
M. Kabir

Estimation of Adult Mortality from
Widowhood Information

DEMOGRAPHIC estimation has traditionally been a hazardous undertaking
in most of the developing countries. Vital registration, where it exists, is

not usually considered reliable. The data collected from the population censuses
in these countries are defective. Thus, for most underdeveloped countries of
the world to day, mortality and fertility analyses present special problems because
of the inadequacy of the basic data. Over the past few years much of the focus
of demographic methodology has turned to the development of methods for esti-
mating demographic events from limited and defective data. Although the demo-
graphic data available in the developing countries have been less than satisfac-
tory, their collection and analysis have been improving rapidly in recent years.
Vital statistics data have also been improved greatly, particularly since the wide-
spread introduction of sample surveys.

Many indirect techniques have been developed to make use of existing inade-
quate data to estimate fertility and mortality. A widely known indirect method of
estimating adult mortality is the orphanhood method developed by Brass and Hill
(Brass and Hill, 1973). Various shortcomings of the method have been noted.
The orphanhood method raises a number of difficulties namely, the multiple
counting of parents according to surviving children, the adoption effect for
mothers, the widespread of ages at births of children for fathers, the biases due
to rapid changes in mortality. Recently, Hill has devised another method to
estimate adult mortality from widowhood information (Hill, 1975, 1977).
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The aim of this paper is to apply the widowhood technique to the 1974 Census
data of Bangladesh and determine whether the method yields a plausible level
Of adult mortality. In a population where marriage is clearly defined and takes
place almost universally during a limited span of age, the age specific propor-
tions of ever widowed provide such a set of measures. In monogamous societies
there is one-to-one correspondence of partners; even where polygamy is socially
permitted the incidence of multiple counting would appear to be quite small.
Widowhood method thus seems to be a particularly valuable measure for the
estimation of the mortality of adult males.

Widowhood Method

Information is collected on the survival of the first spouse by asking a simple
question, such as, "Is your first husband (wife) still alive?" Responses by females
about their first husbands give information about male adult mortality, and
responses by males about their first wives, about female adult mortality. The
analysis of information on widowhood to estimate adult mortality has an appa-
rent advantage over the analysis of information on orphanhood; the marriage
function is much more close, having a minimum variance, thus reducing the
possible deviations from model assumptions. Remarriages may affect the esti-
mate, but it is possible to derive estimates from reports of young adults, who

"will not have been married long, whose exposure to risk of widowhood is short,
and whose widowhood experience thus reflects very recent mortality levels (Hill,
1975, 1977). In the orphanhood method, much less reliance can be placed on

• respondents under age 20, on account especially of bias arising from adoption
of orphans by related families. There are no doubt some problems in the analy-
sis of widowhood information. The information may be affected by widow
remarriages. To minimise this difficulty, data must be collected on the survival
of first spouse.

In the case of widowhood, neither commencing age nor the length of exposure
are known. Implicitly, they can be arrived at from the ages of men and women
at marriage in relation to the age of the respondents at the time of the survey.
In practice, the results will depend on the bivariate distribution of ages at
marriage of men and women. Applying the same mortality model as for orphan-
hood and simple functions for the distribution of ages at marriage, Hill was
able to develop a convenient estimation procedure. The form it takes is the
same as orphanhood. Weights WN are calculated from the models for insertion
into an appropriate equation which combines proportions never widowed in the
successive'age groups.1 For simplicity, the estimation of male mortality from
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