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Abstract

This paper provides an overview of the evolution of household surveys in Latin America, tracing key
institutional, methodological, and technological milestones that have shaped the development of
survey systems in the region. The study highlights the pivotal role played by National Statistical
Offices, international organizations, and regional cooperation efforts in promoting the standardization
and expansion of household surveys. Special emphasis is placed on labor force and multipurpose
household surveys, which have become essential tools for social policy formulation and monitoring.
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1 Introduction

Household surveys are a fundamental source of information for statistical systems in Latin America,
providing essential data for measuring labor market dynamics, income distribution, poverty, and
broader socio-economic conditions. Over the decades, National Statistical Offices (NSOs) in the
region have developed robust methodologies to enhance the accuracy and reliability of survey-based
estimates.

This paper offers a historical overview of the development of household surveys in this region, tracing
the establishment and evolution of key national surveys in selected countries. It also examines the
role of international collaboration initiatives in strengthening statistical capacity and promoting
methodological standardization.

In addition, the paper briefly addresses existing challenges facing household surveys, including the
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, declining census coverage, and increasing
nonresponse rates. It underscores the need for methodological innovation to ensure that household
surveys remain a critical tool for understanding social and economic realities.

2 Early history of household surveys

Following Gazeley, et al. (2018), the origin of household surveys in Latin America can be traced to
the early 20th century, when national labor departments aimed to understand the living standards of
the urban working class and estimate cost-of-living indices to assist with wage negotiations and
social policy. Methodologies were basic and often undocumented, and the samples were small and
mostly referred to families with a male wage earner.
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The earliest household budget surveys seem to have been conducted in Argentina in the 1910s, by
the National Department of Labor. In Mexico, one of the first known efforts was in 1914, during the
Revolution era, to gather family budget data for working-class households and estimate the cost of
living for urban workers. In Chile, in 1928, the General Directorate of Statistics carried out a survey
of product and service consumption among the families of 68 employees from the Santiago office,
with which the first Consumer Price Index (CPI) was developed (INE, 2020). The earliest household
budget survey in Brazil dates to 1934 and was conducted in the city of Sdo Paulo. In Colombia, a
similar survey was conducted in 1936. Peru’s first household survey dedicated to income and
expenditure was conducted in 1940 in Lima, by the Ministry of Finance, and surveyed 81 working-
class families.

From the 1940s to the 1960s, household surveys in the region evolved substantially. Stratified
random sampling began to replace convenience sampling, and survey scope expanded beyond
manual workers in urban centers to include middle-class, rural, and non-working households. The
increasing involvement of international institutions and the institutionalization of national statistical
offices helped further modernize survey methodologies.

Latin American countries began establishing official national statistical offices (NSOs) in the 19th
and early 20th centuries, soon after independence. Chile was a pioneer, creating its NSO in 1843,
formally established by law in 1847 (INE, 2020). Costa Rica followed with a Central Statistics Office
founded in 1861 (INEC-CR, 2022). By the late 1800s, several nations had set up government
bureaus for data collection. For example, Mexico created a General Directorate of Statistics in 1882
(INEGI, 2019), and Paraguay’s first statistical law was enacted in 1885 (DGEEC, 2020). These early
offices focused on basic tasks like national censuses and vital statistics, providing governments with
demographic and economic data on a systematic basis.

In the mid-20th century, NSOs across Latin America were consolidated and strengthened under
modern legal frameworks. Colombia established the National Administrative Department of Statistics
(DANE) in 1953 (DANE, 2021), and the Dominican Republic’s National Statistics Office (ONE) was
created in 1935 (ONE, 2018). Many countries reorganized census departments and statistical units
into centralized institutes. Argentina formed the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses
(INDEC) in 1968 (INDEC, 2020) and Ecuador established the National Institute of Statistics and
Censuses (INEC) in 1976 by merging the census office and other statistical services (INEC Ecuador,
2019). Chile's statistical agency was renamed as National Statistics Institute (INE) in 1970 as its
mandate expanded (INE Chile, 2020). By the 1970s, nearly all Latin American countries had a
government-led NSO tasked with coordinating national statistical systems and also conducting
household surveys.

3 Country examples

a. Argentina

The most important survey in the country is the Permanent Household Survey (EPH), which has
been conducted by INDEC since 1973 on a biannual basis, with publications released in May and
October, covering 31 urban clusters. The EPH provides official statistics on topics such as the labor
market, income, poverty, and living conditions (INDEC, 2003-a). Starting in 2003, methodological
reforms were introduced, enabling continuous data collection through its rotation scheme (INDEC,
2003-b).

Additionally, INDEC conducts other types of surveys, including the National Household Expenditure
Survey, the National Survey on Consumption and Care Practices, the National Victimization Survey,
and others.

b. Brazil
In 1967, IBGE launched the National Household Sample Survey (PNAD), initially focused on
employment and education, which later expanded its scope to include other socioeconomic
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indicators. The PNAD began as a quarterly survey but was subsequently conducted annually,
becoming the primary survey with yearly publications, interrupted only during the years of census
data collection (IBGE, 2015). Later, in 1980, the Monthly Employment Survey (PME) was introduced,
aimed at estimating labor market indicators and their association with sociodemographic
characteristics in the country’s main metropolitan areas (IBGE, n.d.-a).

In 2012, the IBGE replaced the PME and the PNAD with the Continuous PNAD, which is based on
a rotating panel scheme and provides monthly and quarterly publications on the labor market, as
well as annual reports on income, poverty, education, and housing (IBGE, n.d.-b). The IBGE also
conducts cross-sectional surveys to investigate various socioeconomic and demographic indicators.
Among the most important surveys are the Family Budget Survey, which allows for the analysis of
expenditure patterns and the quality of life of Brazilian families, and the National Health Survey,
which collects detailed information on the determinants and conditions of the population's health.

c. Colombia

Since 1967, Colombia has implemented various surveys with the purpose of monitoring labor market
statistics, quality of life, and income and expenditure. Beginning in 1970, the National Household
Survey (ENH) was established, with its objective focused on the labor market in major cities (DANE
n.d.-a). The ENH was conducted consistently and expanded its domains of interest throughout its
implementation. This survey adopted a continuous collection system with monthly publications and
other methodological improvements, leading to the Continuous Household Survey (ECH) in 2000.

With the growing interest in monitoring poverty in Colombian households from a holistic perspective,
not solely based on income, the Quality-of-Life Survey (ECV) was created in 1993 (DANE, n.d.-b).
Its purpose was to provide analytical elements on living conditions and lifestyles, complementary to
the traditional indicators of unsatisfied basic needs and monetary poverty, following The Living
Standards Measurement Study (LSMS) methodology of the World Bank. Initially, this survey was
designed to be conducted every four or five years, but since 2008, it has been carried out annually.

Subsequently, in 2006, the Great Integrated Household Survey (GEIH) was implemented, integrating
and expanding the scope of previous surveys. The GEIH has become the primary source of
information on the labor market, income, and living conditions in Colombia.

d. Chile

In the late 1950s, a representative household survey was carried out and it is frequently cited as the
first formal household budget survey. It sampled the population of employee and worker families
from Greater Santiago, with a sample size of 2,200 families. The National Statistical Institute (INE)
continued conducting household budget surveys approximately every ten years. Afterward, the
frequency of these surveys increased to every five years.

Chile's labor market surveys began in the 1950s with the Employment Survey for Greater Santiago,
implemented by the University of Chile. In 1966 INE launched the National Employment Survey
(ENE) to meet the growing demand for reliable labor statistics. By late 1985, the ENE became a
continuous survey with quarterly publications, adopting a rotating sample design that enabled
ongoing data collection and near-monthly estimates. Over time, the ENE has undergone significant
methodological changes, with three distinct data series: the original 1960s surveys, the mid-1980s
redesign for continuous reporting, and the major 2010 overhaul to align with updated International
Labour Organization (ILO) standards.

The National Socioeconomic Characterization Survey (CASEN) was developed in the 1980s in
response to a critical need for comprehensive household data to guide social policy. This survey was
designed to be nationally representative, including urban and rural areas, and regional levels, and
has been conducted approximately every two or three years. The core content of CASEN (education,
employment, income, health and housing) has been expanded by adding emerging policy interests,
for example, disability, social networks, and subjective well-being. Traditionally, CASEN was
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administered through face-to-face interviews using paper questionnaires. Although it adopted a
mixed-mode approach in 2020, by 2022, CASEN returned to face-to-face interviews with digital data
capture.

e. México

In the early 1900s, most data on households in Mexico came from occasional studies rather than
regular surveys. The 1950s marked a turning point with the implementation of large-scale, national
income and expenditure surveys. In 1956 and 1958, the former General Directorate of Statistics
(DGE) carried out extensive household surveys that attempted to cover the entire country, examining
primarily expenditure and household income. The sample sizes were enormous, 5,7 million and 7,9
million households respectively (Gazeley, et. al., 2018).

In subsequent years, similar studies were carried out by the Bank of Mexico in 1963 and 1968 and
by the Secretariat of Labor in 1975. The first iteration of what would become the modern National
Income and Expenditure Household Survey (ENIGH) was developed by the DGE in 1977 and laid
the foundation for later surveys conducted by in several years of the 1980s and 1990s and every
two years thereafter. Beginning in 1984, efforts were made to expand the survey objectives and
standardize methodologies in accordance with international recommendations and the needs of
various stakeholders, ensuring historical continuity. Additionally, new components were introduced
to reflect economic changes in the country and provide results that accurately represent the evolving
financial landscape of Mexican households (INEGI, 2013)

The origins of the current employment survey, the National Survey of Occupation and Employment
(ENOE) can be traced back to 1972 with the National Household Survey (ENH), conducted by the
DGE. This multipurpose survey included a labor force module known as the Continuous Workforce
Survey (ECMO), which was renamed in 1977 as the Continuous Employment Survey (ECSO). In
1983, coinciding with the establishment of INEGI, the survey evolved into the National Urban
Employment Survey (ENEU), a framework that remained in place for 20 years alongside the National
Employment Survey (ENE). Finally, in 2005, these efforts culminated in the development of the
current ENOE (INEGI, 2014).

f. Peru

The Income and Expenditure Survey was conducted in 1957 by the National Statistics Directorate
covering the country’s metropolitan area and collecting data on family earnings and spending
patterns. The sampling design was not fully probabilistic. Later, the National Multipurpose Household
Survey (ENAPROM) was carried out from 1977 to 1978 by the National Statistics Office. It was an
integrated survey targeting urban living conditions, covering Lima and the 12 largest cities of Peru,
with a stratified sample of about 2,000 households (CEPAL, 1986).

Currently, the main household survey is the National Household Survey for Multiple Purposes
(ENAHO), first implemented in 1995 by the National Institute of Statistics and Informatics (INEI). The
survey was designed to monitor indicators related to poverty, well-being, and living conditions of
Peruvian households. Initially, from 1997 to 2002, ENAHO was conducted quarterly. In May 2003, it
transitioned to a continuous data collection model, with the annual sample divided into 12 monthly
subsamples (Hidalgo, 2020).

g. Regional overview

Most Latin American countries have implemented regular survey programs, ensuring the continuous
dissemination of demographic, social and economic indicators through household surveys. These
statistical operations continuously adhere to rigorous technical methodologies, from survey design
and data collection to analysis and dissemination of official statistics.

While household surveys across the region differ in certain statistical particularities, such as sample
sizes, periodicity, and the presence or absence of rotation schemes, they share a common structural
foundation that supports valid statistical inference. For example:
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- Surveys rely on area-based sampling frames composed of primary sampling units (PSUs),
typically formed from census enumeration areas, each containing a defined number of
contiguous dwellings. These area frames are always geographically stratified (e.g.,
urban/rural and major administrative divisions), and often further stratified by socioeconomic
level (e.g., lower, middle, upper).

- A multistage sampling approach is used. In the first stage, PSUs are selected using
probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling schemes. In the second, households are
drawn through simple random sampling.

- After data collection, sampling weights are computed following standard procedures to adjust
for noncoverage and nonresponse. Calibration is commonly applied as a final adjustment to
align estimates with population totals and demographic projections.

- A consistent design-based approach is used for analysis, incorporating sampling weights for
point estimates and accounting for PSU and strata information when estimating standard
errors.

The main multipurpose household surveys from Latin American countries are summarized in

Table 1.

Table 1: Latin America: Current multipurpose and employment surveys

Country Survey (Full Name in English) Employment Household
(Frequency) Income
(Frequency)
Argentina Permanent Household Survey (EPH) Calendar quarter | Quarter / Semester
(poverty)
Bolivia Continuous Household Survey (ECH) | - November

Continuous Employment Survey (ECE) | Calendar quarter | -

Brazil Continuous National Household | Moving quarter Annual
Sample Survey (PNAD-C)
Chile National Socioeconomic | - Nov-Dec (Biennial)

Characterization Survey (CASEN)

National Employment Survey (ENE) / Moving quarter -
Supplementary Income Survey (ESI)

Colombia Large Integrated Household Survey Monthly Annual
(GEIH)

Costa Rica | National Household Survey (ENAHO) | - July
Continuous Employment Survey (ECE) | Calendar quarter | -

Ecuador National Survey of Employment, Monthly Annual
Unemployment, and Underemployment
(ENEMDU)

El Salvador | Multipurpose Household Survey | Annual Annual
(EHPM)

Guatemala | National Survey of Living Conditions | - Aug-Dec
(ENCOVI)

National Employment and Income | Nov-Dec -
Survey (ENEI)

Honduras Permanent Multipurpose Household | Annual May or June
Survey (EPHPM)
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Mexico National Household Income and | - Aug-Nov (Biennial)
Expenditure Survey (ENIGH)

National Occupation and Employment Monthly -

Survey (ENOE)

Panama Multipurpose Survey (EPM) - March
Labor Market Survey (EML) October October

Paraguay Continuous  Quarterly  Permanent | Calendar quarter | Annual
Household Survey (EPHCT)

Peru National Household Survey (ENAHO) | - Annual
Permanent  National = Employment @ Calendar quarter | -
Survey (EPEN)

Dominican Continuous National Labor Force | Calendar quarter | Annual
Rep. Survey (ENCFT)

Uruguay Continuous Household Survey (ECH) | Monthly Quarter / Annual

Source: Own elaboration.

4 Contribution of international collaboration

Collaboration among countries and support from international organizations has played an important
role in the development of household surveys in Latin America. Probably the first example of such
collaboration in direct relation with household surveys was the Joint Studies on Latin American
Economic Integration (ECIEL Program), a collaborative initiative launched in 1963 aimed at
improving economic research and data collection across Latin America. Initially coordinated by the
Brookings Institution, it brought together various statistical, academic, and economic research
institutes across ten South American countries.

The ECIEL program was the first effort to simultaneously conduct parallel household surveys in
multiple countries using standardized methodologies. Its main research activities spanned roughly
from 1966 to 1978. Musgrove (1982) discusses the implementation and key contributions of this
initiative. The program established a common set of methodologies for designing questionnaires,
sampling procedures, and data processing. This allowed direct comparisons across countries,
improving the reliability and interpretability of household survey data at an international scale. It also
prioritized decentralization to build institutional capacity across Latin American NSOs, providing
training to local researchers through seminars, technical assistance, and exchange programs. In
addition, the emphasis on rigorous data-cleaning procedures, sample testing, and econometric
analysis significantly improved household survey data quality.

Another important collaborative effort was the Program for the Improvement of Surveys and the
Measurement of Living Conditions in Latin America and the Caribbean (MECOVI), launched in 1996
and jointly sponsored by the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB), the World Bank, and the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (UN-ECLAC). This program aimed to
contribute to the establishment and strengthening of household survey systems as sources of
information for monitoring the living conditions of people in the region. Beneficiary countries included
Argentina, Bolivia, El Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Paraguay and Peru, later expanded to
include Ecuador, Honduras and Dominican Republic.

The Program implemented activities at the level of beneficiary countries and at the regional level,
including courses, workshops and generation of regional data repositories. Through capacity-
building initiatives in the participating countries NSOs, MECOVI made significant contributions to
survey design and execution, data processing, and the dissemination of survey information and

results. It also promoted the development of standardized methodologies and homogeneous
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approaches to data collection and processing. Some surveys implemented with the support of the
Program include the Permanent Household Survey (EPH) in Argentina (1998 to 2001); the
Continuous Household Survey (ECH) in Bolivia (1999 to 2001); the Multi-Purpose Household Survey
(EHPM) in El Salvador (1998 to 2001); the National Survey on Living Conditions (ENCOVI) in
Guatemala (2000); the National Household Survey on Living Standards Measurement (EMNV) in
Nicaragua (1998 and 2001); the Integrated Household Survey (EIH) in Paraguay (1997 to 2001);
and the National Household Survey (ENAHO) in Peru (1997 to 2002) (ECLAC, IADB, World Bank,
2003).

An additional outcome of the Program was the Household Survey Data Bank (BADEHOG), a
repository of household surveys from Latin American countries maintained by the ECLAC Statistics
Division. Using this data, ECLAC regularly produces regionally comparable estimates of extreme
poverty and poverty along with numerous socioeconomic indicators for Latin American countries.
The ECLAC Statistics Division also provides disaggregated estimates using Small Area Estimation
methods and offers regular technical assistance to NSOs on topics ranging from survey design to
data analysis and dissemination.

5 Conclusions and challenges ahead

In this brief article, we reviewed the growth and development of household surveys in Latin America.
We observe a region that is continuously improving its statistical systems, introducing
methodological innovations, and ensuring the regular dissemination and comparability of estimates
derived from household surveys.

Despite this progress, challenges remain in the collection and analysis of household surveys. The
COVID-19 pandemic clearly exposed vulnerabilities in national statistical operations and forced the
adoption of methodological innovations. As face-to-face surveys were suspended, many NSOs
transitioned to telephone or internet-based modalities to sustain the production of key employment
and poverty statistics, especially critical during this period. These rapid transformations required
analysts to address new forms of bias.

International organizations played a crucial role in building the capacity of NSO staff to implement
such methodological approaches to the classic analysis process of the surveys. As a result, most
NSOs now adhere to standardized procedures for addressing nonresponse and adjusting sampling
weights, even as field operations have returned to pre-pandemic modalities.

Looking ahead, several structural challenges persist. As in most mature statistical systems,
censuses provide the foundation for constructing area sampling frames, while demographic
projections are commonly employed in the final stages of sampling weight adjustments. However,
declining census coverage and rising nonresponse rates are undermining the reliability of these
crucial inputs. Moreover, household surveys are continuously being redesigned, as questionnaires
are updated to reflect evolving definitions and classifications in labor market and social statistics.
This dynamic environment demands the systematic integration of pilot studies, impact assessments,
and parallel surveys as best practices in household survey methodology.

To tackle these challenges in the region, a key collaborative platform is the Statistical Conference of
the Americas of ECLAC, the regional intergovernmental forum for coordinating official statistics
among countries. Through specialized working groups, member states, with the support from ECLAC
and other international organizations, address shared challenges, harmonize methodologies, and
develop regional standards. One such outcome is the “Methodological recommendations on the
measurement of the quality of household survey figures”, which was endorsed by the Conference in
2023 (ECLAC, 2024).
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