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Summary 
 
The paper analyses the switch made in Denmark from a conventional to a register-based census of 
population and housing.The paper may help countries considering a change of method in their organi-
sation of the next wave of censuses. The switch in Denmark was made in little more than a dec-
ade.The last conventional census was conducted in 1970, a register-based census of population was 
taken in 1976 and a full-scale register-based census of population and housing was carried through 
in 1981. The paper outlines the conditions for the change of method, and concludes with some gen-
eral remarks on using administrative registers as source of statistics.  
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Denmark is among the few countries to have switched completely from a  conventional population- 
and housing census to a register- based census. It may therefore be of some interest to analyse the 
conditions for the switch, which was made in a little more than a decade. 
 
 
2. The conventional census 
 
The first census in Denmark goes back to 1769 and from 1840 there have been regular censuses 
every 5. or 10. year until 1970 in which year the last conventional census was conducted. 
 
The method for conducting the census has changed over the years from the use of enumerators for 
filling in the questionnaires to questionnaires filled in by the households and sent by  post to the mu-
nicipality.  
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The content of the census has of cause changed over the time to cover the needs for information in 
the society. But even if there have been changes a big part of the content has been the same over the 
years - that is the basic information for the smallest administrative unit on number of persons, sex, 
age, marital status, family connections and source of livelihood. Questions on for example  income, 
place of work, education and special handicaps have been asked in some censuses. 
 
Even if the concepts in the censuses are the same, there have been changes in the definitions of the 
concepts. For example the number of persons in an area have changed from a de facto  to a de jure 
definition, source of livelihood has changed from referring to the head of household to referring to the 
single person. 
 
These changes are mentioned just to underline the fact that even if we talk about a period covered by 
conventional censuses  it does not mean a period with an  unbroken line of directly comparable data. 
 
The conventional census is an extremely expensive operation, both in terms of money and persons. It 
requires a lot of planning, administration, work with collection, checking, registration and coding. 
Therefore the data from a traditional census take long time to produce. Often it takes 2 to 3 years 
before all the results from the census are accessible. 
 
 
3.The conditions for a change of method 
 
3.1 The Central Population Register 
 
With the Population Registration Act of 10 June 1968 a decisive reform was carried through, aimed 
at simplifying and increasing the effectiveness of the entire system of personal registration using elec-
tronic processing technology.  Alongside the municipal population registers, which had existed since 
1924,  a nation-wide register of the Danish population - the Central Population Register (CPR) - 
was set up on magnetic tape. The Central Population Register was built by adding the information 
from the population registers in the municipalities. The updating of the Central Population Register 
was done by the local registers. 
 
A crucial part of the reform was the introduction of a fixed identification number for each individual - 
the person number. This number was considered to be a practical necessity for the maintenance of 
the Central Population Register. The same number was to be introduced throughout public admini-
stration and would thus replace the many numbering systems which had previously been used in vari-
ous administrations. 
 
In conjunction with the establishment of the CPR a number of other standards and codes were intro-
duced, for example, municipality codes, parish codes, occupation codes and nationality codes. Most 
crucial was the address code, which identified the individual address; this formed a crucial element in 
the CPR-system. 
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The motivation for setting up the CPR was, first and foremost, to avoid double recording and the 
extra consumption of resources which that would engender. Contributory considerations were the 
prospect of a tax reform with the introduction of a tax deduction at source (implemented in 1970) 
which would be difficult to carry through without a reliable system for identification of the countries 
citizens. 
 
The basic information for the population registers, set up in 1924 in the municipalities, was collected 
in the Census of 1924. The Census of 1970 was used for a cross- checking against the reformed 
population registers. 
 
The content of the Central population Register is information on name, address, sex, date of birth, 
marital status, place of birth and citizenship for every person living in the country. The updating of the 
register is done by reporting births, deaths, migrations  and so on by the local registers. 
 
The content of the CPR makes it an evident source for population statistics and already in 1969 the 
first attempts were made to produce statistics. The new production methods gave rise to consider-
able difficulties in the first years. Difficulties in the initial stages were due not only to deficiencies and 
errors in the data content of the CPR but also to problems of interpretation resulting from imprecise 
and incomplete communication between the statistics producer and the register authority. In the end 
of 1970 the first population statistics, entirely  based on information in CPR, were published. It was 
population in municipalities by sex, 1-years age and marital status. This was the first step towards a 
registerbased census. 
 
 
3.2 Other administrative registers  
 
The date for the establishment of the CPR, 1968, was extremely well chosen since the CPR was 
operational before developments in computerisation  really began to make their effects felt in admini-
stration - in other words before the development of large nation-wide systems gathered pace. 
 
Because of the reliable identifications and basic personal information it provided, the CPR from the 
outset served as the source register for almost all other major public administrative systems and also 
for many private systems, especially in the financial sector. Unlike most countries, Denmark is in this 
way avoided a situation in this the various administrative registers each “invent” its own identification 
system, and there were therefore no technical obstacles to the introduction of the present efficient 
and economic computerised infrastructure. 
 
The common identification system was the prerequisite that enabled almost all other bodies - the tax 
authorities, the banking system, social affairs, motor-vehicle tax, radio and TV licensing agencies etc. 
- to base their administration on continuous information from the CPR on names, addresses, marital 
status etc. combined with specific material data for the field concerned. 
  
  
4. Census 1975? 
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Following the traditions there should have been a census in 1975. The discussions up to this date 
between Statistics Denmark and the users of data showed, that there was a growing demand for 
information and the importance of up to date information was underlined. It was however also clear 
that a great deal of the information needed on persons was included in different administrative regis-
ters. By extracting this information it would be possible to give adequate statistics and at the same 
time save the public from the response-burden of filling in a questionnaire. Also the workburden in 
the municipalities with administration of sending out and collecting questionnaires for the census could 
be saved by using registers. 
 
On this background Statistics Denmark recommended the Minister not to conduct a traditional cen-
sus in 1975 and this decision was taken in 1974. A condition for this decision was the establishment 
of a Building and Dwelling Register for both administrative and statistical use.  
  
However the establishment of a Building and Dwelling Register would demand a considerable 
amount of time before it was ready for statistical use. Therefore Statistics Denmark decided to carry 
through a register based census - without housing and dwelling information in 1976.  
 
 
5.  Register based census in 1976   
 
In the register based census 1976 the Central Population Register, with the population registered 1. 
July 1976 was the base for the census.  Information on person number, ( gives information on sex 
and age), marital status, address and  place of birth was extracted and connected with information 
from the Central Business Register, the different tax registers and the educational module in Statistics 
Denmark. 
 
 
5.1 The Central Business Register 
 
The Register, which is administrated by Statistics Denmark, contains information on self-employed 
people and employers who are entitled or obliged under other legislation to register with public au-
thorities  or institutions. In the register the employers was identified by a CIR- number ( a number 
that was given by the tax- authorities to use in the settling of  the tax at source)  or - for the self-
employed -the person number. For the units were given information on industry and type of owner-
ship. In 1976 a problem in the Register was that  the unit registered was the enterprise and not the 
single workplace. That means that the data on industry given in the register was the most important 
one for the enterprise, but not necessarily the correct one for the workplace. This was a fact that 
reduced the value of the 1976 -census considerable. 
 
The information in the Central Business Register was connected to the information in the tax-registers 
by the use of the CIR-number in both registers. 
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5.2 The different tax registers  
 
In the early 70’s several different part registers were built to cover the needs of  the new tax at 
source system. These  different parts shall not be described here but the essence of their content in 
connection with the census was the information on employment status, employer, occupation and 
income for every person, 15 years or older. 
 
The tax registers are built to show every single relation between employer and employee, Therefore 
the information is not useful as it is for a census. The information of different employment’s has to be 
gathered on person-level and connected to a period of time. This is a rather complicated process 
and involves a set of rules for how to handle different situations. In the census 1976 the employment 
status and employer that had been the most important, in terms of time, in 1976 was chosen as the 
source of livelihood. 
 
 
5.3 The Pupil Register 
 
In 1973 started the work to build a register on education in progress. The institutions report annually 
to Statistics Denmark, and all students/pupils who were at a particular institution during the year prior 
to the reporting date must be reported. The information given for the individual is person number, 
education, time of commencement, time of completion, educational qualification and reporting institu-
tion.  
 
In the census 1976 the Pupils Register was used only for identification of students. 
 
 
5. 4 Evaluation of the Census 1976 
 
The 1976 census gave a lot of experience in the technical handling of the information in different ad-
ministrative registers in a way that made it useful for statistical purposes, to combine information from 
different registers and to develop checking routines for the registers. The work with the 1976 under-
lined the importance of  an efficient check of the identifiers in every used register - the importance of 
this check grows with the number of registers used. 
 
The results from the census showed that the technique of using administrative registers as source for 
a population census was absolutely fruitful. But it also showed that some of the registers used were 
not perfect. There were for example the problems in the finding the correct information on branch 
and occupation for the individual. And of course,  this was only a step towards the totally register 
based population- and housing  census as long as the housing- and dwelling information was not 
available. 
 
 
6. The 1981 Register Based Population and Housing Census 
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6.1 The Register of Buildings and Dwellings 
 
In 1977, as a result of the decision not to conduct a conventional census of population and housing in 
1975 and for the purposes of property valuation, information was collected for a Register of Build-
ings and Dwellings (BBR).  The register was an extension of the national computerised Property 
Register, which was set up in 1972. The register is maintained by the municipalities by reports on 
alternations, new buildings and demolition, supplied in conjunction with planning applications proc-
essed by the municipalities. The register is organised hierarchically in three levels: property, building 
within the property, housing unit or other unit within the building. The register have information on 
age, size, installations and use of buildings and dwellings. 
 
The housing units or other units are given addresses in a format that is the same as in the Central 
Population Register;  (municipality code, street code, number in the street, floor number, location on 
the floor). It is through the address coded in this way that a linkage can be made between the hous-
ing characteristics in the BBR and the personal details in the CPR.  Continuous communication be-
tween the two basic registers ensures that addresses identical so that the information in the registers 
can be interlinked. 
 
 
6.2  Introduction of the workplace 
 
The experience from the 1976 census showed that it was necessary to establish a link between an 
employed person and his workplace or establishment and connect the correct industry to the work-
place. In case of a  private employer with only one establishment, there were no problems, the in-
formation on industry was in the Central Business Register and the link to the employed person was 
given in the employers form submitted annually to the tax authorities regarding wages and salaries 
paid to each employee. 
 
To provide information from  employers with more than one workplace they were asked for the 
number of workplaces and to identify each workplaces by a code. Each workplace was than given a 
code for industry. The process of gathering this information by questionnaires to the employers was 
started in 1979. 
 
 The code for the workplace was used in the report from the employer to the tax authorities and in 
this way the link between the employed person and the workplace was provided.  
 
The reason for introducing the information on the workplace was the statistical use of it. It had no 
real interest for the administration . As always with information not used in the administration, main-
taining the quality of the information requires extra effort. 
 
 
The introduction of the workplace in the registers opened for the possibility of commuting statistics. 
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6.3 The 1981 Registers  
 
With the creation of the Register of Building and Dwelling one of the cornerstones of the Register-
based Population and Housing Census 1981 was established and together with the introduction of 
the workplace in the registers it filled in the obvious gaps in the  census from 1976. 
 
The census of 1981 drew mainly on the following administrative registers: 
 
The Central Population Register 
The Central Register of Buildings and Dwellings 
Tax Registers 
   Central Register of Salary Information 
   Central Register of Final Assessments 
Registers of employment insurance and unemployment benefit 
The Educational Classification Module (statistical register) 
 
 
7. General remarks on using administrative registers as source for statis-
tics. 
 
7.1 Precise definition of units 
  
For statistical use it is important that the units in the administrative registers are well defined. This not 
a problem for “natural” units such as persons. Also the concept of a dwelling is fairly easy to deal 
with while a household is more complicated. By  defining a household as a dwelling household is it 
possible to use a register with the dwelling as a unit. 
 
Other types of units are much more complicated as for example business units. A firm or a work-
place is an abstract concept. Its existence can only be defined and established in accordance with 
very precise rules. 
 
 
7.2 Total coverage 
 
Registers should ideally, contain information on all units in the country of the types specified, i.e. they 
must be comprehensive. Incomplete coverage will often be systematic, for example, if certain mu-
nicipalities are not covered, the statistics produced on such a basis will be affected by bias which it 
may be difficult to compensate for. 
  
 
7.3 Identifiers  
 
Identifiers play a very considerable role in the maintenance of administrative registers and in their 
statistical use. For statistics it is particularly important that it should be possible to employ the com-
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mon identifiers used in many registers in order to link information from various sources on one unit. 
Since administrative registers are not set up for statistical purposes and therefore  do not usually con-
tain the desired datacombinations in directly accessible form, an important procedure in the produc-
tion of almost any register-based statistics is to link data from different registers by means of com-
mon keys. 
 
The most important key in this connection is of course the person number. The street address and 
the workplace number are also essential in determining relationships between persons, dwellings and 
workplaces. 
 
 
7.4 Time references 
 
Dates of events are necessary in the statistical use of registers. For example the time for births and 
deaths are crusial in defining the population at a given point of time. 
 
Date of registration, as an indication of when the data value in question was entered in the register, 
is almost as important as date of event when the register has to function as a statistical model of the 
reality the statistic is to describe. 
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