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Technical note 
 
 
The household as a unit of analysis in the National Longitudinal Survey of Children and 
Youth 
 
by Franck Larouche and Charles Tardif 
 

The National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth (NLSCY) follows the 
development and well-being of a representative sample of Canadian children aged 0 to 11 years 
at Cycle 1 (1994-1995) through adulthood. Conducted every two years, this survey was designed 
to make the child the unit of analysis. The cross-sectional and longitudinal weights assigned to 
each record correspond to the unit of analysis, the child. 
 

The children in the NLSCY sample are selected from a complex design in order to meet 
different needs, while taking into consideration certain operational constraints. Part of the sample 
is taken from the Labour Force Survey (LFS), and another part is taken from the birth registry. In 
addition to the initial sample at Cycle 1, a new sample of children between 0 and 1 years of age 
is selected at every subsequent cycle. The initial weight of the child at the time of sample 
selection corresponds broadly to the inverse of its probability of selection. This weight is then 
adjusted to take into account the total non-response during data collection, using specific 
characteristics of the child. Following adjustment for non-response, the weights are post-
stratified by province, age and sex of the child so that they represent the known demographic 
totals by province, age and sex. 
 

Certain information has been collected about households, but it is impossible to make 
general estimates for all Canadian households. All inferences must be based on the child. For 
example, we can estimate the number of children living in a household with one parent, but we 
cannot estimate the number of single-parent households. 
 

Calculating the average weight for children in one household as a variable of household 
weight and using this average weight to generate estimates that could be representative of 
Canadian households, is not recommended. In fact, such weights would not be adjusted to be 
representative of all households. Any technique that adjusts the weight of the child to make a 
household or other weight, which does not take into account the necessary adjustments for non-
response and post-stratification, is not desirable. 
 

It should also be noted that the sampling strategy has been modified with each cycle. At 
Cycle 1, up to four children per household were selected. At Cycle 2, given the heavy response 
burden of households with several children, it was decided to reduce the maximum number of 
children per household to two. At Cycle 3, only children aged 0 years were selected from the 
LFS. Therefore, given a few exceptions (mainly twins), only one new child was selected per 
household. Children between 1 and 5 years of age selected at Cycle 3 were taken from the birth 
registry, with one child per household being selected. At Cycle 4, children aged 0 and 1 years 
were selected from the LFS. Therefore, it is possible that some households have two children 
selected (twins or households with two children less than 2 years of age), but in most cases, only 
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one child was selected. At Cycles 5 and 6, the sampling strategy was modified so that only one 
child per household would be selected. With regard to twins, only one was selected for this 
survey. The presence of more than one child per household is, therefore, decreasingly important. 
 

Where applicable, although it seems strange to have two records from one household, it 
causes no problem. The weights were obtained to produce estimates of the population of 
Canadian children, and the variance calculated with the bootstrap weights will produce suitable 
estimates. 
 

Finally, another problem with regard to the change of household arises. Because the 
purpose of the NLSCY is to follow the children, if a longitudinal child leaves his/her initial 
household following a divorce in the family or for other reasons, the child will be followed in 
his/her new household; the initial household is abandoned, so to speak. In addition, as the 
original cohort gets older, more and more young people are leaving their initial household, which 
increases this phenomenon with each cycle. The household changes that occur over time make 
the creation of household weights, or longitudinal household weights, even more complex. 
 
 In many cases, the analytical question can be reformulated to take this limitation of the 
NLSCY into account. Furthermore, if the analytical question cannot be reformulated to consider 
the child—either because it is not possible or because the very objective of the survey is to study 
households or another unit of analysis—the use of other, more suitable sources of data for this 
“type” of analysis should be considered. Otherwise, one of the options would be to not use 
weighting, in which case, no conclusion can be drawn for the entire population. Despite the fact 
that we do not recommend the use of average weights, this option is better than not using weights 
at all. 


