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Part One: Three Necessary Characteristics


To be relevant for health equity, household surveys must have the following three characteristics:



(  The survey instrument must include the questions necessary to collect information about the distribution of the population along some dimension that of interest from an equity perspective.    For example:

· If the investigator’s concern is with gender equity, the survey must collect information separately about men and women.

· If the interest is in inter-racial equity, the survey must provide information separately for each ethnic group that is of concern.

· If the focus is on economic equity, there is need for a determination of each respondent’s economic status, as measured in terms of income, expenditures, assets or wealth, or self-perceived financial status.

(  The survey instrument must also contain questions about health 

indicators of relevance from an equity perspective.  These might be indicators of health status(e.g. infant mortality), and/or health service use (e.g. vaccination rates).



(  The sample size must be adequate to permit statistically reliable estimates of the health indicator concerned for each sub-group of interest.  For instance, a survey oriented toward gender equity must cover enough households to allow disaggregation into two groups – male and female – as well as to provide overall average rates.  A study focusing on economic equity would probably to have a large enough sample to support separate estimates for each of four to five groups (quartiles or quintiles).

Part Two:  Four Suggestions



(  Think first in terms of retabulating from an equity perspective data from existing household surveys, before undertaking any new survey.  There exist many, many data sets suitable for equity analysis that have not yet been tabulated from this perspective.  Tabulating these is far easier and cheaper than undertaking new surveys, and should be done first.  New surveys should be undertaken only when everything possible has been learned from existing data, and those data are clearly inadequate.



(  If new surveys are undertaken, the strategy of choice is to add the necessary questions to existing surveys, which is far easier and cheaper than designing totally new surveys.  This often means adding health questions to household expenditure surveys, and financial status questions to health surveys.  (Although no particular type of financial status question is free of problems, asset questions are likely to be more practical than income or expenditure questions in most situations.)



(  Consider not only multiple-purpose surveys, but also more specialized data sets.  For instance, there exists many data sets on specific diseases that can profitably be tabulated from an equity perspective.



(  Look to household surveys not simply as diagnostic tools, but also as equity monitoring instruments.  For example, addition of asset questions to a household survey instrument designed to monitor a health intervention program can permit preparation of a socio-economic profile of program beneficiaries, and thus an assessment of how well the program in question is reaching the poor. 

