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QUESTION: With the use of relevant examples, discuss sample surveys as a source of 

demographic data in Zambia. Furthermore, explain how the survey and census complement each 

other as sources of data about the population in Zambia. 
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To meet national needs, there is need to gather information. Sample surveys are one way in which 

these data can be collected. Sample surveys make it possible to study a much broader range of 

these issues and to accumulate quantitative descriptions of the demographic and non-demographic 

phenomena. Therefore, this academic essay aims at discussing the Sample Survey as a source of 

demographic data in Zambia and how the survey and census complement each other as sources of 

data about the population. It will start by defining the key terms. Afterwards, it will briefly 

highlight the uses of sample surveys as sources of demographic data in Zambia. Further, a brief 

discussion of the advantages and disadvantages of sample surveys will be given. Furthermore, it 

will discuss how the sample surveys and population censuses complement each other as sources 

of population data in Zambia. Lastly a conclusion will be made. 

A sample is a random selection of members of a population. It is a smaller group drawn from the 

population that has characteristics of the entire population. The observations and conclusions made 

against the sample data are then attributed to the population as a whole. The process of drawing 

conclusions about the larger entity based on the information contained in a sample is known as 

statistical inference. The information obtained from the statistical sample allows statisticians to 

develop hypotheses about the entire population (retrieved from Investopedia on 20th May 2021). 

Survey means different things to different disciplines and therefore differs in terms of purpose, 

subject matter, coverage, and source of information. Surveys can be classified broadly into 

descriptive and analytical surveys. In descriptive survey the objective is to obtain information 

about large groups. In analytical survey, however, comparisons are made between different 

subgroups of the population in order to discover whether differences exist among that may enable 

researchers to form or test hypotheses about the forces at work in the population (ibid) 

According to R. L. Williams, in Encyclopaedia of Health Economics 2014, a sample survey is a 

method of collecting data from or about the members of a population so that inferences about the 

entire population can be obtained from a subset or sample, of the population members. 

According to the United Nations (UN 2008), a population census is the total process of collecting, 

compiling, evaluating, analysing and publishing or otherwise disseminating demographic, 

economic and social data pertaining, at a specified time, to all persons in a country or in a well 

delimited part of a country. 
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Having looked at the definitions of key terms, it is necessary to understand the different sampling 

techniques. Sampling techniques can be subdivided into two groups of probability and non-

probability sampling. In probability also called random sampling, a complete sampling frame of 

all eligible individuals from which to select the sample is used. This makes all eligible individuals 

have an equal chance of being chosen for the sample which helps to generalize the results. 

Probability sampling methods, however, tend to be more time-consuming and expensive. Non-

probability sampling on the other hand, some individuals have no chance of being chosen for the 

sample. Consequently, you cannot estimate the effect of sampling error and as a result, there is a 

risk of having non-representative sample which produces results that cannot be generalized. 

However, non-probability sampling tends to be cheaper (Ben-Shlomo Y. et el). 

Sample surveys have become a key source of demographic data, this essay goes a step further to 

highlight some of the uses. Sample surveys are used routinely by many countries around the world 

to collect and analyze data in order to inform policy decisions, allocate resources, and assess 

national needs. In-depth understanding of the population is important for effective and informed 

reporting, planning, policy making, research, monitoring and evaluation and human development. 

Information collected from surveys conducted by government agencies has a huge influence upon 

the ways our lives are regulated. An example is the Labour Force Surveys for monitoring the extent 

of unemployment, and the Consumer Price Index (CPI) among other issues. 

Market researchers as well conduct formal surveys and informal polls to try and determine 

consumer demand for new products and services, future demand for existing products and services, 

consumer satisfaction, and the impact of advertising campaigns. Estimates of demand are 

necessary for planning production runs and these, in turn, affect the total number of jobs in an 

industry. The Zambia Statistics Agency in Zambia conduct or sponsor sample surveys to obtain 

high-quality data about the state of the economy, health, education and other issues. 

One of the surveys conducted by the Zambia Statistics Agency is the Labour Force Survey. The 

primary objective of the Labour Force Survey is to provide labour market statistics for planning 

and policy formulation for development. Labour market statistics are critical in setting of global, 

national and subnational goals and targets. Demographic information is important as it is the basis 

for analysing population characteristics and their relationship with other determinants of 
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population change. Data on the demographic characteristics provide background information and 

the necessary framework that allows determination of the thresholds for defining the working-age 

population as well as the labour force (LFS 2018). 

Another survey conducted is the Zambia Demographic and Health Survey (ZDHS) which provides 

an opportunity to inform policy and provide data for planning, implementation, and monitoring 

and evaluation of national health programmes. This survey is designed to provide up-to-date 

information on health indicators, including fertility levels, nuptiality, sexual activity, fertility 

preferences, awareness and use of family planning methods, breastfeeding practices, nutritional 

status of children, early childhood and maternal mortality, maternal and child health, awareness 

and behaviours regarding HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted infections, and prevalence of 

HIV (ZDHS 2018). 

Just like any other source of demographic data, sample surveys also have advantages and 

disadvantages. To start with, sample surveys are the most flexible of the three data sources.  In 

principle, almost any subject can be investigated through sample surveys. With much smaller 

workloads than in censuses and the opportunity to train fewer personnel more intensively, sample 

surveys can examine most subjects in much greater detail.  

While it is not possible to anticipate all the data needs of a country far into the future at the time a 

census is being planned, household surveys provide a mechanism for meeting emerging data needs 

on a continuing basis. As budgets for national statistical activities are always limited, the flexibility 

of the sample survey makes it an excellent choice for meeting data users’ needs for statistics which 

otherwise are unavailable, insufficient or unreliable. 

Many countries have instituted a continuing survey program, which includes periodic surveys such 

as annual or quarterly labour force surveys or annual surveys on cost of living, and ad hoc surveys 

to meet specific statistical data needs. Ad-hoc surveys are meant to satisfy immediate purposes 

and therefore do not ordinarily provide a framework for a continuing database and time 

series.  Continuing periodic surveys, on the other hand, are normally carried out to investigate a 

highly important phenomenon that needs to be monitored frequently. It is vital for all sample 

survey programs to be a part of the overall integrated statistical data-collection system of the 

country, so that the overall needs for statistical data can be adequately met (United Nations, 1984). 
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Additionally, countries that have a continuing sample survey program have the opportunity to 

develop adequate in-house technical and field staff that continue gaining experience with the 

repeated surveys over time. Besides, a continuing survey program increases the cost-effectiveness 

of the available resources that have been accumulated and maintained over time, such as sampling 

frame, cartographic maps, the field operation infrastructure, data processing, and capacity in 

technical know-how both in the central office and in field offices (IBID). 

While sample surveys are not as expensive as population censuses, they have some notable 

disadvantages in that, they are costly to organize, particularly at the beginning when a country do 

not have a continuing program of household surveys.  In addition to being costly, sample surveys 

are also subject to non-sampling errors as a result of the interviewing process. Further, sample 

surveys are also subject to sampling error, which increases quickly with the level of geographical 

detail sought. 

According to Sarah Mae Sincero (March 18 2012), questions that bear controversies may not be 

precisely answered by the participants because of the probably difficulty of recalling the 

information related to them. The truth behind these controversies may not be relieved as accurately 

as when using alternative data gathering methods such as face-to-face interviews and focus groups. 

In addition, questions in surveys are always standardized before administering them to the subjects. 

The researcher is therefore forced to create questions that are general enough to accommodate the 

general population. However, these general questions may not be as appropriate for all the 

participants as they should be (retrieved 21st May, 2021 from https://explorable.com/advantages-

and-disadvantages-of-surveys ). 

Sample surveys and population censuses are complements of each other. That is, they depend on 

each other to ensure a successful undertaking of either. According to the United Nations (UN 

2005), sample surveys provide a basis for updating some census information especially at national 

and other large domain levels. In most cases only relatively simple topics are investigated in a 

census and the number of questions is usually limited. Census information can therefore be 

complemented by detailed information on complex topics from the sample surveys, taking 

advantage of their small size and potential flexibility. 

Again, collecting information on additional topics from a sample of the households during the 

census is a cost-effective way to broaden the scope of the census to meet the expanding demands 

https://explorable.com/advantages-and-disadvantages-of-surveys
https://explorable.com/advantages-and-disadvantages-of-surveys
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of social statistics. However, the use of sampling methods and techniques makes it feasible to 

produce urgently needed data with acceptable precision when time and cost constraints would 

make it impractical to obtain such data through complete enumeration. Data from sample surveys 

can also be used to check census coverage and content. The aim is to determine the size and 

direction of such errors. Post enumeration surveys were, for instance, used for this purpose during 

the 2000 round of censuses in Zambia to evaluate coverage errors. Likewise, census data can be 

used to evaluate some survey results (IBID). 

On the other hand, the census provides a sampling frame, statistical infrastructure, statistical 

capacity and benchmark statistics that are needed in conducting sample surveys. It is common to 

draw a sample of households within a census context, to collect information on more complex 

topics such as, disability, maternal mortality, economic activity and fertility. Censuses support 

sample surveys by providing sampling frames; the census provides an explicit list of all area units, 

such as enumeration areas, commonly used as first stage units in household sample surveys 

selection process. For example, the 2018 ZDHS used the 2010 census framework. Moreover, some 

additional information available from a census can be used for efficient design of surveys. 

Furthermore, additional information from censuses can be used to improve sample estimates 

through regression and ratio estimates, thereby improving the precision of survey estimates (UN 

2005). 

In conclusion, sample surveys are among the three key sources of social and demographic data in 

Zambia. Others include the population censuses and vital systems. If well planned and executed, 

sample surveys can be vital in an integrated program of data collection and compilation as it can 

be noticed from the role that sample survey results play in both private and public planning for 

national development. Worth noting also is the fact that sample surveys and censuses should be 

viewed as complementary sources of data about the population. This implies that, whenever 

possible, in planning for censuses and surveys common concepts and definitions should be used. 
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