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DATA AND METHODS—INDIRECT ESTIMATION TECHNIQUES
Most demographers and population researchers are used to the classical direct methods, which are
based on sex- and age-specific numbers of events like births or deaths and of the living population at
risk. In most developing countries, however, such data are either lacking or severely deficient to an
extent that the common direct methods cannot be applied. Mainly during the 1970s and 1980s, demographers developed a number of specific estimation methods to overcome these data problems. These
methods can be subdivided into two broad groups: semi-direct methods and indirect methods. The first
group comprises methods which are used for checking the completeness of registered data and for
adjusting for typical underreporting in order to obtain less biased demographic measures. In the field
of mortality research, the most commonly used semi-direct methods are different variants of the
“growth balance method” and the “inter-censual estimation techniques”. With indirect techniques,
mortality estimates are derived from survey information on the survival experiences of close relatives
or household members. For the estimation of infant and child mortality, the most frequent method is
based on information about children ever born and children surviving, whereas the most prominent
indirect method for the estimation of adult mortality is the “orphanhood method”, which is based on
survey reports on parental survival. Other approaches for the indirect estimation of adult mortality are
based on the survival of spouses and siblings. Model life tables—like those developed by Coale and
Demeny, the United Nations or the INDEPTH network—are used to translate survival estimates for
specific age segments derived from such indirect techniques into complete life tables and thus into life
expectancy. After two decades of intensive discussion and derivation of these specific estimation
tools, the use of semi-direct and indirect estimation techniques seems largely forgotten among demographers in the developed world. However, for the majority of developing countries these methods are
still the main and often the only possible estimation tool, even for the most recent demographic data.
The course provides an overview of the basic concepts of indirect estimation techniques with a special
focus on the estimation of adult mortality by introducing practical examples. As an example for direct
methods the growth balance method is chosen that consists primarily of comparisons of the age pattern
of deaths with the age pattern of the population. Besides its application in developing countries with
existing but biased and incomplete data on demographic processes, this method can also be very useful
in historical demography. The orphanhood method serves as an example for indirect estimation of
adult mortality. The method is based on the information of parental survival experiences in order to
derive conventional life table measures of adult mortality using demographic models that relate the
proportions of the population by age with a living mother or father back to the mortality conditions
that produced them. It will be demonstrated that such classical tools for developing countries could
also make a valuable contribution to the study of specific demographic aspects in developed populations. The course consists of four lectures and is divided into the following sections:
1. Semi-direct and indirect demographic estimation: background and introduction
2. Semi-direct methods: estimation of completeness and correction of registered number of
deaths with the “growth balance method”
3. Indirect methods for mortality estimation: basic approaches
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4. The impact of measures against Malaria on child mortality in Zanzibar: a WHO/MoH Zanzibar project 1986-92
5. The “orphanhood method” for indirect estimation of adult mortality
6. Practical application of the orphanhood method: example Bolivia, 1975
7. Indirect measurement of adult mortality from survey data in developed populations: an extended application of the orphanhood method
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