1997; Flórez, 2000).

The census of the first decade of 2000 should, in addition to continuing use of the short reference period (the prior week), be carefully constructed with reference to the definition of economic activity: avoid use of the phrase “principal activity”, which explicitly privileges economic inactivity over activity, define a minimum time for work (one hour per week for paid employment and 15 hours for unpaid family workers), and follow the ordering recommended by the UNSD of registering first the employed persons and then the unemployed.

The inactive categories

The economically inactive population comprises, in practice, all persons of working age not classified as employed or unemployed. However, the UNSD (1998) recommends including in this group as well persons who are below the minimum age for measurement of the economically active population.  In fact, the 1964 census followed this recommendation.  But from 1973 on, the censuses restricted the chapter on economic characteristics to the working-age population.  For comparative purposes, the condition of inactivity could be characterized as applying only to those over the age of 12.

The UNSD (1998) recommends the following classification for the economically inactive population (pp. 83-84):

a) Students: persons of either sex, not classified as usually economically active, who attended any regular educational institution, public or private, for systematic instruction at any level of education. 

b) Homemakers: persons of either sex, not classified as usually economically active, who were engaged in household duties in their own home, for example, housewives and other relatives responsible for the care of the home and children (domestic employees, working for pay, however, are classified as economically active). 
c) Pension or capital income recipients: persons of either sex, not classified as usually economically active, who receive income from property or investments, interests, rents, royalties or pensions from former activities, and who cannot be classified as students or homemakers;

d) Others: persons of either sex, not classified as usually economically active, who are receiving public aid or private support, and all other persons not falling into any of the above categories.

At the same time, it is recommended that when an inactive person can be classified in more than one of the above categories, priority should be given to the categories in the order given, that is to say, students, homemakers, pensioners, and lastly others.

The Colombian censuses follow this classification, and even disaggregate the category further, but only the 1993 census follows the prioritization recommended by the UNSD (see Figure A-1).  The 1964 census leaves this question open, and consequently the coding was done later. The other censuses had this question pre-coded, and it is clear that the classification priority given an individual follows the order in which the categories appear in the question, as specified in the 1973 enumerator’s instruction manual.

Table 3.  Ordering of inactive categories on census forms.  Censuses 1973-1993.
	1973 Census
	 1985 Census 
	1993 Census

	Lived off investment income
	Retirement income/ pension
	Student

	Retired / pensioner
	Student
	Homemaker

	Student
	Homemaker
	Unable to work

	Homemaker
	No activity
	Retirement income/ pension /investments

	
	
	Other situation


Clearly, only the 1993 census followed the order recommended by the UNSD, adding a category called “incapacitated with regard to work,” which refers to a permanent disability which precludes the performance of any type of work (enumerator’s instruction  manual, p. 170).  This variant ordering could affect classification, from one census to another, when an inactive person has more than one activity.  Nevertheless, although the frequency of inactivity by condition of activity does not appear to reflect important changes, it is difficult to evaluate the effect, considering that changes in the economically inactive population from one census to another are difficult to separate from the changes in the order of the categories.

Among the categories of inactives, it is important to be detail the categories “without activity” and “other activity”, which are the residuals of the inactive population.  According to the definitions used in each census for this category (see Figure 4), it appears that these refer to the same group of inactive persons, with the exception of the 1993 and 1964 censuses, which exclude the permanently disabled from this group (see Figures A-1 and B-1).

The next population census should continue the use of both the categories and the order of priority used in the 1993 census.

Harmonization of Economic Activity

In accord with the categories common to the four censuses under consideration, and following the recommendations of the UNSD (1998) and the practices, of IPUMS, the following harmonization is proposed:

Table 4.  Proposed codes for economic activity.  

Universe: Population aged 12 and older.
	Code
	
	Code
	

	
	Currently Active
	
	

	1
	Employed
	10
	

	
	
	11
	Worked

	
	
	12
	Did not work but had a job

	2
	Unemployed
	20
	

	
	
	21
	Formerly employed seeking work

	
	
	22
	Sought work for the first time

	3
	Currently Inactive
	30
	

	
	
	31
	Homemakers

	
	
	32
	Students

	
	
	33
	Retirees/ pensioners/ other capital income

	
	
	34
	Other condition /other inactivity

	9
	Did not respond
	90
	


Figure C-1 shows the harmonization of codes, while figures C-2 and C-3 show the results of the frequencies for each census, comparatively, both in absolute terms and in percentages.  The trends are consistent, given the limitations of comparability already discussed.

1. The characteristics of economic activity
The UNSD (1998) suggest including in population censuses the following variables to characterize the labor force: time worked during the reference period, occupation, industry (branch of activity of the firm), occupational category/position, income, institutional sector of employment, and place of work.  The last two variables are not taken into account by IPUMS (USA).  In the case of Colombia, the 1964 to 1993 population censuses have in common only the variable occupational category/position (see Figure 5). Owing to the fact that a person may have more than one job during the reference period, the UNSD (1998) recommends that the variables for characterization of activity, with the exception of time worked, refer to the principal work performed during that period. This recommendation is followed in all the Colombian censuses from 1964 to 1993.

Months worked

The variable months worked during the year prior to the census date is included in the 1964, 1973 and 1985 censuses, taking as a universe the total working-age population in each case. According to the recommendations of the UNSD, in cases where a short reference period is used, the census should ask first for the number of hours worked during the reference week.  In spite of the fact that the 1973 to 1985 censuses used a short reference period (the previous week), they asked for the number of months worked (whether continuous or not) in the census year (the ten months of the census year – see Figure B-1). The 1964 census asked for the number of months worked (continuous or not) during the entire previous year (last 12 months). In the three censuses, the number of months worked referred to time worked in a paid occupation, or in a family enterprise, including vacation time and temporary leave for illness or other reasons, provided the person would have received payment in money or in kind. 

The definition of a month worked appears to differ very little among the censuses. In 1964, the number of days considered a month worked was not limited, but number of days habitually worked during the week was converted into months:

Note the number of complete months the person worked during the year prior to the census, whether continually or not.  Extra care is recommended in registering the time worked by persons whose work was not continuous. If the person submits information on the number of days that s/he habitually worked per week, the result in months worked is obtained by the following formula: 1 day = 2 months; 2 days = 4 months…; 6 days = 12 months (p. 20).

In the 1973 census, although the definition of a month worked was limited to cases in which the person worked at least half the month, sporadic work that totaled at least 15 days during the census year was also included: 

A month worked is a month during which the person exercised a job which brought him/her earnings, or worked in a family enterprise, during 15 or more days, consecutively or at intervals…if the person worked fewer than 15 days in the month, it should not be counted as a month worked. In the case of persons who didn’t work 15 days during a single month but from January to October reached a total of more than 15 days, the days worked should be calculated and the equivalent number of months worked noted  (Enumerator’s instruction manual, DANE, 1973, p. 55).

The frequencies indicate a high percentage of non-response: 18% in 1973 and 9% in 1985 (see Figure A-2 and Figure B-2).  On the other hand, in the 1964 census all persons were classified in one or another category. 

This question should be re-examined in the next population census as it is an indicator of workforce stability. However, given that the reference period is short (one week), the number of hours worked during the week of reference should also be inquired into, and not the number of months worked during the census year (UNSD Recommendations, 1998).

To standardize this variable, it would be convenient to construct it for two universes simultaneously: 1) the population aged 12 and over, and 2) the population aged 12 and over employed and unemployed seeking work. The two cases give different and complementary information. The variable should be left continuous. It is necessary to take into account that the 1964 census makes reference to the twelve months prior, and those of 1973 and 1985 refer only to the previous ten months.  Thus, the harmonization should take as the reference variable the previous ten months. Figure C-1 shows the harmonization of codes, and Figures C-2 and C-3 show the comparative results for the three censuses, both for the entire working-age population (aged 12 or older) and for the employed and those seeking work alone. The results are consistent.


Occupation

Only the 1964 and 1973 censuses inquired about the occupation of an individual (see Figure 5). However, the 1964 census made reference to the habitual occupation of the individual during the reference year, while the 1973 census collected information on occupation during the reference week. The question used is similar in both censuses: while the 1964 census registers the usual occupation of the person, the 1973 census inquires after the “occupation, job or work that the person performs or performed” during the prior week (the reference period).

The UNSD (1998) recommends using the latest available revision of the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) of the ILO. The 1964 census uses the 1960 ISCO 4-digit coding scheme. The 1973 census uses the National Classification of Occupations, prepared by the SENA in 1970, based on ISCO 3-digit codes. The frequencies of this variable, based on the IPUMS sample, are consistent with the publications for both censuses.
 Similarly, the two-digit variable frequencies are consistent between the two censuses.

For purposes of harmonizing the variable, and given the common categories, it is suggested that the coding of the 1973 census be converted to that of the 1964 census, and vice versa (see Figures A-1 and C-1).  The common universe is the employed population and those seeking work aged 12 and older.  The harmonized codes would be:

Table 5.  Distribution of population aged 12 and older, employed and seeking work.   Proposed codes for occupations.

 [translate]

	Code
	
	Code
	

	1
	Profesionales técnicos y asimilados
	10
	

	2
	Directores funcionarios públicos superiores
	20
	

	3
	Personal administrativo y trabajadores asimilados
	30
	

	4
	Comerciantes y vendedores
	40
	

	5
	Trabajadores de servicios personales y afines
	50
	

	6
	Trabajadores agrícolas y forestales
	60
	

	7
	Trabajadores y operarios no agrícolas
	70
	

	
	
	71
	Mineros canteros y afines

	
	
	72
	Conductores de transporte y afines

	
	
	73
	Artesanos y operarios de hilandería, calzado, carpintería, etc

	
	
	74
	Otros artesanos y operarios

	
	
	75
	Obreros y jornaleros no especificados

	8
	Ocupaciones no identificadas
	80
	

	9
	No response
	90
	


Figures C-2 and C-3 show the results of the harmonization, which are consistent.

Industry 

The 1964, 1973 and 1993 censuses include the variable “industry”; only the 1985 census excludes it (see Figure 5). The universe for these variables in the three censuses is the employed population and those seeking work (referring in the latter case to the last job held).  The question used was largely uniform, inquiring into the type of activity of the company or establishment where the person works or worked. For example, the 1964 census questionnaire says:  

Note the principal activity of the establishment in which he or she performed his or her declared occupation.

The frequencies for the 1973 census indicate a non-response rate of 46% in the IPUMS sample, while the official publication shows a non-response rate of only 6%.  Direct processing of the complete 1973 census microdata generates only a 5.6% non-response rate, a figure closer to that of the official publication (Flórez, 2000).  Although various tests were done to identify this large discrepancy in the IPUMS sample, the reason has not been identified. It appears that the IPUMS sample of the 1973 census [obtained from CELADE] has problems in the coding of the industry variable. In the IPUMS sample of the 1993 census, by contrast, nearly a fourth of the universe studied (employed and having no longer working) are registered as non-responding, which is consistent with the publication (see figures A-2 and B-2).

The UNSD (1998) recommends, in the interest of international comparability, using the most recent revision of the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC). The Colombian censuses follow this recommendation, although economic activity is collected in a decreasingly disaggregated form: the 1964 census used the first revision (1958) of the ISIC, in four digits; the 1973 census used the 2nd (1968) ISIC revision, with three digits, and the 1993 census used the 3rd (1990) ISIC revision at the level of tabulation (from A to Q) (see Figure 5).  Thus, the 1993 census imposes restrictions with regard to the groupings for comparison between censuses.  In order to standardize it is necessary to re-group the information of the 1964 and 1973 censuses using the 3rd (1990) ISIC revision, at the level of tabulation (which produces 17 groups). The universe, for purposes of harmonization, will consist of the population aged 12 and older, employed or seeking work. 

In this manner, keeping in mind the common categories in the censuses, the UNSD recommendations and IPUMS practice, the following harmonization is proposed: 

Table 6.  Classification of branch of employment. 

Universe: Population aged 12 and older, employed or seeking work.
	Code
	

	1
	Agriculture, Livestock, Hunting and Forestry 

	2
	Fishing

	3
	Mining and stonecutting

	4
	Manufacturing Industry 

	5
	Suppliers of electricity, gas and water

	6
	Construction

	7
	Wholesale and retail Commerce; repair of vehicles and equipment 

	8
	Hotels and restaurants

	9
	Transport, shop-keeping and communications 

	10
	Finance 

	11
	Moving services, real estate, rental properties and entrepreneurial activities  

	12
	Public Administration and defense; social security plans 

	13
	Education 

	14
	Social services and health services 

	15
	Other community, social and personal services 

	16
	Private households with domestic service 

	17
	Foreign Organizations and agencies

	98
	Unspecified Activities /No classification

	99
	No response


Figures C-1, C-2 and C-3 show the harmonization of codes and the results in both absolute and relative terms. Clearly, the high percentage of non-response (46%) of the 1973 IPUMS sample skews the classification in the other categories and precludes comparison between censuses. 

Status in employment

This is the characteristic of labor force participation which is common to all the censuses since 1964 (see Figure 5).  In addition, the same universe was used (employed or seeking work), using the same concept, and the same questions, in a highly uniform manner.  Almost exactly the same question was used in each census. The categories for classification of status in employment have been largely homogenous since 1964, following the UNSD recommendations. Thus, the following definitions, which were used in the 1964 census (General Summary, p. 18), continue in use:

a) Employers/owners:  Persons who, during the census year, worked in their own economic enterprise, employing other workers whom they paid.

b) Own-account workers: Persons who worked in their own economic enterprise and did not engage on a continuing basis any paid employees, even though they may rely on unpaid “family workers”. 

c) Contributing family workers: A person who assists the head of household or relative in his or her economic enterprise, without pay and during a minimum time equivalent to one-third of the standard for full-time employment.

d) Clerical or administrative workers:
 Those persons who perform work as part of the staff of one or more other persons, in the production of goods or services, administrative functions, direction, coordination or supervision, in exchange for remuneration. 

e) Manual laborers/day laborers:
 Those workers who, during the census year, were directly engaged in the production of goods or services, in the form of manual labor, and under the supervision of an employer from whom they received remuneration, be it at a fixed wage, through piece-rates, or by unit of work. 

In the 1964 census, domestic employees and chauffeurs are included as employees (enumerator’s instruction manualDANE, 1964, p. 25).  Beginning with 1973, they constitute a separate category, with the following definition: 

A domestic employee is defined as a person who performs their own duties in household services, in a private home, and receives for this work a salary in money or in kind. This comprises servants, private chauffeurs, gardeners, doormen, nannies, housekeepers, etc. (DANE, Enumerator’s instruction manual, 1973, p. 54).

In the 1973 census an additional category of “other” was used in reference to “those persons who have an occupational status not included in the above definitions. For example, members of religious organizations.” (DANE, Enumerator’s instruction manual, 1973, p. 54) In the other censuses, this group was forced into a category or included in non-responses.  For harmonization, it is necessary to reclassify this group in the 1973 census in order for it to be comparable to the categories used in the other censuses. 

The frequencies of population classified by occupational status are highly consistent among the censuses and with the published figures. Harmonization is facilitated given the similarity of the categories used across all the censuses. In the case of the 1964 census, which combines employees and domestic employees in one category, it is possible to disaggregate the groups using the “relation to householder” variable, in which the category “domestic employee” appears. The following table shows the cross-tabulation of occupational status with relation to householder:

Table 7.  Distribution of the population aged 12 and older, employed and seeking work, by relation to householder.  1964 census.

	Relation to householder
	Occupational Category

	
	Administrative or Clerical employees (4)
	Manual laborers (5)
	Other category 
	Total

	Servant (7)
	5788
	334
	56
	6178

	Other relationship
	21556
	31156
	43816
	96528

	Total
	27344
	31490
	43872
	102706

	Servant (row %)
	93.7
	5.4
	0.9
	100.0

	Servant (column %)
	21.2
	1.1
	0.1
	6.0


The data indicate that domestic employees (servants) are for the most part classified as employees (93.7%), and a few as manual workers (5.4%). These results allow us to disaggregate with confidence domestic employees from the large mass of employees through the relation to householder variable, and even to separate domestic employees from workers (since, as of 1993, the categories “employees” and “workers” are combined.)  Thus, for the 1964 census, the occupational category “domestic employee” can be generated by identifying all those individuals with “servant” as relationship to householder (code 7) and the occupational category “employee” (code 4) or “worker” (category 5).

In this manner, keeping in mind the common categories among the censuses, the UNSD recommendations and the IPUMS practice, the following harmonization is proposed: 

Table 8.  Proposed coding of type of employment.  

Universe: Population aged 12 and older employed and seeking work.

	General Code
	
	Detailed Code
	

	1
	Self-employed
	10
	

	
	
	11
	Owner/Employer

	
	
	12
	Own-account worker

	2
	Salaried or paid employees 
	20
	

	
	
	21
	Employed in another’s business or organization 

	
	
	22
	Domestic servant

	3
	Unpaid family worker 
	30
	

	9
	No response
	90
	


Although in IPUMS practice unpaid family workers are considered a third category within the large second group of “paid workers”, in the Colombian case it is considered inappropriate to group them together, given that they are substantially differentiated and important groups in the labor market.  Because of this, it is suggested that unpaid family workers be left as a separate general group. Figure C-1 shows the harmonization of codes, and Figures C-2 and C-3 show the results for the four censuses.

Income
In light of the difficulty of collecting reliable information on income, especially through population censuses, the UNSD recommends that this variable be the subject of sample surveys. (UNSD 1998 p. 88)   In the Colombian case, only the 1973 census inquires, for the entire working-age population (defined as 10 years and older), into the income received in the month prior to the census date. The total amount counted as income included: income from salaried work received during the month, income from own-account work, income from capital earnings, income from rents, income from other sources such as retirement income, pensions, lotteries, raffles, etc. Not included as income were payment in kind, gifts, donations, and monies not related to employment (Enumerator’s instruction manualDANE, 1973, pp. 55-56).
The frequencies indicate, as might be anticipated, that nearly half of this universe did not receive income during the reference period, and that only a third reported valid information.  The low quality of this information supports the post-1973 policy of excluding this variable from population censuses.  These conditions lead to the suggestion that this variable not be included in harmonization of census data.  Nevertheless, given the importance of a global proxy variable for relative standard of living, thought should be given in the future to finding a variable which will work for such purposes and that can be included in population censuses. In the Chilean case, as mentioned by De Vos (1999), a durable goods variable (ownership of a washing machine, stereo equipment, automobile, refrigerator, and other items) is included as an indicator of relative standard of living.  Nevertheless, in the Colombian case it appears that regional cultural differences limit the usefulness of this variable.  It would be necessary to test different indicators before proposing the inclusion of a specific one.
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Figure 1

Variable: ECONOMIC ACTIVITY

UNIVERSE – REFERENCE  PERIOD - QUESTION

	Census
	Date
	Universe
	Reference period
	Question
	Instructions

	1964
	July 15
	12+ years
	One year (12 previous months)
	“Was s/he engaged in a paid activity on the census date?”

“If s/he was not engaged in a paid activity on the census date, did s/he look for work during the month ending on the census date?”

“Record the total number of months worked during the year ending on the census date.”

“Record the habitual occupation of the person.”
	In the case of students, homemakers, and other persons whose principal activity is unpaid, but who also have a secondary occupation which brings them some monetary income, classify them by the secondary activity even if they pursue it only a few days per week or a few hours per day.

	1973
	October  24
	10+ years
	The week prior to the census 
	“What did s/he do during the week prior to the census date (from the 14th to the 20th of October?”  [note that the census date in this row is the 24th, but the week from 14 to 20 was used as reference.]
	A person should be recorded as inactive (including pensioned retirees, students, and homemakers) if s/he neither worked nor looked for work during the week prior to the census date.

	1985
	October 15
	10+ years
	The week prior to the census
	“During the last week:  (read the alternatives in order) ?”
	The alternatives explicitly mention for the category of inactives (pensioned retirees/students/homemakers) that the person “neither worked nor looked for work”.

	1993
	October  24
	10+ years
	The week prior to the census
	“During the last week s/he primarily .…”
	Principal activity during the week prior to the census refers to the activity which occupied the majority of the person’s time, whether or not s/he received any compensation for it. 


Figure 2

Variable: ECONOMIC ACTIVITY
DEFINITIONS

	Census
	Labor force participation (LFP) 
	Economically Inactive Population (EIP) 

	1964
	Labor force participation (the economically active population) comprises those aged 12 and older who, during the census year, engaged in paid work in the production of goods or services, or who in the capacity as “contributing family workers” worked without pay in the enterprise of their respective head of household or relative during a period at least equivalent to one-third normal full time. During the census year, or reference period, the census established a minimum duration of activity, continuous or sporadic, of nine months, for classification of “employed” and “unemployed”. 
	The “economically inactive population” comprises those aged 12 and older who, on the census date, were engaged in the following areas:   

a) homemakers, 2) students, c) pensioners or those living from other investment income, d) elderly or disabled, e) cloistered religious pursuits, f) other unpaid occupations. 



	1973
	Within this classification are found the population aged 10 and older who are engaged in economic activity, those persons who, although employed, did not work during the reference week (prior to the census), as well as those who in the same period looked for work. In this way the economically active population  is considered equivalent to the labor force of the nation, during the reference period.  The LFP comprises the employed and unemployed population. 
	This category comprises those persons aged 10 and older who, neither having nor seeking employment during the reference period (the week prior to the census) [had no effect on the labor market . This population includes: pensioners or those living from other income unrelated to work, persons engaged in household duties, or those permanently disabled. 



	1985
	Comprises the population aged 10 and older who, during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October, were working or looking for work. 


	Comprises the population aged 10 and older who, during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October, neither worked nor looked for work, were without occupation, were full-time homemakers or students, or lived on investment income or a pension. 

	1993
	This is the group of persons of working age who, during the reference period, were engaged in or sought paid work in the production of goods or services, and those who, in their capacity as “contributing family workers”, worked without pay. (Principal activity in the week prior to the census refers to the activity in which the person spent the majority of his or her time, whether or not s/he received any type of payment for it.) 
	This is the group of persons of working age who did not offer themselves in the labor market, either because they had no need to, or because they were unable to work. 




Figure 3

Variable: EMPLOYED AND UNEMPLOYED 

DEFINITIONS

	Census
	Employed Population 
	Unemployed population

	1964
	The “employed” are comprised of the population which finds itself in the following circumstances: 

a) had paid work on the census date.

b) although without having paid work on the census date, had a minimum of 9 months of paid work 

c) contributing family workers who had no paid work on the census date but who were active for a minimum of 4 months. 
	The  “unemployed” are classified in the following manner: 

a) those who did not have paid work on the census date and who did not reach the minimum of 9 months of activity. 

b) contributing family workers who had no work on the census date and did not reach the minimum of 4 months of activity. 

c) persons who looked for work for the first time

d) persons who, having been previously employed, did not have paid work during the census year and looked for work. 

	1973
	Persons who during the week prior to the census were engaged in some paid activity or effort during one or more hours per week; those who in their capacity as contributing family workers worked for 15 or more hours per week; those who had a job during the reference week but did not work due to factors such as strikes, vacations, illness, paid leave, etc. 
	Comprises those looking for work for the first time, those previously employed in the workforce, and those who, during the week prior to the census, were looking for work. 



	1985
	When the person, during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October, was engaged in the production of goods (food, drugs, clothing, etc.) or services (education, watchmen) in exchange for a wage, for a period of not less than one hour (or not less that 15 hours if the person is an unpaid  family worker), [or when the person received income from two or more employers
	Persons who, during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October, were looking for work.  Includes those who looked for work having been employed before (when the person had worked at some time in his/her life and during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October did not have work but looked for work), and those who looked for work for the first time (when the person had never had work before but during the week of the 7th to the 13th of October looked for work for the first time). 

	1993
	Persons who, during the reference period, engaged in a paid occupation in the production of goods and services; and those who, in their capacity as “contributing family workers” worked without pay. 
	Comprises those who looked for work for the first and those who looked for work but had been employed before.


Figure 4

Variable: INACTIVES – Category of Inactive / Other Activity or condition 
DEFINITIONS

	Inactive
	1964
	1973
	1985
	1993

	Previous Categories 
	Student, homemaker, disabled, retirement or other investment  income, elderly.
	Student, homemaker, investment income, retired/pensioner.
	Student, homemaker, investment income, retired/pensioner.


	Student, homemaker, disabled, retired/pensioner/other investment income.

 

	Inactive
	
	Inactive persons who cannot be classified in any of the previous categories (p. 51)


	Persons who worked for free, (through friendship, charity, or solidarity) and those who, due to permanent disability or age, are no longer able to engage in any type of work and have no income (p. 204)


	

	Other activity
	Not classified in the previous categories, such as prisoners, religious workers. (p. 22)  
	
	
	Persons whose activity cannot be classified as any of the previous options. For example, those who work for free for charitable or volunteer organizations (p. 171) .


Figure 5

Variable: OCCUPATION, BRANCH OF ECONOMIC ACTIVITY [INDUSTRY], OCCUPATIONAL STATUS

Universe: EMPLOYED POPULATION AND UNEMPLOYED LOOKING FOR WORK (in each of the  censuses)
DEFINITIONS
	Census
	Occupation
	Industry [sector]
	Occupational status

	1964
	“Occupation” means the profession or activity which the paid worker habitually engaged in during the census year, whether or not s/he was working on the census date. (the classification adopted for this concept was the 1964 COTA, 4 digits..
	The industry/sector refers to the activity of the establishment or place where the person worked during the census year. For purposes of this concept, the International Standard Classification of Occupations  (ISCO) (UNSD, Series M, NO 4, Rev. 1, 1958) was used 


	The concept “occupational status” refers to the position of the person within the activity of production of goods or services, according to the following classification: a) owners / employers, b) own-account workers, c) contributing family workers, d) employees, e) workers. 

 

	1973
	“Occupation” or profession refers to the trade or type of work the individual was active in the week before the census or to the individual’s last place of employment.  This coding was made based on the National Classification of Occupations (NCO) SENA – Labor Minister 1970, 3 digits used.


	The industry/sector refers to the branch of economic activity of the primary business, factory, operation or establishment where the person works or to that of the primary position held by the individual during the week referred to by the census (the week prior to the census) or, if the person was unemployed, to that of the last job held by the individual.  This classification was made in conformity with the International Industrial Uniform Classification of all Economic Activities – IIUC (ONU, Series M., No. 4, Rev. 2, 1969).


	The employment position refers to the work duties carried out at the individual’s principal business, factory, operation or establishment during the designated census date or to those duties in the last position held.  The occupational categories are in conformity with the following concepts: worker (jornalero), employee, employer, self-employed, unpaid family worker, domestic servant and other.



	1985
	
	
	The labor group refers to the duties of the individual’s activity during the week of October 7th to the 13th or to the last position held by him/her.  On the long form the following alternatives were taken into account: worker, day-laborer, employee, owner / employer, self-employed, unpaid family worker and domestic.  



	1993
	
	Economic activity refers to the establishment or business where the person interviewed worked.  The International Industrial Uniform Classification of all Economic Activities – IIUC (ONU, Series M., No. 4, Rev. 3, 1990), was used for the tabulation level (from A to Q: 17 groups).


	The term “category of employment” is used in this census and establishes the relationship between the worker and type of employment.    




� Although the 1964 census codes the occupation variable to 4 digits, it was only possible to process it to 2 digits.  In order to construct more detailed groupings, it is necessary to have access to 4-digit variable labels in an analyzable format. 


� Translator’s note: This corresponds to “Class of Worker” in IPUMS USA practice.


� Translator’s note: In the Latin American context, there is a cultural and sometimes legal distinction between “empleados” and “obreros”.  This can cause confusion in translation, as a literal translation would render the terms in English as “employees” and “workers”, respectively.  For purposes of this essay, we have chosen to render “empleados” as  “clerical and administrative workers” and “obreros” as “manual laborers”. The distinction may also be expressed in U.S. English with the terms “white-collar” versus “blue-collar” workers.


� Translator’s note See above note.  Also, IPUMS USA practice uses the term “journeyman” in this context. We believe “day laborer” is a more correct translation, as “journeyman” implies a specific stage in technical training which is not relevant to this context.
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