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For the foreseeable future, the urban populations of low- and middle-income countries will be increasing, thereby placing rising proportions of their national populations in cities and towns. Urban family planning, health, and educational environments are exceedingly complex, and we would not suggest that the DHS program attempt to rigorously characterize such environments. However, a low-cost adjustment in DHS procedures would allow externally-gathered data on urban neighborhoods—collected through population censuses, administrative records, and other surveys—to be linked to the locations of DHS sampling clusters. The activation of such linkages would considerably enhance the value of the data that the DHS program currently collects. 

The challenge facing the DHS program is how to make sampling cluster locations available while guaranteeing respondent privacy and conﬁdentiality. The IUSSP Panel recommends that DHS follow the lead of other major survey programs in establishing a two-tiered permissions system: 

(1) Tier One: The publicly-released survey data would include the name and estimated population size of the city or town containing the sampling cluster, and would also include a randomly-displaced GIS coordinate whose position sufﬁces to identify the locality as a whole but not the actual location of the sampling cluster. This is a minor variation on current practice whereby urban sampling cluster coordinates are randomly displaced by up to 2 kilometers, but not restricted to lie within the city or town where the interviews take place. Current practice therefore does not enable researchers to distinguish urban localities from the myriad of smaller urban and rural communities that lie just beyond their boundaries. Where boundaries are not available, the DHS program could approximate them through density-of-structures measures from the Global Human Settlement Layer, a source already being exploited by the DHS  program in its new cluster covariates initiative. 

(2) Tier Two: In line with standard survey practice for the maintenance of conﬁdentiality, researchers seeking precise sampling cluster locations would be required to submit an application to justify the use of un-displaced GIS coordinates. If permission is granted, authorized researchers would then be given access to these coordinates on conditions strictly forbidding their release or redistribution. The value-added by Tier Two is that it enriches the potential of DHS-speciﬁc data by enabling connections to be made to external data on neighborhoods, health service locations, schools, transport routes, nearby sites of environmental or health risk, and the like.

The past decade has seen a dramatic expansion in such externally geo-coded data sources, and further expansion appears inevitable. Until the DHS program opens the possibility for geocoded linkage to these external sources, however, this growing wealth of information cannot be tapped for the beneﬁt of DHS program, policy, and research users.
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