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he upcoming decennial census will, as 
it has in years past, have an enormous 
impact on political representation 

in the United States.  An analysis by the 
Election Data Services, based on the 2008 
population, estimates eight congressional 
seats would shift among 14 states:  Texas 
would gain three seats; Arizona, Florida, 
Georgia, Nevada and Utah would each gain 
one seat; Iowa, Louisiana, Massachusetts, 
Michigan, New Jersey, New York, Ohio 
and Pennsylvania would each lose one seat. 
Nothing will be final, however, until after the 
official census is conducted in April 2010, 
when everyone living in the United States is 
supposed to be counted, including people of 
all ages, races, ethnic groups and citizenship 
status. Taken every ten years, a national 
census is mandated by the U.S. Constitution 
and affects political representation and 
allocation of government funding. 

A lot of money is at stake. Over the next 
decade, the census data will guide the 
allocation of more than $3 trillion in federal 
funds to local, state and tribal governments, 
as well as the planning for new roads, 
hospitals, schools and other services. This 
count will determine the per capita allocation 
for each state in the U.S.  Table 1 reveals the 
federal domestic assistance for the 2007  
fiscal year.

Challenges facing the 2010 
Census

The goal of the census is threefold:  to count 
all residents, to count each resident only 
once and to count them in the right location. 
Yet, studies of past census counts show that 
certain population groups are at higher risk of 
not being accurately counted.  

African Americans, the poor and children are 
more likely to be undercounted, while whites, 
the wealthy and the elderly are more likely 
to be over-counted. Historically, African 
Americans have had higher undercount rates 
than the overall population, although the 
undercount for African Americans has fallen 
gradually over the second half of the last 
century—from 8.4 percent in 1940 to 2.8 
percent in 2000 [Figure 1]. Overall, despite 
improvements over the years, the 2000 
Census still neglected to count 6.4 million 
people and double-counted 3.1 million, 
resulting in a net undercount of 3.3 million.

Many communities are difficult to count 
due to problems of poverty, low educational 
attainment, unemployment, complex 
household arrangements and minority 
language status. In the District of Columbia, 
71 percent of African American residents 
and 66 percent of Hispanic residents live in 

hard-to-count areas, compared to 23 percent 
of whites. [Table 2]

With the next census fast approaching, some 
scholars and community leaders have voiced 
concerns that the 2010 undercount rates 
will rise considerably from the historically 
low levels achieved in 2000. There are a 
number of reasons cited.  For example, 
since the events of 9/11, the Iraq War and 
Hurricane Katrina, trust in the government 
has plummeted. Perceived hostilities and 
threats to immigrant and undocumented 
workers have made some populations more 
wary of the enumeration. With displaced 
Katrina victims and growing Hispanic and 
African American populations, regions 
are experiencing substantial demographic 
changes that will make finding and 
counting everyone a more difficult task 
than it previously has been. Areas that were 
not considered diverse in 2000 are now 
experiencing an influx of ethnic populations 
that have historically been more difficult  
to count. 

At the same time, the Census Bureau has 
suffered a period of low budgets and unstable 
leadership, and the agency experienced a 
major setback when, just two years before 
Census Day 2010, it had to forgo its plan to 
use handheld computers and revert to paper 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau

to collect information due to mismanagement 
of the contract with Harris Corporation.  
Although favorability towards the Census 
Bureau reached a high point of 71 percent in 
July 2000, it has since fallen back to 63 percent. 

Campaign to reduce 
undercount

For the 2010 Census, the Census Bureau 
has launched an integrated communications 
campaign including partnerships, public 
relations, Census in Schools and paid 
media. The core of the campaign is the use 
of thousands of partnerships between the 
Census Bureau and businesses, faith-based 
groups, community organizations, groups 
of elected officials and ethnic organizations. 
These partnerships are helping bring the 
census message to all populations, especially 
those who do not speak English, are highly 
mobile, do not see the benefits or are simply 
fearful of participating. The Joint Center for 
Political and Economic Studies became a 
partner in this effort in early 2009.

The paid media plan encompasses all media 
types and is directed towards the hard-
to-count communities. Media habits and 
interests of different population groups drive 
when and where media will be purchased. 
For example, paid advertising is considered 
the most effective way to reach the majority 
of African Americans. Research shows 
that in African American households the            
television is  on an average of 11 hours, 
compared to the total U.S. household average 
of 8 hours and 25 minutes. 

Another program emphasizing the hard-to-
count populations is the Census in Schools 
program.  This program was created to 
encourage students to talk to their parents 
about the importance of the census, with the 
intention of motivating them to complete 
and return the questionnaire. 

Running a successful campaign is critical 
not only for ensuring an accurate population 
count, but also for achieving significant cost 
savings. For every one percent of households 
that return the census forms, the government 
saves $75 million in enumeration costs. The 
mail response rate in the 2000 Census was  
67 percent.

table 1: federal domestic assistance allocated on the basis of 
Statistics from the decennial Census in Selected States, fy 2007

  TOTAL ALLOCATION PER CAPITA
  ALLOCATION

Alabama $5,874,282,135  $1,269 

Arkansas $4,499,190,418  $1,587 

Delaware $1,067,149,174  $1,234 

District of Columbia $2,074,938,749  $3,527 

Florida $17,402,265,204  $953 

Georgia $10,668,523,153  $1,118 

Illinois $14,317,759,069  $1,114 

Louisiana $11,570,415,837  $2,695 

Maryland $5,820,907,531  $1,036 

Mississippi $5,571,627,077  $1,909 

New York $38,211,064,767  $1,980 

North Carolina $11,267,970,159  $1,244 

South Carolina $5,470,335,179  $1,241 

Tennessee $7,950,690,640  $1,291 

Virginia $6,594,105,392  $855 

Source: Brookings Institution
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2010  
CenSuS Key dateS

fall 2008: recruitment begins 
for local census jobs for early 
census operations.

Spring 2009: census employees 
go door-to-door to update address 
list nationwide.

fall 2009: recruitment begins 
for census takers needed for peak 
workload in 2010.

february – march 2010: 
census questionnaires are mailed 
or delivered to households.

april 1, 2010: census day

april – July 2010: census 
takers visit households that did not 
return a questionnaire by mail.

december 2010: By law, 
census Bureau delivers population 
counts to the President of the 
united states for apportionment.

march 2011: By law, census 
Bureau completes delivery of 
redistricting data to states. 

table 2: Percent of Populations living in hard-to-count areas by 
race and ethnicity in Selected States

  TOTAL  WHITE BLACK HISPANIC
 POPULATION

Alabama 11.4% 4.6% 29.8% 16.0%

Arkansas 13.6% 8.4% 38.3% 25.2%

Delaware 7.4% 3.4% 21.7% 16.1%

District of Columbia 54.9% 22.5% 70.9% 66.1%

Florida 18.7% 12.7% 45.4% 33.6%

Georgia 15.4% 7.7% 30.9% 31.7%

Illinois 19.3% 9.1% 53.7% 48.2%

Louisiana 19.6% 8.2% 41.5% 19.5%

Maryland 10.5% 4.4% 24.4% 18.0%

Mississippi 18.6% 7.9% 36.6% 21.0%

New York 29.3% 14.7% 63.4% 66.8%

North Carolina 10.1% 5.1% 25.2% 20.0%

South Carolina 9.5% 5.0% 19.4% 15.2%

Tennessee 11.1% 5.5% 36.9% 22.1%

Virginia 7.5% 3.4% 21.3% 15.8%

Source: Annie E. Casey Foundation

The Census Bureau has awarded its campaign 
contract, worth an estimated $200 million, 
to DraftFCB of New York. Global Hue is its 
partner agency that will work to reach the 
African American audience.

What local officials and 
leaders Can do

A national census is really thousands of local 
censuses taken simultaneously. A successful 
census depends on active partnerships 
with local governments and organizations, 
especially those working in hard-to-
count communities. Elected officials and 
community leaders should consider becoming 
official 2010 Census partners, which sends a 
strong message to their communities about 
the importance of the census and the benefits 
of being accurately counted.

Local officials and leaders can endorse the 
census publicly, conduct town hall meetings 
and form Complete Count Committees 

to encourage census participation, and 
to help recruit census workers in their 
communities. Suggestions for tailoring 
paid advertising and for nontraditional 
venues to distribute promotional materials 
may also help in reducing the undercount. 
By doing so, officials and leaders can help 
their constituents receive their fair share of 
federal funds, census jobs and congressional 
representation.

Conclusion

The U.S. Constitution requires that we  
take a snapshot of the population every 
ten years. The 2010 Census will be one of 
the largest civil projects in the history of 
the United States, employing hundreds of 
thousands of census workers, all in an attempt  
to ensure a complete count of every person 
and household. 

As the size and complexity of our population 
increase, so have the challenges to conduct 

an accurate census. The Census Bureau 
is undertaking an ambitious, integrated 
marketing effort to educate people about the 
2010 Census, motivate them to return the 
questionnaire and to encourage cooperation 
with enumerators. Its success will be in direct 
proportion to how active and effective local 
officials and leaders are in cooperating with 
the enumeration effort.

Ying Li, Ph.D. is a research analyst at the Joint 
Center for Political and Economic Studies.  Dr. 
Li is a member of the Steering Committee of the 
Census Information Center Program, created 
by the U.S. Census Bureau to disseminate 
meaningful data to underserved populations.


