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 ■ E x cl u di n g w o m e n a n d gi rl s f r o m ci vil r e gi s t r a ti o n a n d vi t al s t a ti s ti c s ( C R V S) s y s t e m s 

e x a c e r b a t e s g e n d e r i n e q u ali t y.  T h e t hr e e c o u ntr y c a s e st u di e s pr e s e nt e d i n t hi s p a p er a d dr e s s 

t h e i m p ort a n c e of C R V S a n d it s i m p a ct o n t h e vi si bilit y a n d l e g al ri g ht s of w o m e n i n C hi n a a n d 

M or o c c o, a s w ell a s S yri a n r ef u g e e w o m e n. 

 ■ S e x - di s a g g r e g a t e d m o ni t o ri n g of vi t al s t a ti s ti c s i s a n e c e s s a r y t o ol f o r i d e n tif yi n g g e n d e r 

i n e q u ali ti e s. Birt h r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y f a cilit at e a c c e s s t o b a si c ri g ht s s u c h a s h e alt h 

c ar e, pri m ar y a n d s e c o n d ar y e d u c ati o n, a n d s o ci al s u p p ort. T h e u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of w o m e n 

hi n d er s g e n d er e q u alit y a n d a d d s b arri er s t o s o ci al a n d e c o n o mi c o p p ort u nit y. 

 ■ M a r ri a g e a n d di v o r c e r e gi s t r a ti o n, w hi c h a r e t o o of t e n n e gl e c t e d, al s o f a cili t a t e a c c e s s 

t o ri g h t s. A m arri a g e c erti fi c at e pr o vi d e s l e g al pr o of of m arri a g e, w hi c h w o m e n c a n u s e t o 

s e c ur e pr o p ert y a n d c oll e ct a n i n h erit a n c e w h e n t h eir s p o u s e di e s. Si mil arl y, di v or c e r e gi str ati o n 

all o w s b ot h i n di vi d u al s t o r e m arr y aft er a di v or c e, a n d pr o vi d e s a l e g al b a si s f or t h e di stri b uti o n of 

p ar e nt al r e s p o n si biliti e s at t h e e n d of a m arri a g e.

 ■ D e a t h r e gi s t r a ti o n d a t a i s a c ri ti c al s o u r c e of m o r t ali t y s t a ti s ti c s. T h e u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of 

f e m al e d e at h s r el ati v e t o m al e d e at h s hi n d er s t h e a c c ur a c y of e vi d e n c e - b a s e d h e alt h pr o gr a m s 

f or w o m e n a n d girl s. 

 ■ L o c ali z e d b e h a vi o u r al r e s p o n s e s c a u s e d el a y s i n r e gi s t e ri n g f e m al e bi r t h s.   T h e c a s e 

st u di e s ill u str at e h o w g e n d er di s p ariti e s c a n b e cl u st er e d i n g e o gr a p hi c ar e a s a n d l o c al 

c o m m u niti e s. T hi s s u g g e st s t h e n e e d f or t ar g et e d s u b n ati o n al st u di e s a n d i nt er v e nti o n s t o 

a d dr e s s s o ci al g e n d er e d b arri er s t o ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y.

P h ot o: M o h a m a d Al - Ari ef / W orl d B a n k

Bri ef 2, P a p er 1
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I N T R O D U C TI O N

Ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d vit al st ati sti c s ( C R V S) 

s y st e m s ar e a cr u ci al t o ol i n a d v a n ci n g g e n d er 

e q u alit y a n d e m p o w eri n g w o m e n a n d girl s. 

Vit al st ati sti c s, i d e all y d eri v e d fr o m hi g h - q u alit y 

ci vil r e gi str ati o n d at a, pr o vi d e k e y i n si g ht s 

t o r e pr o d u cti v e h e alt h o ut c o m e s s u c h a s 

f ertilit y, p eri n at al a n d m at er n al m ort alit y, a n d 

s e x - di s a g gr e g at e d d at a o n a p o p ul ati o n’ s 

d e m o gr a p hi c pr o fil e, d e m o gr a p hi c d y n a mi c s, 

a n d o v er all h e alt h ( U nit e d N ati o n s 2 0 1 4 ). A s 

a f o u n d ati o n al c o m p o n e nt of a l e g al i d e ntit y 

s y st e m, ci vil r e gi str ati o n al s o e n s ur e s t h at 

w o m e n a n d girl s c a n pr o v e t h eir o w n i d e ntiti e s 

t o a c c e s s cr u ci al p u bli c s er vi c e s s u c h a s h e alt h, 

e d u c ati o n, a n d s o ci al pr ot e cti o n t hr o u g h o ut 

t h e lif e - c o ur s e – fr o m birt h t o d e at h, i n cl u di n g 

m arri a g e a n d di v or c e.

T a bl e 1: O v er vi e w of c or e i nt er n ati o n al h u m a n ri g ht s d e cl ar ati o n s a n d c o n v e nti o n s t h at 

u n d er pi n t h e n or m s a n d st a n d ar d s of C R V S s y st e m s

I nt er n ati o n al h u m a n ri g ht s  

d e cl ar ati o n / c o n v e nti o n

Arti cl e s r el at e d t o 

ci vil r e gi str ati o n

Y e ar of 

a d o pti o n

Y e ar c a m e 

i nt o f or c e

N u m b er of 

st at e p arti e s

U ni v er s al D e cl ar ati o n of  
H u m a n Ri g ht s

6, 1 5 1 9 4 8 N / A N / A

C o n v e nti o n R el ati n g t o t h e  
St at u s of R ef u g e e s

2 5, 2 7 1 9 5 1 1 9 5 4 1 4 5

C o n v e nti o n R el ati n g t o t h e  
St at u s of St at el e s s P er s o n s

2 5, 2 7 1 9 5 4 1 9 6 0 8 3

C o n v e nti o n o n t h e R e d u cti o n  
of St at el e s s n e s s

1, 2, 3, 4 1 9 6 1 1 9 7 5 6 1

C o n v e nti o n o n C o n s e nt t o 
M arri a g e, Mi ni m u m A g e f or 
M arri a g e a n d R e gi str ati o n  
of M arri a g e s

3 1 9 6 2 1 9 6 4 5 5

I nt er n ati o n al C o n v e nti o n o n 
 t h e Eli mi n ati o n of All F or m s of 
R a ci al Di s cri mi n ati o n

5 1 9 6 5 1 9 6 9 1 7 9

I nt er n ati o n al C o v e n a nt o n Ci vil 
a n d P oliti c al Ri g ht s

2 4 1 9 6 6 1 9 7 6 1 7 2

C o n v e nti o n o n t h e Eli mi n ati o n 
of All F or m s of Di s cri mi n ati o n 
a g ai n st W o m e n

1 5, 1 6 1 9 7 9 1 9 8 1 1 6 5

C o n v e nti o n o n t h e Ri g ht s  
of t h e C hil d

7, 8 1 9 8 9 1 9 9 0 1 9 6

I nt er n ati o n al C o n v e nti o n o n t h e 
Pr ot e cti o n of t h e Ri g ht s of All 
Mi gr a nt W or k er s a n d M e m b er s  
of T h eir F a mili e s

2 9 1 9 9 0 2 0 0 3 5 4

C o n v e nti o n o n t h e Ri g ht s of 
P er s o n s wit h Di s a biliti e s

1 8 2 0 0 6 2 0 0 8 1 7 7

S o ur c e: A ut h or’ s c o m pil ati o n u nl e s s ot h er wi s e cit e d.

https://unstats.un.org/UNSD/demographic/standmeth/principles/M19Rev3en.pdf
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The importance of civil registration and legal 
identity are well established and clearly 
articulated in international norms and human 
rights standards (see Table 1):

 ■ The International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights notes the right of all persons to have 
equal recognition before the law (United 
Nations 1966). 

 ■ The Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(United Nations 1989) confirms the right to 
birth registration and the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights (United Nations 1948) 
sets out the right to a nationality, alluding to 
the importance of legal identity in ensuring 
equality before the law. 

 ■ The Convention on Consent to Marriage, 
Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration 
of Marriages, which entered into force in 
1964, established standards for the age of 
consent, parental consent, and rights-based 
procedures for the legal registration of 
marriages (United Nations 1962).

 ■ Specific international conventions explicitly 
recognize the fundamental rights of equal 
access to registration and non-discrimination 
on the basis of age, sex, race, refugee status, 
migrant status or disability status. 

CRVS AND THE 2030 AGENDA

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and its accompanying Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) explicitly reference civil 
registration, vital statistics, and legal identity in 
two instrumental and complementary ways 
(United Nations 2015):

 ■ Civil registration and legal identity are 
recognized as a means of implementation 
in advancing health, economic, and social 
opportunities in target 16.9. 

 ■ CRVS data are identified as fundamental to 
the monitoring and review of progress towards 
the SDGs in target 17. 

The 2030 Agenda also affirms the principle of 
non-discrimination and gender equality, as 
reflected in target 10.3, which aims to “ensure 
equal opportunity and reduce inequalities 
of outcome, including through eliminating 
discriminatory laws, policies and practices,” 
and to “end all forms of discrimination against 
women and girls everywhere.” These principles 
are critical in ensuring that civil registration laws, 
administrative processes, public services, and 
resulting vital statistics are gender-sensitive 
and customized to meet the needs of women 
and girls in particular. Further, gender equality 
and women’s empowerment are integral to 
achieving the SDGs and are explicitly recognized 
in SDG Goal 5. We cannot make everyone count 
unless women and girls are also counted. It is 
impossible to ensure equal opportunities and 
access to health, education, land, jobs, social 
services, and technology if specific segments of 
the population are invisible. 

Photo: Scott Wallace / World Bank

https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20999/volume-999-i-14668-english.pdf
https://treaties.un.org/doc/publication/unts/volume%20999/volume-999-i-14668-english.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx
https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/MinimumAgeForMarriage.aspx
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/post2015/transformingourworld
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A LIFE-COURSE APPROACH: 
THREE CASE STUDIES

This paper highlights the importance of 
integrating a gender lens into the assessment, 
improvement, and scale-up of CRVS systems. 
We emphasize the need for a life-course 
approach that ranges from birth to death, but 
also includes the often-neglected areas of 
marriage and divorce registration, by showcasing 
three country case studies. 

China—The first case study revisits the recent 
debate about missing females in China and 
highlights new insights resulting from integrated 
gender analysis of ethnographic evidence on the 
birth registration process and data from three 
successive population censuses between 1990 
and 2010. 

Syrian refugees—The second case study 
focuses on the challenges and intergenerational 
consequences of barriers to vital event 
registration for Syrian refugees displaced in 
neighbouring countries between 2011 and 2017. 
It describes how under-registration of one type 
of vital event – for example, a marriage – can 
result in the under-registration of other vital 
events later in the life-course, such as a birth for 
a married couple. Such barriers to registration 
are likely to have disproportionately larger 
consequences on women when displaced 
Syrians return post-war. This is because assets 
and property are mostly registered in men’s 
names. What’s more, many vital events that 
prove family relationships before and during the 
conflict were not registered. 

Morocco—The third case study documents 
the sex differential in death registration 
completeness in Morocco. We note that this 
phenomenon is concentrated in Morocco’s rural 
areas and is strongly associated with reduced 
incentives to register female deaths. It is the 

result of customary norms around property and 
patrilineal asset inheritance, the passive nature 
of civil registration, and non-negligible travel 
distances required for rural communities to 
access a civil registration centre.     

Ensuring legal identity for all is a crucial layer of 
protection against societal exclusion. This paper 
explains how the goal can be achieved through 
access to birth, marriage, and death registration 
across the life-course.

LITERATURE ON THE GENDER 
DIMENSIONS OF CIVIL 
REGISTRATION

In recent years, emerging research has identified 
several barriers for women to access civil 
registration across the life-course, despite strong 
international human rights norms and consensus 
on the centrality of legal identity to sustainable 
development. 

 ■ National laws vs. tradition. In their review of 
challenges faced by women in registering the 
births of their children, Plan International found 
that even with adequate national laws, women 
lacked functional opportunities to register a 
birth due to lack of implementation of those 
laws, prejudice, and traditional customs (Plan 
International 2012). For example, in some rural 
Kenyan communities, the traditional period 
of post-birth ‘confinement’ exceeds the legal 
period for timely birth registration. In at least 
19 countries across Africa, the Asia-Pacific, 
the Middle East, and Latin America, women 
in some communities face substantial stigma 
and prejudice when giving birth outside of 
marriage, resulting in social impediments to 
registering a new birth.  

https://plan-international.org/publications/mother-child-discrimination-and-child-registration
https://plan-international.org/publications/mother-child-discrimination-and-child-registration
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 ■ G e n d e r e d b a r ri e r s t o r e gi s t r a ti o n.  I n  

2 0 1 4 – 2 0 1 6, D at a 2 X p u bli s h e d a s eri e s of 

w or ki n g p a p er s hi g hli g hti n g s el e ct e d g e n d er 

di m e n si o n s of u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of vit al 

e v e nt s. T hi s s eri e s r e v e al e d t h at w o m e n b e ar 

a l ar g e p art of t h e b ur d e n f or r e gi st eri n g a 

birt h, y et f a c e a c c e s s c h all e n g e s a n d c o m pl e x 

a d mi ni str ati v e r e q uir e m e nt s i n m a n y p art s of 

t h e w orl d ( K o ol w al 2 0 1 7). I n t h e A si a - P a ci fi c 

r e gi o n, t h er e ar e n ot a bl e d at a g a p s a n d 

li mit ati o n s w h e n i n v e sti g ati n g t h e g e n d er 

di m e n si o n s of birt h, m arri a g e, a n d d e at h 

r e gi str ati o n. H o w e v er, t h e li mit e d a v ail a bl e 

d at a i n di c at e d t h at r ur al w o m e n w er e at m u c h 

hi g h er ri s k of u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of vit al e v e nt s 

t h a n t h eir ur b a n c o u nt er p art s  – s p e ci fi c all y 

citi n g r e c e nt e vi d e n c e fr o m P a ki st a n ( K n o wl e s 

2 0 1 6 ). E vi d e n c e fr o m A si a - P a ci fi c a n d s u b -

S a h ar a n Afri c a hi g hli g ht e d t h e n e e d t o m o v e 

b e y o n d a g gr e g at e n ati o n al a n d ur b a n /

r ur al st ati sti c s gi v e n t h at g e n d er di s p ariti e s 

ar e s o m eti m e s cl u st er e d wit hi n s p e ci fi c 

g e o gr a p hi c ar e a s a n d l o c al c o m m u niti e s. 

T h e s e fi n di n g s i n di c at e a n e e d f or t ar g et e d 

s u b n ati o n al st u di e s a n d pr o gr a m m ati c 

i nt er v e nti o n s t o a d dr e s s g e n d er e d b arri er s 

t o ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y (K n o wl e s 

2 0 1 6 ; K o ol w al 2 0 1 6).

 ■ Bi r t h r e gi s t r a ti o n, h a r mf ul p r a c ti c e s, a n d 

a d v e r s e h e al t h o u t c o m e s.  R e c e nt e vi d e n c e 

o n g e n d er di m e n si o n s of t h e C R V S s y st e m i n 

I n d o n e si a i s s u b st a nti al a n d h a s s h o w n cl e ar 

li n k a g e s b et w e e n u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of vit al 

e v e nt s, h ar mf ul pr a cti c e s, a n d a d v er s e h e alt h 

a n d s o ci al o ut c o m e s, p arti c ul arl y f or w o m e n 

a n d girl s. A l a n d m ar k st u d y t h at i n cl u d e d a 

h o u s e h ol d s ur v e y of 3 2 0, 0 0 0 p er s o n s, f o c u s 

gr o u p di s c u s si o n s, a n d i n - d e pt h i nt er vi e w s 

a cr o s s 1 7 of I n d o n e si a’ s 3 4 pr o vi n c e s f o u n d 

o v er w h el mi n g e vi d e n c e t h at c hil d m arri a g e 

i s li n k e d t o t h e l a c k of a birt h c erti fi c at e i n 

I n d o n e si a. It n ot e d t h at 9 0 % of girl s i n c hil d 

m arri a g e s d o n ot h a v e a birt h c erti fi c at e. T h u s, 

girl s w h o s e birt h s ar e n ot r e gi st er e d ar e at 

gr e at er ri s k of c hil d m arri a g e. T h e st u d y al s o 

r e v e al e d s u b st a nti al u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of 

di v or c e s w hi c h, i n t ur n, h a s a di s pr o p orti o n at e 

e ff e ct o n w o m e n. O nl y a n e sti m at e d 2 4 % of 

di v or c e d w o m e n h a v e a di v or c e c erti fi c at e. 

T hi s pr e v e nt s t h e m fr o m o bt ai ni n g a f a mil y 

c ar d, w hi c h e n s ur e s t h eir r e c o g niti o n a s t h e 

h e a d of t h e f a mil y a n d h o u s e h ol d, a n d m e a n s 

t h e y c a n n ot a c c e s s s o ci al a s si st a n c e f or t h eir 

f a mil y. T h e s e fi n di n g s fr o m I n d o n e si a ill u str at e 

h o w u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of birt h, m arri a g e, 

a n d di v or c e e v e nt s c a n s h a p e t h e ri g ht s a n d 

o p p ort u niti e s f or w o m e n a n d girl s a cr o s s t h e 

lif e - c o ur s e (S u m n er a n d K u s u m a ni n gr u m 

2 0 1 4 ).  

 ■ M a ki n g t h e I n vi si bl e Vi si bl e.  I n 2 0 1 8, t h e 

I nt er n ati o n al D e v el o p m e nt R e s e ar c h C e ntr e 

(I D R C) c o n v e n e d a m aj or c o nf er e n c e titl e d, 

“ M a ki n g t h e I n vi si bl e Vi si bl e: C R V S a s a b a si s 

t o m e eti n g t h e 2 0 3 0 G e n d er A g e n d a.” T hi s 

w a s t h e fir st i nt er n ati o n al m e eti n g t o f o c u s 

s ol el y o n t h e g e n d er di m e n si o n s of C R V S 

s y st e m s a n d t h e b arri er s w o m e n a n d girl s 

f a c e w h e n r e gi st eri n g vit al lif e e v e nt s (C e ntr e 

of E x c ell e n c e f or C R V S S y st e m s 2 0 1 8 ). T h e 

m e eti n g’ s di s c u s si o n s a n d r e p ort hi g hli g ht e d 

t h at, “ C R V S s y st e m s ar e d e e pl y r o ot e d i n 

p oliti c s, g o v er n a n c e, a n d i n stit uti o n s; a n d ar e 

n ot j u st a b o ut t e c h ni c al k n o w - h o w.” 

U n d er st a n di n g t h e g e n d er di m e n si o n s of C R V S 

s y st e m s a n d t h eir br o a d er s o ci o p oliti c al a n d 

e c o n o mi c c o nt e xt ar e f u n d a m e nt al t o e n s uri n g 

t h at t h e b e n e fit s of C R V S s y st e m s ar e f ull y 

a c c e s si bl e t o w o m e n a n d girl s e v er y w h er e.

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessment-of-the-quality-and-relevance-of-existing-Knowles/a913311041d65833082f619b363ca6f425cb7b7d
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessment-of-the-quality-and-relevance-of-existing-Knowles/a913311041d65833082f619b363ca6f425cb7b7d
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessment-of-the-quality-and-relevance-of-existing-Knowles/a913311041d65833082f619b363ca6f425cb7b7d
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Assessment-of-the-quality-and-relevance-of-existing-Knowles/a913311041d65833082f619b363ca6f425cb7b7d
http://www.cpcnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/AIPJ-PUSKAPA-BASELINE-STUDY-ON-LEGAL-IDENTITY-Indonesia-2013.pdf
http://www.cpcnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/AIPJ-PUSKAPA-BASELINE-STUDY-ON-LEGAL-IDENTITY-Indonesia-2013.pdf
https://crvssystems.ca/news-and-events/making-invisible-visible-crvs-basis-meeting-2030-gender-agenda
https://crvssystems.ca/news-and-events/making-invisible-visible-crvs-basis-meeting-2030-gender-agenda
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D e m o gr a p h er s a n d e c o n o mi st s h a v e writt e n e xt e n si v el y 

a b o ut t h e p h e n o m e n o n of mi s si n g w o m e n i n C hi n a, 

I n di a, a n d n ei g h b o uri n g c o u ntri e s i n S o ut h a n d E a st 

Asi a ( S e n 1 9 9 0 ; C o al e a n d B a ni st er 1 9 9 4). E sti m at e s of 

mi s si n g w o m e n a n d girl s i n C hi n a r a n g e fr o m 2 0 t o 5 0 

milli o n. T h e s e e sti m at e s ar e m o st c o m m o nl y pr e s e nt e d 

a s e vi d e n c e of l ar g e- s c al e pr a cti c e s of s e x- s el e cti v e 

a b orti o n, f e m al e i nf a nti ci d e, a n d s u b st a n d ar d h e alt h c ar e 

a n d n utriti o n f or f e m al e i nf a nt s c o m p ar e d wit h m al e 

i nf a nt s (S e n 1 9 9 2 ; S e n  2 0 0 3 ; C o al e 1 9 9 1 ; Kl a s e n a n d 

Wi n k 2 0 0 2 ). 

R e s e ar c h er s h a v e st u di e d t h e p h e n o m e n o n b y a s s e s si n g 

t h e s e x r ati o – or t h e n u m b er of m al e s p er 1 0 0 f e m al e s – 

i n a gi v e n p o p ul ati o n. I n m o st st a bl e h u m a n p o p ul ati o n s, 

a s e x r ati o at birt h of b et w e e n 1 0 2  a n d 1 0 8 i s c o m m o nl y 

o b s er v e d – r e fl e cti n g a sli g htl y hi g h er f et al m ort alit y 

r at e f or f e m al e s t h a n m al e s i n h u m a n s. I n c o ntr a st, t h e 

C hi n e s e s e x r ati o at birt h i n 2 0 1 0 w a s e sti m at e d t o b e 

1 1 8, u si n g t h at y e ar’s p o p ul ati o n a n d h o u si n g c e n s u s.

R e c e nt r e s e ar c h hi g hli g ht s i n si g ht s t h e C hi n e s e ci vil 

r e gi str ati o n s yst e m pr o vi d e s i nt o t h e q u e sti o n of 

“ mi s si n g w o m e n” w h e n a s s e s s e d al o n g si d e t h e a v ail a bl e 

c e n s u s d at a a n d et h n o gr a p hi c r e s e ar c h. W h e n a v ail a bl e 

c e n s u s a n d birt h r e gi str ati o n d at a i s r e- a n al y z e d t o 

a c c o u nt f or m ort alit y, mi gr ati o n, a n d a d o pti o n, t h e 

e sti m at e d n u m b er of mi s si n g girl s i n C hi n a i s cl o s er t o 

1 3. 7 milli o n. T hi s a n al ysi s a p pli e d b a c k w ar d pr oj e cti o n 

t o t h e l at e st 2 0 1 0 c e n s u s d at a, a n d i d e nti fi e d a n ot a bl e 

d e cli n e i n t h e s e x r ati o b et w e e n t h e ti mi n g of birt h a n d 

t h e t e e n a g e y e ar s (S hi a n d K e n n e d y 2 0 1 6 ). Fi g ur e 1 

s h o ws a n ot a bl e a g e e ff e ct i n t h e e n u m er at e d c e n s u s 

d at a a cr o s s s u c c e s si v e birt h c o h ort s – st arti n g wit h t h e 

2 0 1 0 birt h c o h ort, w hi c h w a s a g e d 0 i n 2 0 1 0, a n d t o t h e 

1 9 9 0 birt h c o h ort, w hi c h w a s a g e d 2 0 at t h e ti m e of t h e 

2 0 1 0 c e n s u s. T hi s a s s e s s m e nt r e v e al e d t h at t h e o b s er v e d 

s k e w e d s e x r ati o i s all b ut eli mi n at e d d uri n g t h e l at er 

t e e n a g e  y e ar s. 

Fi g ur e 1: Esti m at e d s e x r ati o b y a g e b as e d o n  
2 0 1 0 C hi n es e P o p ul ati o n a n d H o usi n g C e ns us d at a

S o ur c e: A ut h or’s o w n d at a vi s u ali z ati o n, b a s e d o n t a b ul ati o n s 
pr e s e nt e d i n S hi a n d K e n n e d y ( 2 0 1 6)

F urt h er a n al ysi s u s e d t h e l a st t hr e e r o u n d s of C hi n e s e 

c e n s u s d at a t o tr a c k t h e 1 9 9 0 birt h c o h ort o v er ti m e 

a n d e sti m at e t h e s e x r ati o d o c u m e nt e d at birt h, at 

a g e 1 0 y e ar s, a n d a g e 2 0 y e ar s f or t hi s c o h ort ( S hi a n d 

K e n n e d y 2 0 1 6 ). Fi g ur e 2 s h o ws t h at t h e d o c u m e nt e d 

s e x r ati o f or t h e 1 9 9 0 birt h c o h ort i s s k e w e d at t h e ti m e 

of t h e 1 9 9 0 a n d 2 0 0 0 c e n s u s e s, w h e n t h e c o h ort i s a g e d 

0 a n d 1 0 r e s p e cti v el y. B y t h e ti m e of t h e 2 0 1 0 c e n s u s, 

w h e n m e m b er s of t h e 1 9 9 0 birt h c o h ort ar e 2 0 y e ar s 

of a g e, t h e s e x r ati o of t h e e n u m er at e d p o p ul ati o n i s 

n o l o n g er s k e w e d. T hi s r e c e nt e vi d e n c e s u g g e st s t h at 

d el a ys i n r e p orti n g a n d r e gi st eri n g f e m al e birt h s ar e 

a n i m p ort a nt f a ct or. D el a y e d r e gi str ati o n n e e d s t o b e 

st u di e d i n t h e c o nt e xt of t h e n ati o n al p o p ul ati o n p oli c y 

a n d l a ws, i n di vi d u al a n d l o c ali z e d b e h a vi or al r e s p o n s e s 

t o t h e p oli c y a n d l e g al fr a m e w or k, a n d li mit ati o n s of t h e 

a v ail a bl e p o p ul ati o n d at a s yst e m s

C a s e St u d y # 1: D el a y e d Birt h R e gi str ati o n i n C hi n a

P h ot o: St e v e H arri s / W orl d B a n k
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Fi g ur e 2: S e x r ati o f or 1 9 9 0 C hi n es e birt h c o h ort, 
d o c u m e nt e d b y 1 9 9 0, 2 0 0 0, a n d 2 0 1 0 P o p ul ati o n 
a n d H o usi n g c e ns us es

S o ur c e: A ut h or’s o w n d at a vi s u ali z ati o n, b a s e d o n t a b ul ati o n s 
pr e s e nt e d i n S hi a n d K e n n e d y ( 2 0 1 6)

Q u alit ati v e et h n o gr a p hi c fi el d w or k al s o h el p e d i d e ntif y 

fi v e k e y r e a s o n s f or d el a y e d f e m al e birt h r e gi str ati o n. 

T h e s e li k el y e x pl a n ati o n s ar e a s s o ci at e d wit h t h e 

b e h a vi o ur al r e s p o n s e b y C hi n e s e c o u pl e s t o C hi n a’s 1 9 7 9 

f a mil y pl a n ni n g p oli c y a n d it s e nf or c e m e nt b y pr o vi n ci al 

a ut h oriti e s. T h e di st orti o n s i n s e x r ati o d at a o b s er v e d 

a cr o s s s u c c e s si v e C hi n e s e c e n s u s e s i n 1 9 9 0, 2 0 0 0, a n d 

2 0 1 0 s h o ul d b e u n d er st o o d i n li g ht of t h e f oll o wi n g 

h o u s e h ol d a n d pr o vi n ci al l e v el f a ct or s t h at a ff e ct birt h 

r e gi str ati o n (S hi a n d K e n n e d y 2 0 1 6 ):

 ■ R ur al c o u pl e s w ait e d f or a s o n b ef or e r e gi st eri n g 

t h e  birt h of a d a u g ht er.

 ■ Vi ol ati n g t h e f a mil y pl a n ni n g p oli c y attr a ct e d l ar g e 

fi n e s, s o c o u pl e s d el a y e d r e gi str ati o n u ntil t h e y 

c a n  p a y.

 ■ Birt h r e gi str ati o n f or a f a mil y o nl y b e c o m e s criti c al 

i n r ur al ar e a s o n c e p ar e nt s e nr oll c hil dr e n i n j u ni or 

hi g h i n a n ei g h b o uri n g di stri ct, w hi c h r e q uir e s a birt h 

c erti fi c at e a s pr o of of a g e.

 ■ I n or d er t o a p pl y f or a m arri a g e c erti fi c at e, c o u pl e s 

m u st pr o vi d e a birt h c erti fi c at e. T hi s o c c ur s d uri n g 

t h e mi d t o l at e t e e n s y e ar s, a s i n di vi d u al s pr e p ar e f or 

a d ult h o o d a n d p o s si bl e m arri a g e. T hi s c oi n ci d e s wit h 

t h e m o st dr a m ati c i n cr e a s e i n t h e s e x r ati o at birt h 

w h e n a n al y z e d b y a g e.

 ■ L o c al o ffi ci al s c o n c e al f a mil y pl a n ni n g p oli c y 

i nfri n g e m e nt s t o d e m o n str at e e ff e cti v e 

a d mi ni str ati o n of g o v er n m e nt p oli c y t o pr o vi n ci al 

o ffi ci al s a n d t o a d v a n c e t h eir c ar e er s.

T h er e i s al s o a r el at e d p h e n o m e n o n of u n d er-r e p orti n g 

of f e m al e fir st birt h s i n C hi n e s e h o u s e h ol d s ur v e ys 

(M erli a n d R aft er y 2 0 0 0 ). T h er e i s str o n g e vi d e n c e of 

i m pl a u si bl y l o n g f e m al e birt h i nt er v al s a n d s e c o n d 

birt h s b ei n g r e pl a c e d wit h fir st birt h s i n f ull birt h hi st or y 

r e p ort s i n C hi n e s e d e m o gr a p hi c s ur v e ys. D at a fr o m 

s u c c e s si v e c e n s u s e s r e p orti n g p att er n s i n h o u s e h ol d 

s ur v e ys a n d et h n o gr a p hi c r e s e ar c h i nt o h o w c o u pl e s a n d 

pr o vi n ci al a ut h oriti e s n a vi g at e o ffi ci al f a mil y pl a n ni n g 

p oli c y s h o w t h e i m p ort a n c e of c o n si d eri n g d el a y e d birt h 

r e gi str ati o n al o n g si d e t h e d at a fr o m s u c c e s si v e c e n s u s e s 

w h e n i n v e sti g ati n g s k e w er e d s e x r ati o s. 

D el a y e d r e gi str ati o n of f e m al e birt h s m a y a c c o u nt 

f or a s m u c h a s 7 3 % of t h e o b s er v e d s k e w e d s e x r ati o 

i n C hi n a, w hil e s e x- s el e cti v e a b orti o n a n d i nf a nt 

m ort alit y a c c o u nt s f or ar o u n d 2 7 % ( S hi a n d K e n n e d y 

2 0 1 6 ). C o m pl e m e nt ar y r e s e ar c h o n t h e C hi n e s e h u k o u  

h o u s e h ol d r e gi str ati o n s yst e m f o u n d t h at c hil dr e n b or n 

i n vi ol ati o n of C hi n a’s o n e- c hil d p oli c y h a v e l o w er r at e s 

of r e gi str ati o n i n t h e h u k o u s yst e m ( V ort h er m s 2 0 1 8 ). 

Birt h r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y f a cilit at e a c c e s s t o 

lif e- s a vi n g c hil d h e alt h c ar e i n cl u di n g i m m u ni z ati o n s, 

pri m ar y a n d s e c o n d ar y e d u c ati o n, a n d s o ci al s u p p ort. 

S e x s el e cti v e d el a ys i n birt h r e gi str ati o n p o s e s o ci al 

pr ot e cti o n ri s k s f or w o m e n a n d girl s a n d hi n d er t h eir 

e m p o w er m e nt i n criti c al e arl y y e ar s of c hil d h o o d a n d 

a d ol e s c e n c e. Ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d s ur v e y d at a ar e 

i m p ort a nt f a ct or s i n u n d er st a n di n g t h e e ff e ct of d el a ys 

i n birt h r e gi str ati o n a n d a s s e s si n g t h e c o n si st e n c y of 

c e n s u s d at a.

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/article/delayed-registration-and-identifying-the-missing-girls-in-china/0759987A48A37E3D2CFE157778747E33
http://jstor.org/stable/2648100?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/article/delayed-registration-and-identifying-the-missing-girls-in-china/0759987A48A37E3D2CFE157778747E33
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/article/delayed-registration-and-identifying-the-missing-girls-in-china/0759987A48A37E3D2CFE157778747E33
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/china-quarterly/article/chinas-missing-children-political-barriers-to-citizenship-through-the-household-registration-system/4EED884D1119E45EB72A3BC5DC30D791
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M arri a g e a n d di v or c e r e gi str ati o n ar e criti c al t o ol s f or 

e m p o w eri n g w o m e n a n d pr ot e cti n g t h eir b a si c h u m a n 

ri g ht s. H o w e v er, m arri a g e r e gi str ati o n a n d it s i m p ort a n c e 

f or g e n d er e q u alit y a n d w o m e n’s e m p o w er m e nt h a v e 

b e e n n e gl e ct e d a n d ar e u n d er- st u di e d, a s c o m p ar e d t o 

birt h a n d d e at h r e gi str ati o n ( C o ur e y Pr y or 2 0 1 6 ). 

Al o n g wit h a birt h c erti fi c at e, a m arri a g e c erti fi c at e c a n 

f a cilit at e tr a n s p ar e n c y ar o u n d a m arri a g e, pr o vi d e pr o of 

of a g e, a n d t h er ef or e h el p t o c o u nt er c hil d m arri a g e 

(H a n m er a n d El ef a nt e 2 0 1 6 ). M arri a g e r e gi str ati o n 

pr o vi d e s a m arri e d c o u pl e wit h l e g al ri g ht s, pr ot e cti o n s, 

a n d r e s p o n si biliti e s, w hi c h ar e criti c al t o ol s i n e n s uri n g 

w o m e n’s e m p o w er m e nt. It al s o pr o vi d e s a ut h e nti c ati o n 

of t h e s p o u s al a n d p ar e nt al r el ati o n s hi p s t o l o c al, 

pr o vi n ci al, n ati o n al, a n d i nt er n ati o n al a ut h oriti e s. 

F urt h er, a m arri a g e c erti fi c at e pr o vi d e s l e g al pr o of of 

a m arri a g e, w hi c h w o m e n c a n u s e t o s e c ur e pr o p ert y 

a n d i n h erit a n c e e ntitl e m e nt s if t h eir s p o u s e di e s, or i n 

t h e e v e nt of a di v or c e a n d di s s ol uti o n of t h e m arri a g e. 

Di v or c e r e gi str ati o n i s al s o cr u ci al i n f a cilit ati n g t h e 

ri g ht f or b ot h i n di vi d u al s t o r e m arr y aft er a di v or c e, a n d 

pr o vi d e s a l e g al b a si s f or t h e di stri b uti o n of p ar e nt al 

r e s p o n si biliti e s aft er t h e e n d of a m arri a g e. 

D e s pit e t h e criti c al i m p ort a n c e of birt h a n d m arri a g e 

r e gi str ati o n, it c a n b e c h all e n gi n g t o s e c ur e a n d pr o vi d e 

t h e s e t y p e s of l e g al i d e ntit y i n ti m e s of c o n fli ct. T hi s 

i s t h e pli g ht of m or e t h a n 5 milli o n S yri a n r ef u g e e s 

di s pl a c e d d u e t o t h e o n g oi n g h u m a nit ari a n cri si s i n 

S yri a si n c e 2 0 1 1. T h e N or w e gi a n R ef u g e e C o u n cil h a s 

e sti m at e d t h at 4 3 % of t h e 7 0 0, 0 0 0 S yri a n r ef u g e e 

c hil dr e n u n d er t h e a g e of f o ur i n n ei g h b o uri n g c o u ntri e s 

s u c h a s J or d a n, L e b a n o n, a n d Ir a q h a v e b e e n b or n i n 

e xil e ( N or w e gi a n R ef u g e e C o u n cil 2 0 1 7 ). O v er h alf of 

m arri e d S yri a n c o u pl e s d o n ot h a v e m arri a g e c erti fi c at e s, 

a n d 7 0 % of S yri a n r ef u g e e s d o n ot h a v e n ati o n al 

i d e ntit y d o c u m e nt ati o n. T h e s e s o b eri n g st ati sti c s p oi nt 

t o c hr o ni c pr ot e cti o n ri s k s a n d b arri er s t o s u st ai n a bl e 

li v eli h o o d s f or S yri a n r ef u g e e s t hr o u g h o ut t h e r e gi o n i n 

t h e c o nt e xt of pr otr a ct e d c o n fli ct a n d di s pl a c e m e nt.

T h e ci vil r e gi str ati o n s yst e m i n S yri a w a s o n e of t h e 

m o st c o m pr e h e n si v e a n d r o b u st s yst e m s i n t h e 

M a s hr e q s u b-r e gi o n pri or t o 2 0 1 1. As wit h ot h er criti c al 

i nfr a str u ct ur e d uri n g ti m e s of c o n fli ct, it h a s b e e n 

h e a vil y d a m a g e d a n d it s o p er ati o n s i n m a n y p art s of t h e 

c o u ntr y s e v er el y i m p e d e d. F urt h er, m a n y S yri a n s w h o 

cr o s s i nt er n ati o n al b or d er s d o s o wit h o ut t h eir ori gi n al 

ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d i d e ntit y d o c u m e nt s, a n d e nt er 

n ei g h b o uri n g c o u ntri e s i n w hi c h t h e l a ws, n or m s, a n d 

pr o c e d ur e s ar o u n d ci vil r e gi str ati o n of vit al e v e nt s ar e 

m ar k e dl y di ff er e nt. S yri a n l a w r e q uir e s birt h s, m arri a g e s, 

a n d d e at h s t o b e r e gi st er e d i n t h e c o u ntr y w h er e S yri a n 

n ati o n al s c urr e ntl y r e si d e. H o w e v er, S yri a n r ef u g e e s ar e 

u n a bl e t o r e gi st er vit al e v e nt s d uri n g p eri o d s of a s yl u m 

i n n ei g h b o uri n g c o u ntri e s f or s e v er al r e a s o n s, s u c h a s 

a n u nf a mili arit y wit h vit al e v e nt r e gi str ati o n pr o c e d ur e s 

i n t h e h o st c o u ntr y. T h e y m a y al s o f a c e pr o hi biti v e c o st s 

t o n a vi g ati n g t h e r e gi str ati o n pr o c e s s, l a n g u a g e, a n d 

c ult ur al b arri er s, a n d di ffi c ulti e s i n a d h eri n g t o t h e ti m e 

li mit s sti p ul at e d b y n ati o n al ci vil r e gi str ati o n l a ws of 

t h e h o st c o u ntr y (N or w e gi a n R ef u g e e C o u n cil 2 0 1 5 ). 

H e n c e, t h o s e w h o ar e b or n, m arr y, a n d/ or di e d uri n g 

ti m e s of c o n fli ct or d uri n g p eri o d s of di s pl a c e m e nt f a c e 

c h all e n g e s t h at m a y pr e v e nt t h e ti m el y r e gi str ati o n of 

vit al e v e nt s.

T H E RI S K S O F U N D E R- R E GI S T R A TI O N

T h e l ar g e st i m p e di m e nt f or S yri a n r ef u g e e s t o 

r e gi st eri n g vit al e v e nt s t h at o c c ur w hil e t h e y ar e 

i nt er n ati o n all y di s pl a c e d i s t h e i n a bilit y t o pr o d u c e t h e 

s u p p orti n g d o c u m e nt ati o n r e q uir e d b y n ati o n al ci vil 

r e gi str ati o n a ut h oriti e s i n t h e h o st c o u ntr y (N or w e gi a n 

R ef u g e e C o u n cil 2 0 1 5 ). D uri n g ti m e s of c o n fli ct a n d 

di s pl a c e m e nt, t h e ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y 

d o c u m e nt s of r ef u g e e s ar e oft e n l o st, d e str o y e d, 

or c o n fi s c at e d. T hi s cr e at e s a s eri e s of s h ort- a n d 

l o n g-t er m ri s k s.

C a s e St u d y # 2: I nt er d e p e n d e n c e of M arri a g e a n d Birt h 
R e gi str ati o n f or S yri a n R ef u g e e s

P h ot o: D o mi ni c C h a v e z / W orl d B a n k
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I n t h e s h ort t o m e di u m t er m, r e gi st eri n g vit al e v e nt s c a n 

b e p arti c ul arl y di ffi c ult f or di s pl a c e d S yri a n s gi v e n t h e 

i nt er d e p e n d e n c e b et w e e n t h e r e gi str ati o n pr o c e s s f or 

e a c h e v e nt. F or e x a m pl e, i n L e b a n o n, birt h r e gi str ati o n 

r e q uir e s l e g al e ntr y a n d st a y d o c u m e nt ati o n, a v ali d 

p a s s p ort, a m arri a g e c erti fi c at e of t h o s e r e gi st eri n g 

t h e birt h, a n d s o m eti m e s a f a mil y b o o kl et (N or w e gi a n 

R ef u g e e C o u n cil 2 0 1 4 ). I n J or d a n, t h e s u p p orti n g 

d o c u m e nt s r e q uir e d f or birt h r e gi str ati o n i n cl u d e a 

h o s pit al birt h n oti fi c ati o n, p a s s p ort of t h e p er s o n 

r e gi st eri n g t h e birt h, a n d pr o of of t h e p ar e nt s’ m arri a g e. 

T h e J or d a ni a n S h ari a c o urt s r e q uir e fi v e s u p p orti n g 

d o c u m e nt s t o o bt ai n a m arri a g e c erti fi c at e ( N or w e gi a n 

R ef u g e e C o u n cil 2 0 1 5 ):

1.  Pr o of of i d e ntit y f or t h e bri d e a n d gr o o m fr o m a 

r e c o g ni z e d n ati o n al a ut h orit y;

2.  Pr o of of i d e ntit y f or t h e bri d e’s g u ar di a n a n d t h e t w o 

wit n e s s e s fr o m a r e c o g ni z e d n ati o n al a ut h orit y; 

3.  H e alt h c erti fi c at e i s s u e d b y t h e J or d a ni a n Mi ni str y 

of H e alt h v erif yi n g t h at t h e bri d e a n d gr o o m ar e n ot 

c arri er s of t h e g e n eti c di s e a s e t h al a s s e mi a;

4.  P etiti o n f or a m arri a g e c o ntr a ct a d dr e s s e d t o t h e 

c o urt; a n d,

5.  A p pr o v al l ett er o bt ai n e d fr o m t h e J or d a ni a n Mi ni str y 

of I nt eri or, r e q uir e d w h e n o n e or b ot h i n di vi d u al s ar e 

f or ei g n er s.

As a r e s ult, if o n e vit al e v e nt g o e s u nr e gi st er e d, t hi s c a n 

l e a d t o n o n-r e gi str ati o n of ot h er vit al e v e nt s a n d a l a c k 

of l e g al i d e ntit y f or n e w b or n c hil dr e n. F or e x a m pl e, 

m arri a g e r e gi str ati o n i s p arti c ul arl y i m p ort a nt, a s 

m arri a g e c erti fi c at e s ar e r e q uir e d f or birt h r e gi str ati o n s 

i n t h e h o st c o u ntr y. Y et, S yri a n r ef u g e e s w h o m arri e d i n 

S yri a m a y n ot h a v e t h eir m arri a g e c erti fi c at e s o n h a n d. 

T h e y m a y b e u n willi n g t o s e e k a c o p y of t h e m arri a g e 

c erti fi c at e fr o m a n e m b a s s y or c o n s ul at e d u e t o f e ar of 

r e p er c u s si o n s, or t h e y m a y h a v e di ffi c ult y h a vi n g t h eir 

m arri a g e c erti fi c at e r e c o g ni z e d b y l o c al a ut h oriti e s i n 

t h e h o st c o m m u nit y. A n d t h o s e w h o h a v e n e wl y m arri e d 

i n a h o st c o u ntr y m a y si m pl y n ot h a v e b e e n a bl e t o 

s u c c e s sf ull y r e gi st er t h eir m arri a g e. 

T h e g e n d er di m e n si o n s a s s o ci at e d wit h S yri a n n ati o n al 

l a w, t h e S yri a n c o n fli ct, a n d birt h r e gi str ati o n ar e 

p arti c ul arl y i m p ort a nt. S yri a n n ati o n al l a w m a k e s 

pr o vi si o n s f or S yri a n f at h er s t o p a s s S yri a n n ati o n alit y 

t o c hil dr e n b or n i n a n ot h er c o u ntr y. H o w e v er, t h er e 

i s n o s u c h pr o vi si o n f or S yri a n m ot h er s. T hi s r ai s e s 

a d diti o n al c h all e n g e s f or S yri a n w o m e n w h o ar e h e a d s 

of h o u s e h ol d s, or S yri a n w o m e n w h o ar e di s pl a c e d 

a cr o s s a n i nt er n ati o n al b or d er wit h o ut t h eir h u s b a n d s. 

I n p arti c ul ar, it r ai s e s t h e ri s k of st at el e s s n e s s f or c hil dr e n 

b or n t o S yri a n w o m e n o ut si d e of t h e c o u ntr y d uri n g 

r e c e nt y e ar s of c o n fli ct (Al b ar a zi a n d v a n W a a s 2 0 1 5 ). 

I n t h e l o n g-t er m, t h e l a c k of birt h r e gi str ati o n of S yri a n 

r ef u g e e s m a y i m p e d e t h e e v e nt u al p o st- c o n fli ct r et ur n 

t o S yri a of S yri a n s b or n i n L e b a n o n, Ir a q, a n d J or d a n 

t hr o u g h o ffi ci al b or d er cr o s si n g s (N or w e gi a n R ef u g e e 

C o u n cil 2 0 1 3 ). F urt h er, m a n y birt h s, m arri a g e s, a n d 

d e at h s h a v e n ot b e e n o ffi ci all y r e gi st er e d si n c e 2 0 1 1, 

w hi c h p o s e s a n u m b er of c h all e n g e s f or p o st- w ar 

r e c o n str u cti o n a n d p o st- c o n fli ct c o m m u nit y r el ati o n s. 

I n p arti c ul ar, it cr e at e s a n i n cr e a si n g di s c o n n e ct 

b et w e e n a n i n di vi d u al’s i d e ntit y d o c u m e nt s a n d 

pr o p ert y r e c or d s i n S yri a, w hi c h c o ul d m a k e r e cl ai mi n g 

of pr o p ert y a n d l a n d u p o n r et ur n t o S yri a di ffi c ult f or 

r ef u g e e s (Cl utt er b u c k 2 0 1 8 ). F urt h er, S yri a n w o m e n 

w h o s e s p o u s e h a s di e d d uri n g t h e c o n fli ct a n d w h o s e 

f a mil y pr o p ert y i s r e gi st er e d i n t h eir d e c e a s e d s p o u s e’s 

n a m e will f a c e p arti c ul ar c h all e n g e s wit h o ut a m arri a g e 

or d e at h r e gi str ati o n c erti fi c at e. T h e i n a bilit y t o 

a ut h e nti c at e r e c e nt vit al e v e nt s a n d pr o d u c e pr o of of 

i d e ntit y will li k el y s h a p e t h e f ut ur e ri g ht s a n d li v eli h o o d 

pr o s p e ct s of S yri a n w o m e n. 

T h er e h a v e b e e n pr o mi si n g r e c e nt i niti ati v e s t o i m pr o v e 

t h e a c c e s si bilit y of ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al i d e ntit y 

b ot h b y l o c al a ut h oriti e s i n c o u ntri e s h o sti n g S yri a n 

r ef u g e e s a n d t h e U nit e d N ati o n s Hi g h C o m mi s si o n 

f or R ef u g e e s ( U N H C R) (Cl utt er b u c k et al. 2 0 1 8 ). F or 

e x a m pl e, s o m e c o u ntri e s h a v e i ntr o d u c e d m or e fl e xi bl e 

arr a n g e m e nt s t o all o w S yri a n c hil dr e n b or n i n S yri a a n d 

w h o l a c k a birt h c erti fi c at e t o u s e t h eir U N H C R-i s s u e d 

d o c u m e nt ati o n t o o bt ai n a r e si d e n c y p er mit. Si mil arl y, 

a ut h oriti e s i n T ur k e y h a v e r el a x e d t h e n e e d f or a 

m arri a g e c erti fi c at e t o o bt ai n a birt h c erti fi c at e f or S yri a n 

c hil dr e n b or n i n T ur k e y. 

M or e c o or di n at e d a n d s yst e m- wi d e a p pr o a c h e s ar e 

n e e d e d. T h e n e wl y-l a u n c h e d W e st Afri c a U ni q u e 

I d e nti fi c ati o n f or R e gi o n al I nt e gr ati o n a n d I n cl u si o n 

( W U RI) Pr o gr a m i s a n e x a m pl e of e n h a n c e d c o or di n ati o n 

i n fr a gil e a n d hi g h- m o bilit y r e gi o n al s etti n g s. 

T hi s i niti ati v e s e e k s t o f a cilit at e i nt er o p er a bilit y of 

f o u n d ati o n al i d e ntit y s yst e m s a cr o s s b or d er s i n t h e 

E c o n o mi c C o m m u nit y of W e st Afri c a n St at e s ( E C O W A S) 

s u b-r e gi o n, a n ar e a c h ar a ct eri z e d b y s e v e n ti m e s a s 

m u c h a s mi gr ati o n t h a n ot h er r e gi o n s of s u b- S a h ar a n 

Afri c a ( W orl d B a n k 2 0 1 8 ). 
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D e at h r e gi str ati o n i s i m p ort a nt f or m ulti pl e r e a s o n s, 

b ot h at t h e i n di vi d u al a n d br o a d er s o ci et al l e v el s. 

F or i n di vi d u al s, d e at h r e gi str ati o n e n s ur e s t h at t h eir 

i d e ntit y i s s e c ur el y cl o s e d o ut fr o m t h e C R V S a n d l e g al 

i d e ntit y s yst e m. T hi s pr ot e ct s a g ai n st i d e ntit y t h eft a n d 

fr a u d ul e nt a c c e s si n g or mi s a p pr o pri ati o n of h e alt h 

or p e n si o n b e n e fit s ( S c h w art z 2 0 0 9 ). At t h e s o ci et al 

l e v el, d e at h r e gi str ati o n i s t h e pr ef err e d s o ur c e of d at a 

f or c o n str u cti n g a c c ur at e m ort alit y st ati sti c s (U nit e d 

N ati o n s 2 0 1 4 ). D e at h r e gi str ati o n h el p s g ui d e t h e 

i m pr o v e m e nt of p u bli c h e alt h i nt er v e nti o n s t o e m p o w er 

w o m e n a n d i m pr o v e t h eir h e alt h. It al s o e n s ur e s t h at a n y 

b e n e fit s a n d e ntitl e m e nt s a c cr u e d t o a d e c e a s e d w o m a n 

t hr o u g h o ut h er lif e- c o ur s e ar e n ot mi s a p pr o pri at e d. 

A n al ysi s u n d ert a k e n i n c o n s ult ati o n wit h t h e M or o c c a n 

H a ut C o m mi s s ari at a u Pl a n ( H C P) i d e nti fi e d a n ot a bl e 

s e x di ff er e nti al i n d e at h r e gi str ati o n c o m pl et e n e s s i n 

M or o c c o ( Sil v a 2 0 1 6). I n dir e ct m et h o d s of e sti m ati n g 

d e at h r e gi str ati o n c o m pl et e n e s s b et w e e n t h e 1 9 9 4 a n d 

2 0 0 4 c e n s u s e s r e v e al e d t h at n ati o n all y, a p pr o xi m at el y 

6 5 % of m al e d e at h s ar e r e gi st er e d c o m p ar e d wit h 

a p pr o xi m at el y 3 5 % of f e m al e d e at h s. T h e s e i n dir e ct 

e sti m at e s – c o m m o nl y r ef err e d t o a s d e at h di stri b uti o n 

m et h o d s i n t h e d e m o gr a p h y lit er at ur e ( M o ultri e et al. 

2 0 1 3 ) – e sti m at e d e at h r e gi str ati o n c o m pl et e n e s s b y 

c o m p ari n g t h e a g e di stri b uti o n of i nt er c e n s al r e gi st er e d 

d e at h s wit h t h e a g e di stri b uti o n of t h e p o p ul ati o n 

i n w hi c h t h e d e at h s o c c urr e d ( u s u all y u si n g t h e t w o 

c e n s u s e n u m er ati o n s t h at e n v el o p t h e a v ail a bl e d e at h 

r e gi str ati o n d at a).

Ot h er a d mi ni str ati v e d at a, r el e v a nt s c h ol arl y lit er at ur e, 

a n d c o n s ult ati o n s wit h t h e st a ff of t h e H C P’s Vit al 

St ati sti c s U nit c o n fir m e d t h e s e x di ff er e nti al i n 

d e at h r e gi str ati o n i m pli e d b y i n dir e ct e sti m at e s a n d 

hi g hli g ht e d t h at t hi s w a s m o stl y a r ur al p h e n o m e n o n. 

I n t h e 1 9 9 4 – 2 0 0 4 p eri o d, j u st o v er h alf of M or o c c o’s 

p o p ul ati o n r e si d e d i n r ur al ar e a s. I n t h e e arl y 1 9 9 0 s, 

b a s e d o n r a w ci vil r e gi str ati o n d at a, m or e t h a n t wi c e 

a s m a n y m al e d e at h s w er e r e gi st er e d i n r ur al ar e a s a s 

f e m al e d e at h s ( Fi g ur e 3) (Al Y o u bi a n d W arit 1 9 9 5 ). 

T hi s i s d e s pit e a n a p pr o xi m at el y si mil ar n u m b er s of 

birt h s b ei n g r e gi st er e d f or f e m al e s a s m al e s b y t h e ci vil 

r e gi str ati o n s yst e m at t h e ti m e. T hi s i s c o n si st e nt wit h 

i n dir e ct e sti m at e s t h at, o n a v er a g e, r ur al m al e d e at h s 

w er e t wi c e a s li k el y t o b e r e gi st er e d a s r ur al f e m al e 

d e at h s i n t hi s ti m e p eri o d ( Sil v a 2 0 1 6 ).  

T h e M or o c c a n Ci vil St at us A ct  st at e s cl e arl y t h at t h e 

r e gi str ati o n of birt h s a n d d e at h s i s m a n d at or y f or all 

citi z e n s. F urt h er, t h e l a w cl e arl y st at e s t h at t h e, “s o n, 

s p o u s e, p ar e nt s, br ot h er, gr a n df at h er, a n d f a mil y” ar e 

r e s p o n si bl e f or r e gi st eri n g birt h a n d d e at h e v e nt s ( L a w 

3 7. 9 9 of Ci vil St at u s 2 0 0 2). Y et, o ffi ci al s fr o m t h e H C P 

Vit al St ati sti c s U nit c o n fir m e d t h at u n d er-r e gi str ati o n 

of d e at h s i n r ur al ar e a s of t h e c o u ntr y a n d u n d er-

r e gi str ati o n of d e at h s of p e o pl e l a c ki n g n ati o n al I D c ar d s 

ar e s u b st a nti al – p arti c ul arl y di s a d v a nt a gi n g w o m e n i n 

r ur al p art s of t h e c o u ntr y (Al Y o u bi a n d W arit 1 9 9 5 ).  

A c c or di n g t o a c a d e mi c lit er at ur e, t h e M o u d a w a n a ( or 

f a mil y c o d e) d ati n g b a c k t o M or o c c a n i n d e p e n d e n c e 

tr e at e d w o m e n a s mi n or s vi a m arit al t ut or s hi p, w hi c h 

i m p o s e d m al e s u p er vi si o n a n d a ut h orit y o v er all 

a s p e ct s of t h eir li v e s, i n cl u di n g p arti ci p ati n g i n t h e 

l a b o ur f or c e, a c c e s si n g ci vil r e gi str ati o n a n d l e g al 

i d e ntit y d o c u m e nt ati o n, a n d l e a vi n g t h e h o u s e (M a d d y-

W eit z m a n 2 0 0 5 ). F urt h er, tr a diti o n al c u st o m s al o n g si d e 

t h e 1 9 5 8 M o u d a w a n a e s s e nti all y e n s ur e d t h at a s s et 

a n d pr o p ert y i n h erit a n c e h a d t o stri ctl y f oll o w e d 

p atrili n e al li n e s i n M or o c c o – m a ki n g t h e r e gi str ati o n 

of f e m al e d e at h s a d e-f a ct o l o w er pri orit y t h a n m al e 

d e at h s. T hi s i s e s p e ci all y t h e c a s e i n r ur al ar e a s, gi v e n 

t h e p a s si v e n at ur e of d e at h r e gi str ati o n, t h e pr o c e s s 

of n oti fi c ati o n, r e gi str ati o n a n d c erti fi c ati o n of a d e at h 

b ei n g a m ulti- st e p n at ur e, a n d t h e g e o gr a p hi c di st a n c e 

C a s e St u d y # 3: U n d er- R e gi str ati o n of F e m al e D e at h s 
i n R ur al  M or o c c o

P h ot o: C urt C ar n e m ar k / W orl d B a n k
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t o t h e l o c al ci vil r e gi str ar’s o ffi c e. I n c o ntr a st, t h e b uri al 

of h u m a n r e m ai n s i n ur b a n ar e a s i s hi g hl y r e g ul at e d 

a n d r e q uir e s t h at a d e at h c erti fi c at e b e pr e s e nt e d t o 

c e m et er y o ffi ci al s t o o bt ai n a b uri al p er mit.

T h e u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of f e m al e d e at h s r el ati v e t o m al e 

d e at h s i n M or o c c o h a s l ar g el y b e e n a r ur al p h e n o m e n o n. 

D e s pit e ci vil r e gi str ati o n l a w r e q uiri n g t h at all vit al 

e v e nt s, i n cl u di n g t h e d e at h s of r ur al w o m e n, b e 

r e gi st er e d, t h er e ar e s e v er al b arri er s a n d d et err e nt s t o 

r e gi str ati o n. T h e s e i n cl u d e l e gi sl ati v e b arri er s t h at li mit 

w o m a n’s a ut o n o m y i n p u bli c a n d pri v at e lif e, c ult ur al 

n or m s ar o u n d p atrili n e al i n h erit a n c e, a n d a c c e s si bilit y 

c h all e n g e s t o ci vil r e gi str ati o n s er vi c e s i n r ur al ar e a s. 

Gi v e n t h at d e at h r e gi str ati o n d at a s er v e a s t h e pr ef err e d 

s o ur c e f or m ort alit y st ati sti c s, t h e u n d er-r e gi str ati o n of 

f e m al e d e at h s r el ati v e t o m al e d e at h s hi n d er s a c c ur at e 

a n d ti m el y e vi d e n c e- b a s e d p oli c y a n d pr o gr a m 
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Delays in registration and under-registration 
of births, marriages, and deaths are important, 
yet under-studied, factors that affect gender 
equality and women’s rights, social status, 
and economic opportunity throughout 
their life-course. International human rights 
norms and the 2030 Agenda recognize the 
transformative power of civil registration and 
legal identity. However, a deeper understanding 
of gender dimensions of civil registration is 
required to improve access to proof of legal 
identity for women and girls. There are a number 
of areas that can disproportionately affect 
the ability of women and girls to access civil 
registration systems: 

 ■ Inadequate national legal frameworks;

 ■ Insufficient access to civil registration centres;

 ■ Outdated civil registration procedures, 
cultural norms, and stigma associated with 
the post-pregnancy period and non-marital 
childbearing; and,

 ■ Contextualized disincentives to register or 
delay registration of a vital event. 

More research and better data are needed. In 
particular, sex-disaggregated assessment of 
vital event registration for births, deaths, and 
marriages is crucial to understanding where 
current CRVS systems are weak and inadequate. 
The current 2020 census round, which began 
in 2015 and runs through to 2024, provides a 
key opportunity to undertake comprehensive 
and systematic assessments of civil registration 
completeness. This must be coupled with 
improved understanding of the incentives 
and disincentives to registering births, and 
particularly marriages and deaths, across diverse 
contexts and settings. Integrated analyses that 

also draw on mixed methods research and 
analysis of vital statistics can be particularly 
informative. These data and evidence need to 
be channeled into ongoing efforts to improve 
CRVS systems, particularly in low- and 
middle-income countries.

Civil registration is a fundamental vehicle to 
increasing the visibility, legal rights, and human 
agency of women. Under-registration of vital 
events throughout the life-course prevents 
women and girls from reaching their full 
capabilities and prevents societies from fully 
benefiting from their potential. Reducing barriers 
and differential access to civil registration is 
crucial to ensuring that women and girls are not 
left behind.  

This paper was authored by Romesh Silva and Rachel Snow of 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). It is part of the 
Knowledge Brief Series on Gender and CRVS developed by the 
Centre of Excellence for Civil Registration and Vital Statistics 
(CRVS) Systems, in partnership with Open Data Watch. 

This publication has been carried out with the financial and 
technical assistance of Canada’s International Development 
Research Centre (IDRC). The views expressed herein do not 
necessarily represent those of the United Nations, IDRC or its 
Board of Governors. 
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