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Abstract

This article proposes a comparative socio-economic history of quantification in 
Ecuador, Brazil, Ghana and Sierra Leone. It narrows in on censuses in the Global South 
as sites of methodological and infrastructural innovation in the context of global cir-
culations of model population data systems, methodological standards, and material 
infrastructures. Specifically, the authors ask which arrangements of actors, norms and 
settings are involved in the reception, translation and adaptation of statistical innova-
tion and how uneven relations and compositions of power between and within these 
fields shape the process of transmission. Distilling from their explorative, hermeneutic 
approach, the authors explore the mechanisms that link variously positioned political 
fields (Bourdieu, 1985) in the production and implementation of statistical innova-
tion in the Global South. Four mechanisms are identified that shape statistical inno-
vation as process of reception of globally circulating models and ideas as well as their 
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adaptations into specific fields, all of which have differentiated effects and play under 
certain conditions in parallel or combined ways: 1) interventionist impulses from inter-
national organizations, 2) commercial and institutional brokerage, 3) initiatives from 
local professional communities, and 4) effects of political instabilities.
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1 Introduction

This article proposes a comparative socio-economic history of quantifica-
tion. In recent years, publications on the quantification of populations have 
experienced a huge revival following earlier canonical interest by French and 
American sociologists of quantification (Desrosières, 2010 [1993]; Porter, 1995; 
Anderson and Fienberg 2000). Focusing on data politics (Bigo, Isin & Ruppert, 
2019) and histories (von Oertzen, 2017), material-semiotic glances on data 
infrastructuring (Pelizza 2021), data practices (Cakici, Ruppert & Scheel, 2020), 
and data’s visual-aesthetic performativity (Ratner & Ruppert, 2019), myriad 
new conceptualizations have emerged in the social study of statistics. Yet, the 
debate about population data innovations maintains a clear regional bias with 
North-Atlantic case studies dominating the field. Szreter and Breckenridge 
(2012: 17, see also Bustamante, Giraudo & Mayer, 2014) problematize the fail-
ure to represent the “diverse history of community registration”, attributing it 
to the “profound bias in the documented comparative historical record, which 
provides us mainly with a history of registration which appears to be strongly 
tied to those most powerful, persisting state-like forms of government”. This 
trend appears particularly troubling as census and civil registration systems 
often originate from colonial histories (Ittman, Cordell & Maddox, 2010), 
“haunting” contemporary statistical efforts (see Karkazis & Jordan-Young, 2020 
on the problem of racist “ghost variables”) and fail to denote diversified socio-
economic and ethno-racial conditions (Loveman, 2014).

We subscribe to the recent effort of critically examining the continuities 
of hegemonic data histories in contemporary population data systems in our 
effort to narrow in on recent digital innovations in the collection of population 
data in the so-called Global South (Breckenridge, 2014; Weitzberg, 2020). While 
conceptual development so far has foregrounded issues of technocolonialism 
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(Madianou, 2019; Birhane, 2020), the extractive force of postcolonial data pol-
itics (Bigo, Isin & Ruppert 2019 ) or the uneven distribution of digital labour 
(Amrute, 2019), we here agree with Loukissas’ (2019) critique of the predom-
inating “digital universalism” or what Leszczynski (2020: 1199) has coined the 
“tendencies to deploy the ‘totalizing analytics’ of capitalism and neoliberalism 
as entry points for engagements with the digital” which silence the ways in 
which innovations in (population) data collection are adopted into historically 
situated data infrastructures, organisational cultures, political fields, and cru-
cially, local statistical practices – thus leading us beyond purely institutionalist 
approaches.

This article narrows in on population censuses in the Global South as sites of 
methodological and infrastructural innovation in the context of global circula-
tions of model population data systems, methodological standards, and mate-
rial infrastructures. Distilling from our explorative, hermeneutic approach, 
our aim in this article is to identify concrete mechanisms that link variously 
positioned political fields (Bourdieu, 1985; Schmidt-Wellenburg & Bernhard, 
2020) in the production and implementation of statistical innovation in the 
Global South. Specifically, we ask which arrangements of actors, norms and 
settings are involved in the reception, translation and adaptation of statistical 
innovation and how uneven relations and compositions of power between and 
within these fields shape the process of transmission.

We identify four mechanisms shaping statistical innovation as process of 
reception of globally circulating models and ideas as well as their adaptations 
into specific fields, all of which have differentiated effects and play under cer-
tain conditions in parallel or combined ways: 1) interventionist impulses from 
international organizations, 2) commercial and institutional brokerage, 3) ini-
tiatives from local professional communities, and 4) effects of political insta-
bilities. We do not suggest that these mechanisms are distinct, but in fact take 
on various intersecting, possibly even contradicting forms.

The rest of the article is divided into four sections. First, we briefly explain 
our methodological approach, then we describe the historical backgrounds 
informing our cases of analysis, based on which we deploy the arguments for 
the mechanisms of transmission. We conclude with a discussion of the con-
ceptual implications of our findings.

2 Methods and Framework

Combining case studies from Brazil, Ecuador, Ghana and Sierra Leone, this 
article presents a collaborative, multi-disciplinary contribution that seeks to 
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critically expose pluriversal dimensions of existence (Restrepo & Rojas, 2010). 
The four countries were chosen on the basis of providing a broad representa-
tion of the diversity of statistical systems in Latin America and West Africa. 
With populations varying from 7 million in Sierra Leone to 200 million in Brazil, 
the selected cases offer examples of both established and new statistical sys-
tems engaging in several diverse challenges faced by low- and middle-income 
countries from the Global South.

All four authors of this publication have carried out long-term fieldwork 
in their respective field sites, enabling hence our “thick” comparative effort 
(Scheffer & Niewöhner, 2010). Focusing on the contextual and underlying 
mechanisms in the adoption of model systems, our interest is to gain “holis-
tic insight into how things (ideas, flows, objects) are configured in historically 
evolving, open configurations” (van der Veer, 2016: 147). In other words, rather 
than focusing on generalization or causality, comparison here provides the 
ground for a reflexive, non‐essentialist engagement with global and histor-
ical diversity while uncovering empirical patterns and core processes in the 
production of statistical systems that only emerge when contrasting variously 
positioned fields of relational political practices “within the global political, 
economic, and cultural power structure” (Fourcade et al., 2016: 16)

Data for this publication were collected carrying out in-depth interviews 
with officials in the national statistical organisations of our country cases, as 
well as during online interactions following the global travel restrictions during 
the Covid-19 pandemic. Additional archival research, documentary and regu-
lar media observation in our country cases complemented the data collection. 
We proceeded in a circular, hermeneutic/interpretive movement of discussing 
our country cases, identifying comparative categories, collecting additional 
data and refining our categories through continued exchanges.

In order to integrate our analysis, we drew on Bourdieu’s concept of the 
social space (Bourdieu, 1985), that is, the multi-dimensional, relational and 
symbolically contested context that gives meaning to collective (political) 
action, rather than determining it by fixed group association or their assumed 
inherent qualities (Fourcade et al., 2016: 2). As such, following Fourcade et al. 
(2016), we focus on a range of techno-political practices that contribute to the 
production of statistical renewal in our country case studies, and how they 
relate to each other and to larger national and transnational organisational 
fields. Adopting the approach developed by Fourcade et al. allows us to focus 
on relational political spaces through the lens of their specific “sedimented 
histories” and continuing struggles, which structure and shape “the range and 
nature of political actions, organizations, and meanings” (Fourcade et al., 2016: 
17). In other words, we do not assume “discrete and isolated [institutional] 
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forms (…) as if their meaning were given and indeed invariable”, but search for 
relational expressions such as the “emulation of ideas, strategies and practices, 
via the circulation and interaction of people (activists, organizers) around the 
world.” (Fourcade et al., 2016: 15, 16) When adopting the lens of the social space, 
we acknowledge how a range of mechanisms and practices contribute to par-
ticular outcomes.

The following sections detail the historically grown arrangements of agents, 
settings and institutions that have for each of our case studies shaped transna-
tional statistical circulation and innovation.

3 Ecuador: Statistical Development in the Context of Political 
Instability

Ecuador has one of the youngest statistical systems in Latin America. As a result 
of reforms promoted by the then President Jose María Velasco Ibarra, and rem-
nants of the “Kemmerer Mission” (Almeida, 1994; Villacis & Thome, 2020), the 
Direction of Statistics was created in 1944 (Loveman 2013). The first national 
census, in 1950, was the outcome of a transnational effort promoted by the 
Inter American Statistical Institute (iasi) and the Organization of American 
States (oas) (Keeper, 1982). These organizations created “The Committee of 
the Census of the Americas”, an initiative that campaigned for a standardized 
and coordinated census across the continent containing a set of minimum var-
iables that countries should collect in cooperation with international agencies. 
The committee demanded that the operation and results had to be reported to 
iasi in harmonization with the United Nations and the technical cooperation 
of the United States (iasi, 1948). In other words, in significant proportions, the 
initial efforts of institutionalizing the operation was a consequence of efforts 
from the Global North.

The second census (1962) incorporated two major changes. First, it was the 
first operation including collection of data related to the physical conditions 
of households, such as construction materials and access to basic services. 
Second, it was the first “de facto” count.1 The third census, in 1974, maintained 
the general parameters of the 1962 version; however, it was executed under a 
military regime. The president Guillermo Rodríguez Lara, a General trained 

1 De facto census refers to the enumeration of individuals where they are found in the day of 
the census, regardless of where they normally reside. On the other hand, the De jure census 
enumerates individuals where they reside.
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at the “School of the Americas”,2 achieved power after leading a military coup 
d’état with the political support of the US (Becker, 2021). The military regime 
created the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (inec) in 1976, mak-
ing the institution in charge of statistics and censuses embedded in very spe-
cific forms of government and foreign intervention.

The census of 1982, the first under the direction of inec, was executed under 
tumultuous political conditions. In 1981, following the death of Jaime Roldos 
Aguilera, Ecuador’s first democratically elected president after the dictator-
ship, Oswaldo Hurtado took power, embracing a right-wing government along 
with the ideological intervention of the US, and an agenda based on austerity 
and an infamous bank bailout (Sarmiento, 2016; Vasquez, 2018; Minteguiaga, 
2012). In this context, the 1982 census received intense influence from external 
expertise, especially in the stage of data processing. The census of 1990 was 
executed under Rodrigo Borja’s social democrat government (Borja 1985). This 
census, for the first time, included local academicians and was characterized 
by the introduction of personal computers in the offices of inec (Valdivia, 
2014).

The census of 2001 was again executed in the middle of a political and eco-
nomic hurricane: the country was going through the worst economic crisis of 
its history, provoking the migration of around 10% of its population (Echeverry 
Hernández, 2011; El Telegrafo, 2016). In political terms, in the period 1997–2003 
the country had 5 presidents, including two coups, one interim, and one pres-
ident that lasted one day (De la Torre 2008). Due to this instability, the 2001 
census was delayed for one year. iadb jumped into the escene funding the 
census and linking its support to administrative and technical conditions 
(Inter-American Development Bank, 2001), which resulted in the creation of 
a “parallel” office inside inec with different salaries and labor conditions, but 
also decision-making powers in the census.

In 2010 the census was executed under Rafael Correa’s presidency, a 
left-developmentalist government that rejected international interventionism 
(Collins, 2008). This census was funded entirely by the central government, 
it introduced scanning technology for data processing, and digital census 
mapping (Valdivia, 2014). The omission was the lowest in history: 3%, and the 
results were delivered in less than a year (Ruiz, 2016; Valle, 2015). Finally, the 
2020 census was suspended due to a new severe political crisis that arrived 
before the pandemic of covid-19. Lenin Moreno’s government cut the budget 

2 The American center trained Latin American police and army elements with the aim of cre-
ating counterinsurgency forces. It has received extensive accusations regarding human right 
violations committed by former students.
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of inec and changed the legal dependency of the Institute which provoked 
complaints and criticisms against the explicit intervention in the system 
(Diario La Hora, 2000). The arrival of the pandemic worsened the conditions 
and, just like 2001, international organisations such as the World Bank (wb), 
arrived to offer onerous loans in exchange of technical advice. As we can see, 
the Ecuadorian case, shows an interplay between io s, local political forces, 
and brokers that introduced infrastructural innovations as a function of local 
or organizational crisis marked by political hierarchies.

4 Brazil: from School Statistics to the Education Census

National demographic statistics in Brazil were produced inconsistently before 
and in the decades following the country’s independence in 1822. However, 
in 1871, the central government carried out the first population census which 
can be seen as part of a wider process in Latin America towards the making of 
modern nations in the region after the independence wars (Loveman, 2013). 
This was a particularly complex endeavour in Brazil due to the territorial exten-
sion as one of the largest countries in the world as well as the ethnic diversity 
present in the population of around 10 million people at that time. Despite 
the existence of national educational data in this first census, until the 1930s, 
educational data was not produced regularly (Gil, 2019). However, since the 
first systematic data collection on schools, teachers and students published 
in 1937, the country has established a statistical system for education that is 
at the forefront of the national official statistics in Brazil. In the same year, the 
National Institute for Education Research and Studies (inep) was created with 
the mission of organising educational data in conjunction with the Ministry 
of Education as well as conducting research with these data. In the following 
five decades, the education statistical system built a network of data collec-
tion in partnership with municipalities and provincial governments, despite 
several institutional and political disruptions such as the coup d’Etat in 1964 
and the changes implemented by the military dictatorship that succeeded it. 
In fact, it was during the 1960s that the national education statistics began to 
be published annually, becoming one of the main sources for up-to-date social 
statistics in the country.

At the end of the 1980s, political re-democratization and neo-managerial 
initiatives introduced new pressures for the transformation of education 
statistics. During this period, the institute created processes for large-scale 
evaluations and statistics at the individual level. The main objective of this 
movement was to provide support for political decisions through evidence in 
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the context of decentralization and push for greater accountability by various 
governmental and non-governmental bodies.

Since 1983, the national legislation determines a minimum proportion of 
the public budget to be allocated for public education, which is based on the 
number of students. Therefore, the statistical system had to adapt to provide 
periodic, precise and reliable data to support this budget allocation, with-
out the risk of double counting or inflated numbers. This political demand 
resulted in the creation of the new school census within a wider framework 
of the basic education assessment system (saeb). This was a signal of how the 
transformation and emergence of statistical innovation in the country came as 
a consequence of internal political struggles and professional initiatives in the 
pursuit of technocratic advances.

Together with the new education census that collected individual informa-
tion for all students and teachers in the country, the saeb also implemented 
a series of learning assessments in order to provide an accountability mecha-
nism for the public investment in education (Rosa Becker & Costa, 2013). With 
the combination of data from these two sources, the inep published the Basic 
Education Development Index (ideb), calculated for all schools in the country, 
which became the main indicator for quality of education in Brazil. The gov-
ernment also calculated targets for this Index for each school to achieve in the 
following decades. These targets had as benchmarks the average performance 
of countries in the Program for International Student Assessment (pisa) 
organised by the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(oecd). This has created a direct link between this international organisation 
and the public education policy in the country (Villani & Oliveira, 2018). In 
addition, the World Bank provided financial and technical conditional support 
for these innovative statistical processes within diverse sectors of the Ministry 
of Education and the inep from the 1980s until the 1990s.

These innovations in the education statistical system have led it to become 
one of the main sources of national statistics in the country, providing reliable 
individual data, updated annually for about a third of the country’s popula-
tion. At the same time, one of the concerns in relation to this Index has been 
the political use of the performance of each school or region, which has often 
caused schools and teachers to be held responsible for the poor financial and 
working conditions provided to them after the decentralization occurred in 
the 1980s (Damásio, 2011).

In sum, the Brazilian case demonstrates a distinctive dynamic where exter-
nal forces encounter local initiatives that already institutionalized statistical 
innovations. The country still received foreign support, but this arrival encoun-
tered local forces that shaped how the production was focused on satisfying 
local demands of statistical information.
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5 Ghana: Local Statistical Elites and the Rise of Digital Census  
Methods

As the case of Ecuador, Ghana’s census history is marked by degrees of foreign 
intervention, while at the same time providing a regional source for travelling 
models. Census innovations date into precolonial times and the development 
of indigenous methods of enumeration in the chiefdoms (de Graft-Johnson, 
1969: 3). With the Bond of 1844 establishing control of the British over the 
Gold Coast, the Colonial Office became concerned with counting the local 
population to consolidate its power, yet struggled with distrust as well as 
logistical challenges (Serra, 2018). Reliable population censuses can only be 
considered following Independence in 1957 when, as Serra (2018: 659) under-
scores, the census came to play a crucial role for Ghana’s post-independence 
nation-building. In view of this, the census of 1960 represented a milestone 
of statistical independence and professionalization. While technically sup-
ported by Dr. Benjamin Gil, an Israeli population expert “on loan” from the 
United Nations, the 1960 census was by large carried out by African experts. 
The census itself, in turn, enabled establishment of a range of institutions con-
cerned with demographic data (Gaisie, ca. 1969: v), particularly the Population 
Council, the Central Bureau of Statistics and in 1966, with support of the 
Population Council, the Demographic Unit at the Department of Sociology, 
University of Ghana (Legon). The latter was celebrated as the “most important 
development to date in Africa in terms of university demographic training” 
(Gaisie, ca. 1969: v).

Despite these gains, census history cannot be read in isolation from inter-
national influences, which travelled along with “new forms of knowledge and 
governance institutionalized by the United Nations, which emerged as a cen-
tre for global dissemination of statistical standards.” (Serra, 2018: 666, see also 
Caldwell, 1969: vii) In its unique post-colonial moment, the 1960 Census, with 
its commitment to computerization and moderntity (Serra 2018: 666), came 
to stand as a model for the continent (Gaisie, ca. 1969: v) and as Serra (2018: 
682) notes: “In 1961 the Ghanaian government, in cooperation with the United 
Nations Economic Commission for Africa, set up and hosted a West African 
Training Centre in Population Census Techniques.”

The Censuses of 1970 and 1984 directly reflected the political climate of insta-
bility and economic distress of their time. Following a series of military inter-
ventions, by late-1983, the ruling Provisional National Defence Council (pndc) 
military regime needed to reconcile its populist agenda with liberal vectors of 
force stemming from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund (imf) 
(Boafo-Arthur, 2007: 2; Nugent, 1995: 111). These measures, with their focus on 
rationalisation and expenditure reduction, produced significant data needs “at 
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all levels of authority (regional, district, local)” (gss, 1987). The 1984 Census 
reflected these developments, providing data on the community-level for the 
purpose of local planning and projection (gss, 1987). Simultaneous to its focus 
on decentralisation, association with structural adjustment linked the 1984 
census to data needs of international organisations.

In 1985 the Statistical Service Law (pndcl 135) established statistical inde-
pendence by setting up the Ghana Statistical Service as part of the public ser-
vice (gss, 2020). And following this reorganisation of the gss, by the 1990s 
interest in ict for Development had increasingly gained traction in the profes-
sional community (ICT4D 2003). Today, along with the promise of the digital 
transformation into a knowledge-based economy and data-driven governance, 
Ghana subscribes to the idea of interoperability-based population registers 
aimed at integrating previously isolated population data for new statistical 
purposes. This is an idea actively supported by international consultants from 
Statistics Denmark, who provide advice on the statistical uses of register-based 
population data and issues of digitization. In this context, the 2019 review of 
the Statistical Service Act (Act 1003) equipped the Ghana Statistical Service 
with further statistics producing and co-ordinating functions. Accordingly, in 
2020 Ghana Statistical Service announced the adoption of the first-time use 
of digital census methods as laid out in the 2020 UN recommendations for 
population censuses. The 2020 phc, shifted to June 2021 due to the Covid-19 
pandemic, has benefited from this commitment to inter-agency cooperation 
by promoting interoperability between the recently developed digital address 
system of the GhanaPost and the census enumerators’ digital data collection 
interfaces. While travelling models have shaped census operations throughout 
Ghana’s entire statistical history, recent developments are indicative of a diver-
sification of (multimodal and multidirectional) exchanges of ideas, methods 
and technologies.

6 Sierra Leone: Technological Leap from Social Crisis to Economic 
Development

Sierra Leone’s first post-Independence population census was conducted in 
1963, it is regarded as the first national census as previous population counts 
did not cover the entire territory and did not implement a common meth-
odology. The subsequent censuses of 1974 and 1985 consolidated the institu-
tional position of the Central Statistical Office (cso) within the Ministry of 
Development. And while previous censuses had secured the financial and 
technical assistance of the United Nations Population Fund (unfpa) and 
the United Nations Development Programme (undp), the 1985 census drew 
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the assistance of several committees composed of members from the United 
Nations organisations, the Economic Commission for Africa (eca), the 
University of Sierra Leone, as well as local chiefs and religious leaders, while 
the administration also received support such as from the German embassy 
assisting in printing the questionnaires or the Guinean ambassador facilitating 
the activities in border provinces (Government of Sierra Leone, 1986).

During the 1990s and 2000s, the civil war and the continued political and 
social crisis brought a hiatus to the statistical operations. During this period 
the whole structure of the cso was dismantled and the international funding 
was diverted to emergencial activities supporting the victims of the civil war. 
The essential statistical activities experienced a process of decentralization 
with various governmental departments generating national statistics without 
the collaboration of the cso. In 1998, the International Monetary Fund (imf) 
sta macroeconomic statistics mission attributed Sierra Leone a highly disco-
ordinated statistical system that hampered the institutional capacity to gen-
erate reliable statistics. As a result, the Sierra Leonean government together 
with the World Bank restructured the national statistical system. Among 
other measures, the 2002 Statistical Act updated the legislative and regula-
tory organisation of national statistics, establishing “Statistics Sierra Leone 
(ssl)” as a more autonomous institution in the implementation of statistical  
activities.

The newly created Statistics Sierra Leone successfully implemented the 
2004 population census. Apart from the unfpa, this census also received sup-
port from the European Union for several activities from data collection to 
process, analysis and dissemination (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2006). The 2004 
census also pioneered the use of Geographical Information Systems (gis) in 
Sub-Saharan Africa together with Uganda, South Africa, Namibia, Tanzania 
and Rwanda (Onsembe & Ntozi, 2009)

The following population census was expected to be carried out in 2014. 
However, due to the Ebola outbreak that affected several districts in Sierra 
Leone, the census activities were postponed to the following year. This process 
led to the inclusion of a special section in the census instruments on public 
health. This census also implemented advanced digital cartographic mapping 
that was acknowledged as crucial to the quality of the enumeration phase, 
despite the difficulties encountered by the ssl staff in relation to skills to work 
with gis’ tools (Statistics Sierra Leone, 2017). For this round, the census had the 
support from undp and unfpa, as well as new collaborators from the United 
Kingdom Department for International Development (uk dfid) and the Irish 
Government aid programme (Irish Aid), which were closely involved helping 
in the management of the Ebola crisis and continued the collaboration in the 
implementation of the 2015 census.
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Apart from supporting the Ghanaian census processes, the World Bank’s 
Harmonizing and Improving Statistics in West Africa Project (hiswa) invested 
US$ 30 million to finance Statistics Sierra Leone’s activities from 2020 to 2023. 
The main project funded through this initiative is the support to the adminis-
tration of the 2021 Mid-Term Population and Housing Census, the first digital 
census in Sierra Leone. Concretely, at the moment of writing, Statistics sl have 
been conducting a census cartography using digital tools that will support the 
administration of the fieldwork and test the new tools for enumeration that 
have been donated by Kenyan government used in their 2019 census. This coop-
eration was facilitated by the UN Economic commission for Africa (uneca). In 
addition to the unfpa’s expertise that supported the re-design of the census, 
the World Bank has also played an important role not only in funding part of 
the activities but also in providing technical support for all processes from the 
questionnaire design to the technological implementation.

7 Mechanisms of Transmission, Reception and Adaptation

We set out in this article to identify the historically grown, techno-political 
practices and negotiations that contribute to the production of statistical 
renewal. In this section, we present the mechanisms we identified as central 
structuring forces in the circulation of innovation. Following Bourdieu’s theory 
of the transnational circulation of ideas, we explore the standardizing forces 
that shape relations between fields, but also the different contexts of reception. 
According to Bourdieu (2002), the circulation of ideas is shaped by a range of 
forces as objects are disassociated from the specific field of their production 
and adapted into a necessarily different field of reception (2002: 3). We identify 
four mechanisms that come to structure the circulation of statistical model 
systems and innovations and the moment of reception and adaptation.

7.1 Interventionist Impulses from International Organisations
International organizations (io s) have been described as one of the most 
intense transmission channels of technological and methodological changes 
in population censuses (e.g. Ventresca 2002). This is because interest in pop-
ulation censuses is, increasingly, focused on obtaining comparative demo-
graphic information at the international level.3 The impact of the UN in this 

3 While in the 18th and 19th centuries censuses were executed mainly with the objective of 
commensurating the size and conditions of national populations, this intention mutated 
due to the growing necessity of comparable data. The dynamic was mostly motivated by 
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realm usually depended on two factors. The first one is the ability of UN local 
officials to create local institutional allies in the statistical offices, oftentimes 
through recruitment of top-level officials into partnering organsations such 
as unfpa, which provides regular technical assistance to Ghana’s phc. The 
second is the type of diplomatic relation that exists between the government 
in charge and the international community (Interview with head of Census 
inec Ecuador, March 2020, see also the role of Ghana’s President Nana Akufo 
Addo as Co-Chair of the Eminent Group of Sustainable Development Goals 
Advocates). This combination can be interpreted as an overlap between inten-
tion and capacity: on the one hand, it is necessary to have the predisposition 
to work together at an institutional level. On the other hand, there are political 
and diplomatic channels that allow or block the practicality of the relationship. 
For example, in the Ecuadorian case, in the year 2001 the relation with UN was 
somewhat weakened, not so much due to the lack of institutional interest but 
due to a government priority to strengthen relations with international finan-
cial institutions (particularly the wb and the iadb). This condition changed 
ten years later: the main interest from the government was to obtain technical 
assistance without financial institutions, which provoked ample influence and 
support from UN agencies.

The traditional tools for introducing methodological and technological 
expertise are usually documents such as the “Principles and Recommendations 
for Population and Housing Censuses” (UN 2017). Reports like this became a 
kind of “bible” in which the upper and middle managers of statistical institutes 
use to find out how to carry out censuses. An example for this is when, in antic-
ipation of the 2020 Population and Housing Census, UN recommendations for 

United Nations (UN) who embraced an agenda that required global comparisons (Hakim, 
1980; Winkle & Anderson, 1989). At first this was stimulated by the concern of overpopula-
tion that peaked in the 1970s (Lam, 2011); however, the interest mutated towards the need of 
having comparative international data to focus on problems according to national, regional 
and global realities (Baffour, King, & Valente, 2013). This led to an interest regarding harmo-
nization in methods, which provoked the definition of statistical and procedural standards 
(Conrad & Couper, 2004). Systematically, the UN and its agencies, both regional and sec-
toral, became catalysts to standardize methods and good practices in censuses. In the Latin 
American case, this was materialized through the institutionalization of organisms such 
as of celade (The Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre, which has been 
the Population Division of eclac since 1997) and unfpa (The United Nations Population 
Fund). In the first case, promoting the collection and analysis of demographic data and, in 
the second, concerned with issues related to sexual and reproductive health. Similarly, the 
United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (uneca) as well as the unfpa played an 
important role in the definition of official statistics’ methods and instruments in West Africa 
through consulting and funding projects.
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digital data collection were discussed at the level of the African Union, reach-
ing bilateral agreements on sharing tablet computers for the enumeration 
between countries. Evidently, this type of cooperation is not exclusive of the 
UN: technical cooperation among statistical agencies is common. Statistics 
Sierra Leone, for example, relies heavily on bilateral cooperation with other 
West African countries often enabled by the Economic Community of West 
African States (ecowas), as well as involvement in African Union’s pro-
grammes such as the “Strategy for the Harmonization of Statistics in Africa”.

The second reason why io s are an intense source of methodological and 
technological influence is due to increasing financial globalization. The inte-
gration of countries as debt subjects in the world capital market implies sys-
tematic measurements of risk levels (Fourcade, 2017; Germain, 1997). Although 
these commensurations tend to focus on the macroeconomic profile of the 
countries, this causes an increasing demand for information that includes 
population-related data from censuses. For example, household income levels 
must be adjusted by the number of inhabitants, or the delivery of a certain 
subsidy or social program that influences the perception of risk in the country 
depends on the size of the vulnerable population. At the same time, interna-
tional financial organizations such as the iadb or the wb have regular contacts 
with statistical institutes to identify financing needs for census operations. For 
example, in the Ecuadorian case, the iadb and the wb funding in the 2001 and 
2022 censuses are decisive. This apparent financial relationship entails admin-
istrative commitments, which in turn, imply methodological modifications 
and technological introductions: “the inec of Ecuador received a loan to carry 
out its 2001 census from the iadb, but subject to the condition of having an 
entire administrative structure parallel with different salaries and rules. It was 
like having two institutions under the same roof, one paid with the iadb loan, 
high salaries and making technical decisions related to the census, the other 
with low salaries paid by the state and excluded from the census. Similarly, 
technology purchase decisions were made only if they had the approval of the 
bank” (Interview to principal advisor inec, March 2021).

Another example comes from the wb’s hiswa project that provides grants 
to several countries in West Africa, including Ghana and Sierra Leone, aim-
ing to harmonize and enhance economic and social statistics in participating 
countries. This push for the harmonisation has created divergences in rela-
tion to the administration of the 2021 mid-term census, which was confirmed 
to be held in the first semester but, according to a wb report, “the mission 
team considers it unlikely that the census could be conducted this soon and 
in conformity with good quality standards” (Beidou, 2021). This reaffirms that 
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international financial institutions are a determining force for the introduction 
of operational practices that end up influencing methodologies and adoption 
of even basic processes in the execution of censuses. In the same way, these 
forces are increasingly embedded in financial operations: the relation is tied 
up with economic obligations that entail administrative dependencies. The 
importance of statistical processes to global finances has also led other io s 
such as the oecd to establish technical cooperation with non-member coun-
tries in the Global South (Takala et al., 2018). In the Brazilian case, the push for 
transformation of the school census as an instrument for accountability and 
measurement of quality of the educational system was greatly influenced by 
the statistical cooperation between inep and the oecd (Silva, 2019).

The third reason why io s are a mechanism of technological and 
methodological transfer is due to contemporary logics of public admin-
istration. io s motivate governments to manage their operations through con-
tinuous quantifications and measurements of performance (Bartl, Papilloud 
& Terracher-Lipinski, 2019; Merry, 2011, 2016). Control panels, information 
systems and interoperable interfaces are increasingly common in the public 
sector, promoting management through quantifiable results (Besaçon, 2003; 
Guilhot, 2005). This effect, in turn, is the result of the penetration of econ-
omistic logics in public management, which promote the use of tools, such 
as cost-benefit evaluations, to make public policy decisions (Fourcade, 2009, 
2017). Contemporary forms of administration usually demand the identifica-
tion and quantification of multiple segments of population to facilitate the 
target for differentiated social and economic programs. It is no longer enough 
to segment the population by income levels, it is now necessary to understand 
population in terms of increasingly complex and cross-cutting economic, 
social, political and cultural variables. This creates a double demand over pop-
ulations censuses: the first one is the need of having more questions, more 
variables and more segments to understand and target specific populations. 
The second is related to the efficiency and expediency of the operation: the 
availability of data has to be faster, cheaper and with high levels of precision.

7.2 Commercial and Institutional Brokerage
Our observations of the circulation of census model between io s and the 
national statistical organisations in our country cases, do not suggest that these 
transfers are unilateral and unmediated. On the contrary, we observe how bro-
kers in the various institutions involved seek to establish themselves as gate-
keepers. Following Koster and van Leynseele (2018: 803), we here conceive of 
brokerage relations as those translating between disparate fields, altering in 
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this course the object of translation as well as the field itself. Brokers, in this 
sense, are crucial as they can “align with different logics and rationales”, une-
ven forms of authority, and interests (Koster & van Leynseele, 2018: 803).

For the case of Ecuador, our investigation identified two types of brokers. 
First, private companies that connect the statistical offices’ middle manag-
ers with io s’ middle managers (unfpa). These actors’ interest is to “sell the 
idea” that certain technologies are “good practice” at an international level. In 
particular, technologies related to scanning and mobile devices were sold as 
“technological fixes” to complex infrastructural problems. Evidently, the final 
interest is to sell a particular brand of technology to obtain economic benefits. 
However, this process is successful only in a few cases. While scanning tech-
nology was successfully introduced in 2010, the introduction of mobile devices 
was attempted in 2022 when the government decided to go into debt with the 
wb to carry out the census. In other words, the introduction of this last innova-
tion occurred in a process of financial dependency enforced by an io.

Second, there are official entities in the government with the central mis-
sion of regulating the relation between public entities and io s. In Ecuador 
this is the case of seteci (Secretaria Técnica de Cooperación Internacional – 
Technical Secretary of International Cooperation). In the period 2007–2017, 
this office actively participated in aligning national interests and international 
assistance from io s. In the case of public statistics and censuses they facili-
tated the connection between inec and the Korean Cooperation Agency who 
invested in strengthening inec through scholarships and specialized training. 
In the same way it facilitated the organization of workshops to share activities 
and knowledge from experts in censuses, a process where unfpa was also part. 
Similarly, in the Brazilian government, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs acts as 
a gatekeeper for international cooperation activities of federal agencies in the 
country. The main objective is to provide a strategic direction to international 
cooperation following the national foreign policy. According to inep officials, 
this also resulted in the emphasis of international cooperation changing often 
from one io to another in different years, strengthening and weakening rela-
tionships with oecd, brics, mercosur, and other io s. While in our African 
case studies, there seems to be recent concerted regional efforts to act as bro-
kers between the global organisations (UN, wb) and national governments. 
The West African statistical harmonisation project (hiswa) is the notable 
example of a current regional initiative for the adoption of methodological 
standards within the so-called South as are initial efforts of collaborating at the 
au level for the provision of capi devices.

We further perceive of foreign development and statistical organisations as 
brokers of statistical methods. The UK Office for National Statistics (ons) is 
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mentioned recurrently by Statistics Sierra Leone officials as partners in their 
processes of modernization. Our Ghanaian interview partners, in turn, empha-
sise the influence of the German development agency giz on their statistical 
expertise, especially in the form of exchange visits which expose statistical 
officers to certain forms of knowledge production. “I went on field trips with 
the giz. We got to see the statistical offices in Germany, Netherlands, … Here in 
Ghana, we still meet as a group of giz trained experts. And if I have a question, 
I can call my colleagues in Latin America, everywhere, to share experiences.” 
(Interview gss, 2018). Similarly, Statistics Denmark currently acts as key advi-
sor to the ongoing digitalisation process of the census and national statisti-
cal system. Yet, this kind of involvement is not always taken on uncritically. 
As another high-ranking civil servant commented about the funding logic of 
statistical development projects, with every new funding cycle new ideas and 
solutions were brought to Ghana, making much of the previous work obsolete 
and failing to integrate the various efforts in different sectors of the country.

7.3 Initiatives within Local Professional Communities
The transnational circulation of model systems, methods and devices, we 
argue, is not one-directional but follows complex transnational trajectories. 
Ghana, for example, has historically been a centre for statistical training in 
West Africa. After Independence, the Demographic Unit at the Department of 
Sociology, University of Ghana, claims to have trained almost all of West Africa’s 
government statisticians. Today, the university hosts the Regional Institute of 
Population Studies which was involved in the education and by extension 
the collective identification of the statistical community we encountered in 
Ghana. Ghanaian statisticians’ sense of professional community constitutes 
an important resource in inter-agency harmonization and coordination of 
methods and their accompanying innovations. This professionalisation and 
immersion into local professional practices is not limited to Ghana, though. 
Key experts involved in the decision to digitize census taking in Ghana, located 
in top managerial positions of the Ghana Statistical Service explained the 
importance of learning from colleagues, both in the Global North and South, 
as agencies share different experiences. This sense of inter-agency learning 
was confirmed by our interview partners in statistical offices in Denmark, who 
noted how engaging with African statistical services was an immense learning 
opportunity, especially following the local statistical innovation that spear-
headed in Sierra Leone in the context of the ebola epidemic. Notably, Statistics 
Sierra Leone has benefited from rapid technological development such as the 
early implementation and development of Geographical Information Systems 
(gis). The high demand for quality and prompt data collection has further led 
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to the implementation of innovative processes such as mobile phone health 
surveys (Etang & Himelein, 2019) and the digitization of civil registration and 
vital statistics (Zewoldi, 2019).

A similar case of temporal strengthening of the statistical system happened 
in Ecuador. In the period 2007–2017, inec, the local statistical agency was 
legally ascribed to the office of National Planning (senplades). This was the 
result of the 2008 new Constitution that reinforced the planning system. By 
default, this provoked that inec gained relevance and implicit power within 
the ecosystem of public institutions, which led to the expansion of popula-
tion census operations. The dynamic allowed local experts the development of 
local tools for data exploitation as well as the constitution of dispersed teams 
for innovation, use and dissemination of census data. A cohort of local experts 
was one of the outcomes of this dynamic which after 2017 lost power and rele-
vance due to the arrival of austerity policies that devitalized the infrastructure 
of public planning. In Brazil, the diversity of collaboration with different inter-
national partners as well as the investment in statistical innovation led to the 
development of a skilled body of technical specialists. In this sense, instead 
of an uncritical appropriation of foreign statistical processes, the professional 
community has transformed locally and improved some of these processes. As 
a wb publication states, the “composite index of education quality developed 
by the Ministry of Education’s assessment arm (inep, Instituto Nacional de 
studos e Pesquisas Educacionais Anísio Teixeira) “is superior to current prac-
tice in the United States and in many other oecd countries” (Bruns, Evans & 
Luque, 2011: 7). We emphasize these voices as vectors of local adaptation and 
creativity in the global circulation of census methods and technologies, which 
demonstrates international influences and local contingencies.

7.4	 Effects	of	Political	Instabilities
The last structuring force identified in our case studies is the effect of histori-
cally grown political instabilities on the so far described processes of statistical 
changes. Bourdieu’s concept of the (political) space emphasises the relational 
and contested context in which collective action and decision making unfold. 
Our case studies reveal how the local adoption of travelling ideas around sta-
tistical innovation is subject to both subtle and transformative changes in the 
political landscape of the receiving country.

The case of Ghana shows how the succession of various democratic and 
non-democratic regimes between 1966 and 1992 has imprinted census tak-
ing with their respective political agendas (Thiel, 2022). In the moment of 
regime change, shifting focal areas such as economic hardship, demographics 
or migration, but also new political paradigms such as decentralisation and 
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structural adjustment coincided with the adoption of new categories and 
reporting practices – making the census an integral part of political commu-
nication and mobilization (Serra 2018). Ghana’s latest census for the first time 
adopted digital data capture technologies as recommended by the UN. The 
census therewith fell in line with the country’s larger digitization agenda (Thiel, 
2020). However, prior to the 2020/2021 phc, census officials worried about the 
coinciding registration exercises of Ghana’s biometric national id, as well as 
the highly contested re-registration of the electoral voter register. Digitizing 
the census, it was feared would make it hard for the population to distinguish 
between the exercises and hence could spill over political contestations.

Similarly, several political events led to extreme instability in the short 
post-colonial history of Sierra Leone. This has directly affected official statis-
tical activity which, for instance, was interrupted for two decades due to the 
civil war and subsequent dismantling of the national statistical system. The 
country presents an additional challenging factor due to the fractionalised 
political organisation across the country (Acemoglu et al., 2014) creating more 
difficulties for a nationally coordinated statistical system. At the same time, in 
such environments, the organisation and actors involved in official statistics 
are easy targets for the promotion of further instability. In fact, the transition 
of government in 2018 from the All People’s Congress (apc) party that gov-
erned the country for ten years to the newly elected candidate of the oppo-
sition Sierra Leone People’s Party (slpp) exposed the political tensions that 
also affect the Statistics Sierra Leone’s work. The Report of the Governance 
Transition Team (gtt) stated several “politically motivated” wrongdoings from 
the previous administration of the ssl “including the creation of new districts 
and the gerrymandering of new constituencies, mainly in the apc’s strong-
holds” (Government of Sierra Leone, 2018). However, despite the institutional 
challenges posed by the civil war, the Ebola epidemic, and the political organi-
sation, the national statistical system maintained its relative stability with con-
tinuous statistical activities in the past two decades.4

4 Similarly, the 2015 round is recognised by the ssl Statistician-General Prof. Osman A. Sankoh 
as a source “replete with issues that were corrected by the current administration with 
support from unfpa consultants” (Sankoh, 2021). In fact, the transition of government in 
2018 from the All People’s Congress (apc) party that governed the country for ten years to 
the newly elected candidate of the opposition Sierra Leone People’s Party (slpp) exposed 
the political tensions that also affect the Statistics Sierra Leone’s work. The Report of the 
Governance Transition Team (gtt) stated several “politically motivated” wrongdoings from 
the previous administration of the ssl “including the creation of new districts and the ger-
rymandering of new constituencies, mainly in the apc’s strongholds” (Government of Sierra 
Leone, 2018).
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In the case of Ecuador, political instability has been the condition of census 
execution. The 1982 census was executed in a transition to democracy, in 1990 
it was affected by the lack of support from indigenous communities, and in 
2001 it was suspended due to a financial crisis that affected the entire institu-
tionalization of the state (more references in the history section of Ecuador). 
Together, this created a fertile scenario for external interference, loans from 
io s and international expertise. The Brazilian, in turn, case could be seen as 
an outlier in this group as their national statistical system had experienced 
an unusual stability over the second half of the past century, despite several 
years of military regimes, re-democratization and presidential impeachments. 
However, in the past decade, a political turmoil initiated with a parliamen-
tary coup in 2016 leading to the election of an authoritarian right-wing cabinet 
in 2018 directly impacted the statistical system. The census will be executed 
in 2022; however it is not liberated from instabilities, budget constraints, and 
changes in leadership. Independent of the outcome: the political uncertainty, 
professional local communities, and technocratic efforts transformed the 
landscape and practices for adopting, adapting and shaping innovations.

8 Conclusion

Through adopting a comparative approach, this article set out to contribute to 
the development of the contemporary socio-economic history of quantifica-
tion in non-Western contexts. Our aim was to explore statistical systems both 
in terms of their global connections and their own professional and creative 
practices. As the issue of postcolonial data politics is receiving increasing and 
much deserved attention, we hope herewith to contribute the perspective of 
institutional arrangements and the statistical practices unfolding in these con-
stellations of norms, regulations, technological infrastructures, funding and 
of course power. Our thick comparative angle, we hope, allowed us to move 
beyond the totalizing analytics of data colonialism in that it disentangled 
these forces and shed light on its constitutive parts. Specifically, we identified 
four mechanisms at play across our case studies.

First, we observed how competences concentrating in io s exert influence 
on statistical offices in the Global South. Usually, these relations are amplified 
during population censuses because the logistical operation represents a tem-
poral opportunity where, at least, four characteristics overlap: the necessity of 
external validation to legitimize a national project, the movement of consid-
erable amounts of budget which implies political validations, the necessity of 
coordination among several local national institutions, and the necessity of 
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coat the project with labels of technicality and professionalism. io s thereby 
reshape the way how censuses are understood, produced, and used. The finan-
cialization of capitals, new styles of management and an increasing necessity 
of having international comparable data reinforced this mechanism which at 
the same time strengthened the position of these organizations at a regional 
and global level.

The second mechanism has been identified in the motivation of agents to 
justify their political-institutional role within local ecosystems of the state 
(institutional brokers) or to expand their business opportunities (commer-
cial brokers). These actors build bridges between io s, especially financial 
institutions with the interest of funding national projects, and local statisti-
cal agencies in charge of censuses projects. In some cases, the brokerage has 
an institutional overtone where the intention is to enhance the role of local 
organizations in charge of regulating international cooperation, while in other 
cases, the interest is purely commercial.

Again, specialized projects of organisations, such as the au’s Pan-African 
Institute for Statistics (statafric) or the Organization of Ibero-American 
States (oei) with their focus education statistics, give space to new narratives 
and processes. At the same time, both private and public institutions act as 
intermediaries between io s and national statistical offices and their staff. 
These institutions can promote and facilitate cooperation to their benefit but 
also act as gatekeepers to avoid unwanted collaborations.

The third mechanism comes from local communities of practice that pro-
mote innovations using locally developed capabilities. The materialization of 
this influence depends on the predisposition of the local statistical office and 
the capacity to dodge international competitive alternatives. We have shown 
how regional cooperation is a contributing factor for the formation of those 
communities, while statistical elites can also play a central role in brokerage 
relations. Our findings emphasise how international statistical cooperation is 
more nuanced than a naive appropriation of foreign technology and involves 
complex adaptations and improvements of received methods, models and 
devices.

The fourth mechanism has been located in political instabilities, which are 
not necessarily vectors of transmission in and for themselves but exert a strong 
structuring force on the process of statistical innovation. When a country faces 
an institutional crisis it usually affects the structure of budgets where strong 
institutions have priority. Usually statistical offices are not equipped with suf-
ficient political power to defend their economy which leads to an external 
dependency for funding which in turn provokes “knocking doors” with io s that 
fund partial censuses with the condition of applying certain administrative 
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and technological introductions. We have shown that there is a strong con-
nection between the national political context and the stability of statistical 
systems and hence its capacity for innovation. In other words, changes in the 
government have usually led to disruptions in the national statistical offices, 
affected the provision of adequate resources and prevented the consolidation 
of the statistical systems. Given the strategic role of the statistical offices, they 
have not least been used for spurious political interests during times of crisis.

Cutting across these mechanisms, we found that the condition of statistical 
production in the selected country cases appears to a large extent externally 
mobilized, rather than demand-driven. Rearticulating Jerven’s (2017) call to 
consider the value generated by heavy investments in statistical circulations, 
future research should consider how specific mechanisms of technology trans-
mission in national censuses in the Global South are linked to unique statisti-
cal histories and to which effect on perpetuating inequalities.

Furthermore, in a more proactive conclusion, our research seeks to under-
stand horizontal collaboration spaces between involved agents. We believe 
that the first step for this is to identify key mechanisms of transmission of 
innovation. However, a second step, and one that merits future research, is to 
study methods of interaction and horizontal dialogue for the ways in which 
genuine and legitimate external collaborations can be positively exploited by 
all parties.

Finally, our contribution is an invitation to reflect on the constructive col-
laboration that agencies such as the United Nations carry out in the process of 
making (vulnerable) populations visible through the desing and implementa-
tion of new statistical processes, while also thinking about the implicit hierar-
chies that exist in these spaces, including their effects on the competition for 
talent between IO s and national statistical organisations. In short, we believe 
that the reflection on the transmission mechanisms of innovation in the Global 
South reveal complexities at the level of human and economic resources, as 
well as political influences, organizational, commercial and geopolitical inter-
ests that shape the production of statistics to important performative effects 
on how we understand and intervene in the world. If public statistics are the 
tools that help us understand our reality, the transparency and comprehension 
of the contingencies in their production and innovation is urgently necessary.
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