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1. Population data sources currently used for SDG indicator calculations 

1. For all indicators based on population data, the UIS uses official estimates from the United Nations 
Population Division (UNPD), which may differ from the national population estimates collected through 
the DEM/Eurostat population data. At several sessions of the INES Working Party 
[EDU/EDPC/INES/WP(2018)19], the majority of countries expressed their preference to use DEM/Eurostat 
estimates instead of UNPD population estimates, as these better reflect their national estimates.  

2. In 2018, the UIS accepted to use DEM/Eurostat population data for countries for which (i) the 
discrepancy between UNPD and DEM/Eurostat data was particularly large, and (ii) DEM/Eurostat data 
was available for the years 2000 onwards. As of now these, countries include Brazil, France, Ireland, 
Latvia, Lithuania and the United States.  

3. Following recurring demands from countries to use national population estimates (rather than UNPD 
data), the Committee for the Coordination of Statistical Activities formed a Task Force in 2019, to 
determine the most appropriate population data source for SDG indicator calculation. The results of their 
work are expected to be available for the 2021 SDG data release. 

 

 

2. Comparison of population data sources 

1. In 2019, the OECD conducted a comparison of the population data from DEM/Eurostat, UNPD and 
UNSD. This section summarises the outcomes of this analysis.  

Sources of differences across data sources 

2. Part of the differences between the three data sources relate to reference dates and estimation 
methods. Regarding reference dates, DEM/Eurostat data refer to December 31st, while UNSD and 
UNPD data correspond to June 30th. In terms of methods, DEM/Eurostat and UNSD data correspond 
to population estimates that countries report yearly. In contrast, UNPD currently produces 
population estimates based on five-year age groups. Values between the 5-year intervals are then 
interpolated, which can make it difficult to accurately reproduce data for intermediary years, 
especially when the trends fluctuate.  

Extent of the differences across data sources 

Differences in the overall population 

3. As shown in Table 1, while population data from DEM/Eurostat and UNSD tend to be similar for most 
countries, the differences between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data can be significant. The difference 
between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data is particularly striking in countries such as France, Israel and 
Mexico (with a difference of at least 2%), and in Greece, Norway, Turkey and the United Kingdom 
(with a difference of 1-2%). In other countries, the difference is smaller. A quarter of countries with 
available data exhibit a difference of 0.50-1.00%, another quarter a difference of 0.25%-0.50%, and 
the remaining countries exhibit a difference of 0-0.25%.  
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Table 1. Comparison of population data from DEM/Eurostat, UNPD and UNSD (2017) 

 

Note:  The colour-coding of cells represents the difference between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD or UNSD data. 
Yellow cells correspond to differences of 0.25-0.50% compared to DEM/Eurostat, orange cells to differences of 
0.50%-1.00%, red cells to differences of 1.00%-2.00% and purple cells to differences of 2.00-100%. Green cells 
indicate values that are identical to those in DEM/Eurostat data. 
Source: DEM/Eurostat, UNPD and UNSD population databases. 
 

Differences by age groups 

4. In some countries, the discrepancies between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data can be significant for 
individual ages, although the data may be similar for the overall population (total for all ages). As 
shown in Figure 1, in Germany, DEM/Eurostat and UNSD data are similar for all ages, and follow the 
same patterns as enrolment data. In contrast, UNPD data differs significantly from other sources for 
some ages (in particular ages 11 to 14). These differences may reflect the fact that UNPD data is based 
on estimations using five-year age groups. 
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Source: DEM/Eurostat, UNPD and UNSD population databases, UNESCO-
UIS/OECD/EUROSTAT data collection on enrolment. 

 

6. Table 2 provides further information on the discrepancies between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data in 
Germany. As shown in the table, there is a difference of over 2.00% for the population of ages 8 and 
10-15, and a difference of 1.00-2.00% for ages 5 and 6. In contrast, for other ages, DEM/Eurostat and 
UNPD data are similar. 

Table 2. Comparison of population data from DEM/Eurostat and UNPD, by age: Example of 
Germany (2017) 

 

Note: The colour-coding of cells represents the difference between 
DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data. 
Orange cells to differences of 0.50%-1.00%, red cells to differences of 1.00%-
2.00% and purple cells to differences of 2.00-100%. 
Source: DEM/Eurostat and UNPD population databases. 

 

7. Differences in population data between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data can have a significant impact 
on SDG indicators, depending on the age groups used for the calculations. Table 3 takes the example 
of Germany, and highlights differences in population data for the age groups corresponding to SDG 
Indicators 4.1.3 (Gross intake ratio to the last grade of primary education) and 4.1.5 (Out-of-school 
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rate in primary education). As shown in the table, the population used to calculate Indicator 4.1.5 
(children aged 6-9) is similar between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD (difference by less than 0.25%). In 
contrast, the population used for the calculation of Indicator 4.1.3 (children aged 9) differs more 
significantly across the two sources (by 0.50-1.00%). 
 

8. Because of discrepancies across the two data sources, in some cases, countries for which UNPD data 
is used have required to set SDG indicators to missing, as the data did not seem to accurately reflect 
their national estimates. 

 

Table 3. Implications of differences in population data on SDG indicators calculation: Example of 
Germany (2017) 

 

Note: The colour-coding of cells represents the difference between DEM/Eurostat and UNPD data. Orange cells to differences of 
0.50%-1.00%. 
Source: DEM/Eurostat and UNPD population databases. 
 

3. Next steps 

9. The UN Task force will continue working on identifying the most appropriate population data source 
for SDG indicators calculation. In the meantime, the UIS and OECD will continue using DEM/Eurostat 
data for Brazil, France, Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania and the United States. 


