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Project 
Introduction: 

- The study of public health is the examination of population 
through the usage of statistics and data

- Most of these data are not “naturally occurring” 
- We choose what data to collect, what questions to ask 

Why do we have the data that we have? 



Knowledge 
Pyramid: 

Why? 

Who? What? 

How? 
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First Steps on This 
Journey: 

I. Basic History
II. Timing of Changes
III.Sociodemographic Data
IV.How changes occur
V. Context
VI.Data Transmittal 
VII.Motivations

Eventually moved away from this stricter research framework 
but all questions developed around figuring these things out 



1. DEATH REGISTRATION
a. What sociodemographic information about those who are registered as having died is available to 

central government officials, from the time that death registration began until the present day?

1. RECORD LINKAGE
a. Can researchers and government officials LINK records of deaths to other sources of 

sociodemographic information (e.g. the census, social security administration data).

1. USE OF SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC DATA
a. What do governments do with the sociodemographic information they have about the deceased, 

and how does this change over time?

1. OTHER SOURCES OF HEALTH DATA
a. What other sources of health data are available in your country, at what points in time? [count only 

surveys and cohort studies that are funded/used by government agencies]
i. Notifiable events registries
ii. Disease registries
iii. Regular health surveys
iv. Cohort studies

4 major questions to answer:



JUNE: DEATH CERTIFICATES

JULY: RECORD LINKAGE

AUGUST: FILLING IN THE GAPS



Universalism of 
Days Gone By 
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FRANCE:



France at a 

Glance 
- Power center in Europe
- Hub of Enlightenment 
- Strong republican 

tradition
- History of laïcité 

(secularism) 
- Expansive bureaucracy 

and civil registration
- Unitary state 



The French Death Certificate - What

- Well Documented History
- Continuous 

production and 
preservation

- Important SEP data 
tracked:
- Birthplace
- Living Address
- Profession

- Of both decedent 
and parents

1793 - Civil Registration from 
the Department of the Rhone

1926 - Civil Registration from 
Paris

1986 - Civil Registration from 
Paris

Different diction, but 
vital information is 
largely the same!



The French Death 

Certificate - Who / How 

- INSEE responsible for high-
level collection and 
processing

- Municipalities keep a 
comprehensive record, send 
bulletin to INSEE

- Complex Circuit of Data 
Transmission 

The bulletins used by the INSEE to collect mortality data from municipalities 



The French Death 

Certificate - Why

- More important question is it 
does NOT have certain things
- This branched off into 

questions about privacy 
- Many codified proscriptions

- Deeper questions about 
universalism and racism 

Race? Ethnicity?

Religion, 
etc.?



Privacy Law 
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FRANCE:



French Privacy Law - Origins and 

Secularism

Secularism
Laïcité

French Third Republic (1870-
1940) 



French Privacy Law - WW2 and the 

Vichy Era

French Identity Card 
from Vichy Era

Vichy France 
(1940-1944) 



French Privacy Law - The 1978 Law 

“Like Snowden + Watergate”



French Privacy Law - The Modern Idea of 

“Race” and the Research Landscape

“Race” 



UNITED KINGDOM: Debating Ethnicity
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Q: What’s the most challenging part of a crying 
infant?
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Hopefully you said: I don’t know why they are 
crying, because they can’t say the reason
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But… that does not mean there is no valid reason 
behind their screams, does it?
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Possible solutions: 

IGNORE … not very smart Create vocabulary, find a way to communicate 
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UNITED KINGDOM

Scotland:
In 1854,  Lord Elcho’s bill of registration was passed, and the national government in Scotland started collecting 
information on marriages, births, and deaths in January 1855.

England and Wales: 
In 1836, England and Wales passed a civil registration act, which was effective starting the 1st July 1837, through 
which they would record marriages, births and deaths. 



United Kingdom: Debating Ethnicity
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Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities

- Published in March 2021

- Key takeaways:
- There is no evidence of the blocking 

of ethnic minority advancement into 
professional-managerial positions in 
Britain

- The Review found no evidence of 
systemic or institutional racism, but 
instead pointed to complex factors*** 

- Concluded that most of the increased 
risk of infection and death from covid-
19 among people from ethnic 
minorities was explained by 
socioeconomic factors and that 
inequalities in outcomes “are driven 
by risk of infection, as opposed to 
ethnicity alone being a risk factor.” 
BMJ 
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What have researchers done?



Tying it all together

Why? 

Who? What? 

How? 

France:

Why? Ideals of republicanism and 
universalism. Lack of a widespread 
reckoning with concept of race.
Inertia. 

How? Complex circuit of data 
transmission through many 
government agencies

Who? Collected at the municipal 
level, processed and centralized at 
national level

What? Long history of relatively 
unchanging data

UK:

Why? The view of an equal Britain 
“unlike the United States”, within a 

racially just and equal (note, not 
equitable) system

How? Nationalized system of data 
collection through vital statistics, 

census, and episodic reports

Who? Collected by the Office of 
National Statistics, at the national 

level 

What? Absence of ethnicity and race 
data in death certificates and 

mortality data, despite a detailed 
account of socioeconomic data and 

occupation 
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EPISTEMIC VIOLENCE

Epistemic Violence: “I have thus defined epistemic violence as a forced 
delegitimation, sanctioning and repression […] of certain possibilities of knowing,
going hand in hand with an attempted enforcement […] of other possibilities of 
knowing.”

Sebastian Garbe 2013, Institute of Sociology at the Justus-Liebig University in 
Giessen



30

EPISTEMIC DILEMMA

- How do we collect data on ethnic and racial health disparities? and Mortality?
- Clearly not death certificates
- Census records (?)

- What words are used to describe these classifications? What is the historical and 
sociopolitical context of these classifications?
- Any problems with the classifications?
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Different Countries, 

Different Approaches



Next Steps

CONTEXT
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OTHER SOURCES OF 
INFORMATION

CROSS-NATIONAL COMPARISONS
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