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Preface 

The present handbook on “Glossary, Definitions & Terms of 
Civil Registration and Vital Statistics” is a comprehensive set of 
information for individuals, organizations and departments on 
technical terms used in CRVS. This small and handy document 
offers international definitions of all variables and concepts 
used in this domain. Thus, it will help to avoid any confusion 
while using and occasionally in measurement issues as well. 

I congratulate the Health Section of Planning Commission and 
UNICEF on preparing this useful document under the joint 
initiative on CRVS. There are many other initiatives taken by 
CRVS- Technical Support Unit at Planning Commission and this 
publication is one small but very significant part of series of 
activities. I am expecting that this document will help to create 
awareness and improve understanding on CRVS.

Dr. Asma Hyder

Member Social Sector & Devolution
Planning Commission, M/o Planning Development and Reform
Islamabad.

VOCABULARY IS 
IMPORTANT. IF YOU 
CANNOT SAY WHAT 

YOU MEAN, YOU WILL 
NEVER MEAN WHAT YOU 

SAY. AND YOU SHOULD 
ALWAYS MEAN WHAT 

YOU SAY.



Age-Standardized Rate: A rate designed to minimize the effects 
of differences in age composition when comparing rates for 
different populations.

ACME: Automated Classification of Medical Entities; this program 
automates the underlying cause-Of-death coding rules. The 
input to ACME is the multiple cause-of-death codes (from the 
ICD) Assigned to each entity (e.g. disease condition, accident 
or injury) listed on cause-of-death Certifications, preserving the 
location and order as reported by the certifier. ACME then applies 
The WHO rules to the ICD codes and selects an underlying cause 
of death. ACME has become the de facto international standard 
for the automated selection of the underlying cause of death.

Birth:  See “Live birth” 

Birth Rate: The crude birth rate is the number of birth over a 
given period divided by the person years lived by the population 
over that period. It is expressed as the number of births per 1000 
population.

Capture–Recapture: Capture–recapture methods can be used 
to assess the completeness of registration. The basic Idea is 
to use two separate sources or methods to identify births or 
deaths, and to examine the proportion of cases identified by 
the second method that were also identified by the first. From 
this information, it is possible (through mathematical models) 
to estimate the total number of cases. Capture–recapture can 
be used to assist in monitoring trends over time, but it assumes 
closed Populations.

Causes of Death: “All those diseases, morbid conditions or 

What is CRVS?
“The Total Process of collecting information by civil registration 
or enumeration on the frequency of occurrence of specified and 
defined vital events and of compiling, processing, analyzing, 
evaluating, presenting and disseminating these data in some 
statistical form”.



Citizen: A person who holds the legal nationality of the country 
they are living in and, as such, benefits from all the constitutional 
rights of that country but also is subject to the obligations and 
regulations that apply to its citizens. 

Citizenship: The legal nationality of a person.

Civil Registrar: Official charged with the responsibility for 
registering vital events in a defined area (e.g. a country, district, 
municipality or parish) and for reporting these for legal and 
statistical purposes.

Civil Registration: “The continuous, permanent, compulsory, 
and universal recording of the occurrence and characteristics 
of vital events (live births, deaths, fetal deaths, marriages and 
divorces) and other civil status events pertaining to the population 
as provided by decree, law or regulation, in accordance with the 
legal requirements in each country. Civil registration establishes 
and provides legal documentation of such events. These records 
are also the best source of vital statistics” (1).

Civil Society: The voluntary participation of citizens in the civic 
and social bodies that form the basis of a functioning society, as 
opposed to state and commercial institutions. 

Completeness: The percentage of actual births or deaths in a 
population that are registered. Put another way, it is the number 
of registered births or deaths divided by the actual number of 
births or deaths in a population.

Completeness of Registration: The extent to which all births 
or deaths are registered in a population; usually expressed 

injuries that either resulted in or contributed to death and the 
circumstances of the accident or violence that produced any 
such injuries.” (27)

Cause-specific Molarity Fractions (CSMFs): The number of 
deaths in the population due to various causes, as fractions of 
the total. CSMFs are the most important policy-relevant outputs 
of verbal autopsy.

Census:  See “Population census” 

Certification: The issuance by the civil registrar of a legal 
document certifying a birth or death.

Certification of Cause of Death: Process by which a doctor 
confirms the fact of death, states the causes leading to it and 
issues a certificate that specifies the underlying cause of death, 
according to the rules and procedures of the ICD. 

Certifier (of cause of death): A person authorized by law to 
issue a medical certificate in a prescribed format, starting the 
underlying and contributory causes of death and other facts 
related to the event submission to the local registrar or other 
appropriate authority. The certifier is usually the physician who 
attended the deceased in their final illness or, in the case of 
individuals who were not attended by a physician during their 
final illness or who may have died due to violence or injury, the 
medical-legal officer. (e.g. coroner or medical examiner)

Child Mortality: Deaths of children under 5 years of age (i.e. 
in the exact age range 0–4 years old); usually measured as the 
probability of a neonate dying before their 5th birthday.



Date of Registration: The day, month and year when an entry 
of registration of a vital event is made in civil register.

Dead on arrival (DOA): A term used to indicate that a patient 
is found to be clinically dead upon the arrival of professional 
medical assistance.

Death: The permanent disappearance of all evidence of life at 
any time after live birth has taken place (postnatal cessation 
of vital functions without capability of resuscitate action). This 
definition excludes fetal death.

Delayed Registration: The registration of a vital event after the 
prescribed period specified in existing laws, rules or regulations 
(including any specified grace period). Delayed registration is 
usually considered to be the registration of a vital event one year 
or more after the event has occurred. (Not to be confused with 
“late registration”.)

Demographic: The practice of registering, on a continuous basis, 
all demographic events (including cause of surveillance death, 
which is usually assessed by verbal autopsy) in one or more 
geographically defined Populations. The major drawback of 
demographic surveillance is that it does not produce nationally 
representative data but only information for the specific sites 
chosen.

Demographic Surveillance System: The longitudinal 
enumeration of all demographic events, including cause of 
death via verbal autopsy, in a geographically defined population; 
usually established with the primary purpose of health and 
development intervention research.

as a percentage of the total deaths and births in a population. 
Sometimes also referred to as the Coverage of registration. Any 
deviation from complete coverage is measured by coverage error.

Confidentiality: A guarantee that information provided by 
respondents will not be revealed to others.

Crude Birth Rate: A vital statistics summary rate based on the 
number of live births occurring in a population during a given 
period of time. Typically expressed as the number of live births 
occurring among the population of a given geographical area 
during a given calendar year per 1000 mid-year total population 
of the given geographical area during the same year. 

Crude Death Rate: A vital statistics summary rate based on the 
number of deaths occurring in a population during a given period 
of time. Typically expressed as the number of deaths occurring 
among the population during a given geographical area during 
a given calendar year per 1000 mid-year total population of the 
given geographical area during the same year.

Data Dashboard: A means of providing at-a-glance views of key 
performance indicators. Data dashboards are typically limited t 
showing summaries, key trends, comparisons and exceptions.

Date of Birth: The day, month and year of birth (and hours and 
minutes, if required) used to determine age in completed units 
of time.

Date of Occurrence: The day, month and year of occurrence of 
a vital event; and hours and minutes in the case of births, and 
infants dying in the first week of life.



of children born to each woman over the course of her life. 
In general, total fertility rate is a better indicator of (current) 
fertility rates than crude birth rate as it is unaffected by the age 
distribution of the population.

Fetal Death: “Death prior to the complete expulsion or 
extraction from its mother of a product of conception, 
irrespective of the duration of the pregnancy; the death is 
indicated by the fact that after such separation the fetus does 
not breathe or show any evidence of life, such as beating of the 
heart, pulsation of the umbilical cord, or definite movement of 
voluntary muscles” (27).

Geographic information systems (GIS): A system designed to 
capture, store, manipulate, analyses, manage and present all 
types of geographically referenced data. In simple terms, the 
GIS is the merging cartography, statistical analysis and database 
technology.

Household: An arrangement in which one or more people 
make common provisions for their own food (‘eat from the 
same pot’) or other life essentials. A household may have a 
common budget, be related, unrelated or a combination 
of both, and there may be more than one household in a 
housing unit.

Household Surveys: Household surveys are generally 
unreliable sources of data on adult and cause-specific 
mortality, because of the relative rarity of such deaths and 
the limitations of sample size. Due to sample size limitations, 
reliable estimates are usually only possible at national level 
and for major sub regions. Population-based surveys include 

DHIS2: A web-based open-source information system with 
visualization features.

Ill-Defined cause of Death: A collection of vague diagnoses 
that should not be used as the underlying cause of death, and 
consisting of: “symptoms, signs and abnormal clinical and 
laboratory findings, not elsewhere Classified” (Chapter XIII of ICD-
10). For further information, see Section 4.1.10 in ICD-10, Volume 2.

Electronic medical record (EMR): A computerized medical 
record created in an organization that delivers care, such as a 
hospital or physician’s office. EMRs tend to be part of a local 
standalone health information system that allows storage, 
retrieval and modification of records.

Enumeration: The means by which the presence of individuals 
in a household or other group is recorded; normally used in 
reference to a census or survey. Distinct from registration, 
enumeration is anonymous and does not provide any direct 
benefit to the individual.

Epidemiology: The study of the distribution and determinants 
of health-related states and events in populations.

Episodes: The meaningful and identifiable segments of time 
associated with life events such as pregnancies, conjugal 
relationships and residencies.

Evaluation of a Civil Registration (or vital statistics) System: 
An appraisal of the value, worth and importance of individual 
elements in the operation of the system.

Fertility Rate: The total fertility rate is the average number 



organization of clinical diagnoses used for public health 
purposes.

Infant Mortality: Deaths in children occurring before their first 
birthday, usually measured as infant deaths per 1000 live births.

Late Registration: Registration of a vital event after the 
prescribed time-period but within a specified grace period. 
Since the grace period is usually considered to be one year 
following the vital event, late registration means the registration 
of a vital event within one year of the event occurring. (Not to be 
confused with delayed registration.)

Legal framework for civil registration and vital statistics: 
The system of regulations and guidelines that govern the civil 
registration system and the vital statistics derived. This includes 
regulations on the medical certification process and burials, as 
well as on the dissemination and publication of vital statistics, 
with these different aspects potentially coming under different 
jurisdictions and acts.

Legislation: Helps to ensure the completeness of registration 
and to improve the accuracy of information held in the civil 
record. Laws are needed to safeguard personal information 
about individuals by ensuring that it remains confidential and 
secure, and protecting against its misuse.

Life Expectancy: Average number of years a person could 
expect to live if current mortality trends continue for the rest of 
that person’s life.

Life Table: A tabular display of life expectancies and the 

more detailed questions on mortality and fertility than can 
be asked during a census and can thus be used to generate 
estimates of fertility, child and adult mortality. DHS, PAPCHILD 
and MICS are examples of survey programmers that have 
yielded useful estimates of vital statistics rates, particularly 
fertility and child mortality.

ICD-10: International statistical classification of diseases and 
related health problems, 10th revision (ICD-10; sometimes 
shortened to the International classification of diseases) (28). 
ICD-10 is a classification maintained by the WHO for coding 
diseases, signs, symptoms and other factors causing morbidity 
and mortality. It is used worldwide for classifying morbidity and 
mortality statistics and is designed to promote international 
comparability in the collection, processing, classification and 
presentation of statistics.

Infant Deaths: The deaths of live born children under one year 
of age.

Informant: An individual responsible by law for reporting the 
occurrence of a vital event to the local registrar and for providing 
all the information and characteristics related to the event. On 
the basis of such a report, the event may be legally registered by 
the local registrar.

International Form of Medical Certificate of Cause 
of Death (MCCOD): The International Form of Medical 
Certificate of Cause of Death (known as the death certificate) 
is recommended by the World Health Organization for 
certification of death in all countries. One way of looking at 
the death certificate is that it provides a framework for the 



geographical area during a given calendar year per 100 000 
(or 1O 000) live births occurring in the given geographical area 
during the same year.

Metadata: Information about data including definitions, 
attributes (e.g. name, size and data type), sources, estimation 
methods and other characteristics.

Micro Data: In statistics, micro data refers to non-compiled 
data. For instance, data on an individual obtained from civil 
registration or a response from a survey of a census.

Migration: The movement of people across a specified 
boundary for the purpose of establishing a semi-permanent 
residence. External migration is a move from a residential unit 
in the demographic reliance area to one outside it, and internal 
migration is a move from one residential unit to another the 
same demographic surveillance area.

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): Eight major 
development goals and associated targets and indicators, 
endorsed by Member States of the UN in the year 2000.

Mode of Death: The way a person died; for example, “respiratory 
failure”. To write this on a death certificate is not sufficient 
because it does not indicate what disease or condition caused 
the death.

Morbidity Rate: The frequency of disease, illness, injuries and 
disabilities in a population.

Mortality Rate: The ratio of the number of people dying in a year 
to the total mid-year population in which the deaths occurred. 

probability of dying at each age (or age group) for a given 
population, calculated from age-specific death rates prevailing 
at that time. The life table gives a complete picture of a 
population’s mortality.

Live Birth: The result of the complete expulsion or extraction 
from its mother of a product of conception, irrespective of the 
duration of pregnancy, which after such separation breathes 
or shows any other evidence of life, such as beating of the 
heart, pulsation of the umbilical cord or definite movement of 
voluntary muscles, whether or not the umbilical cord has been 
cut or the placenta is attached; each product of such a birth is 
considered to be live born.

Maternal Death: Death of a woman while pregnant or within 42 
days of termination of pregnancy (irrespective of the duration 
and the site of the pregnancy) from any cause related to or 
aggravated by the pregnancy or its management, but not from 
accidental or incidental causes.

Maternal mortality ratio: A vital statistics rate based on the 
number of deaths due to maternal causes relative to the number 
of live births occurring during a given period of time, usually 
a calendar year. Typically expressed as the number of deaths 
of women resulting from (a) direct obstetric complications of 
pregnancy, labor and the puerperium; (b) from interventions, 
omissions or incorrect treatments or their results; or (c) from 
indirect obstetric causes resulting from previously existing 
disease or disease arising during pregnancy and which was 
not due to direct obstetric causes but which was aggravated by 
the physiological effects of the pregnancy, occurring in a given 



Population-at-risk: (1) for vital statistics purposes, the 
population that is subject to the occurrence of vital event, 
such as the total population in the case of deaths, or the legally 
married population in the case of divorces. (2) For the calculation 
of specified vital statistics rates, the number (denominator) by 
which the number of vital events (numerator) is divided.

Population Census: The total process of collecting, compiling, 
evaluating, analyzing 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 (35). Data from population censuses can be 
used to estimate birth and death rates. Also, they can provide 
the best source of data on at-risk populations (numerators and 
denominators) in small geographical or administrative areas, 
and the baseline for sample vital registration.

Population Register: A mechanism for the continuous recording 
of selected information pertaining to each member of the 
resident population of a country or area, making it possible to 
have up-to-date information about the size and characteristics of 
the population at selected points in time. Because of the nature 
of a population register, both its organization and operation 
should have a legal basis. Population registers start with a 
base consisting of an inventory of the inhabitants of an area 
and their characteristics (e.g. date of birth, sex, marital status, 
place of birth, place of residence, citizenship and language). To 
assist in locating a record for a particular person, household or 
family in a population register, a unique identification number 
is provided for each entity. The population register can contain 
other socioeconomic data, such as occupation or education. 

This rate is also called the crude death rate. The mortality rate 
may be standardized when comparing mortality rates over time 
(or between countries), to take account of differences in the 
population; the rate is then called the age-standardized death 
rate.

Neonatal deaths: Deaths of live born infants during the first 28 
completed days of life.

Notification: The paper documentation needed to obtain 
a permit to bury a deceased person, and that serves as 
documentary evidence for the civil registration to register the 
birth or death.

Perinatal Mortality: Deaths occurring in the perinatal period 
that commences at 22 completed weeks (154 days) of gestation 
(the time when birth weight is normally 500 g) and ends 7 
completed days after birth (28).

Perinatal mortality rate: The number of fetal deaths after 28 
weeks of pregnancy (late fetal deaths) s the number of deaths of 
infants under 7 days of age per 1000 live births.

Policy: A plan, course of action or set of regulations adopted 
by government, business or other institutions and designed to 
influence and determine decisions or procedures.

Population: (1) All of the inhabitants of a given country or area 
(province, city, metropolitan area etc.) considered together; 
or the number of such inhabitants. (2) In sampling, the whole 
collection of units has people, households, institutions or 
events) from which a sample may be drawn.



are available. In all other cases, death is first notified to the 
sample registration office, and the household is later visited 
and a verbal autopsy is conducted to determine the cause of 
death. The system yields nationally representative vital statistics 
that include the major causes of death. If properly conducted 
and carefully expanded, sample registration is the best way 
to gradually expand into a national civil registration system. 
However, if the population under surveillance is too small or 
not representative, the data will be biased or too small to yield 
reliable cause-specific death rates.

Sample Vital Registration with Verbal Autopsy (Savvy): The 
MEASURE Evaluation project based at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill and the United States Census Bureau 
have together created a series of sample vital registration with 
Verbal autopsy (SAVVY) manuals for mortality surveillance.

Stakeholders: Persons or institutions with a shared interest 
(financial or otherwise) in a given event, process or outcome.

Standard operating procedure (SOP): A standard operating 
procedure, or SOP, is a set of step-by-step instructions compiled 
by an organization to help workers carry out complex routine 
operations. SOPs aim to achieve efficiency, quality output and 
uniformity of performance.

Statistical reporting of vital event data: The transmission of 
statistical reports on legally recorded vital events to the agency 
responsible for the compilation of statistics on such events.

Stillbirth: A baby that shows no signs of life when born. Stillbirths 
may be due to injuries, illness, infections or catastrophic events 

The population register should be updated by births, deaths, 
marriages and divorces, which are part of the civil registration 
system of the country. The population register is also updated by 
migration. Thus, notifications of certain events, which may have 
been recorded originally in different administrative systems, are 
automatically linked to a population register on a current basis. 
The method and sources of updating should cover all changes, 
so that the characteristics of individuals in the register remain 
current (1).

Quality of Data: In a vital statistics system, quality of data is 
usually measured according to the degree of completeness, 
accuracy, timeliness and availability

Registrar General: The head of the civil registration office or 
department with jurisdiction usually extending over the entire 
national territory.

Registration: The formal act of reporting a birth or death, 
and obtaining a birth or death certificate issued by the civil 
registration authority.

Regulation: A law that has been passed not by the parliament but 
by an executive body of the government (e.g. an administration 
or a ministry). Regulations are as compulsory as laws, and deal 
with the details of how law share to be executed.

Sample Vital Registration: The registration of all demographic 
events on a continuous basis (as in full civil registration) but 
only for a nationally representative sample of administrative 
areas for which a baseline population Census has been taken. 
Cause of death is assessed from hospital records where these 



Verbal Autopsy: A structured interview with caregivers or family 
members of households after a death occurs; used to determine 
the probable cause or causes of death in populations where 
most deaths occur outside health facilities, and where direct 
medical certification is rare.

Vital Event: “The occurrence of a live birth, death, fetal death, 
marriage, divorce, adoption, legitimation, recognition of 
parenthood, annulment of marriage, or legal separation” (1).

Vital Registration: All sanctioned modes of registering 
individuals and reporting on vital events.

Vital Statistics: Statistics on vital events compiled from all 
sources of vital-events data (including civil registration, censuses 
and surveys).

Vital Statistics System: “The total process of (a) collecting 
information by civil registration or enumeration on the 
frequency or occurrence of specified and defined vital events, 
as well as relevant characteristics of the events themselves and 
the person or persons concerned, and (b) compiling, processing, 
analyzing, evaluating, presenting, and disseminating these data 
in statistical form” (1).

WHO-FIC: WHO’s Family of international disease and health 
related classifications?

happening to the mother or to the child while in the womb or 
during birth. To distinguish this from abortion or miscarriage 
(for which a verbal autopsy is not conducted), the verbal 
autopsy system includes only births that occur after 28 weeks 
of pregnancy.

Survey: A canvassing of selected individuals or households in 
a population usually used to infer demographic characteristics 
or trends for a larger segment or for all of the population (see 
Census).

Tabulated: To arrange data in a systematic way for analysis, 
such as a table.

Technical Assistance: Development aid or cooperation provided 
by governmental and nongovernmental agencies to assist the 
economic, social and political development of populations. It 
also covers the transfer of knowledge from individual experts 
and scientists to countries as part of cooperative projects.

Underlying Cause of Death: Either (a) The disease or injury that 
initiated the train of morbid events leading directly to death; or 
(b) the circumstances of the accident or violence that produced 
the fatal injury. The underlying Cause of death is used as the 
basis for the tabulation of mortality statistics.

Usual Residence: The geographical location within a country, 
locality or other civil division where a specified person (the 
deceased, or a mother or father) usually resides. For vital 
statistics purposes, the place of usual residence for a birth or 
fetal death is the place where the mother usually resides.
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publications/index.php
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