
Chapter 2
The Importance of Census Accuracy:
Uses of Census Data

Abstract This Chapter provides readers withmany reasons why the Census count is
so important, including the fact that Census data are the backbone of our democratic
system of government. In addition, Census-related figures are used to distribute more
than $800 billion in federal funding each year to states and localities. Countless
decisions in the public and private sectors are based on Census data. Moreover, the
impact of flaws in Census counts often last a decade because population estimates,
projections, and survey weights, are derived from Census counts.

2.1 Introduction

To understand the importance of differential Census undercounts and omissions it
is important to understand how Census data are used. In addition to our scientific
and scholarly interest in obtaining correct Decennial Census counts, there are many
practical and policy-related reasons why it is important to assess Census coverage.
In many cases, Census coverage errors are important because they are both a data
problem and a social equity issue.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2017), data from the Decennial Census are
used for many important applications including:

• Allocating political power
• Distribution of federal funds through funding formulas
• Civil rights enforcement
• Business applications
• Post-Census population estimates and projections
• Providing weights for sample surveys
• Providing denominators for rates
• Community planning
• Economic and social science research.

A more detailed description of how Census data are used is provided in Appendix
A of the Census Bureau’s 2020 Census Complete Count Committee Guide (U.S.
Census Bureau 2018). A number of these points are discussed in more detail below.

© The Author(s) 2019
W. P. O’Hare, Differential Undercounts in the U.S. Census,
SpringerBriefs in Population Studies, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10973-8_2

13

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-10973-8_2&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-10973-8_2


14 2 The Importance of Census Accuracy: Uses of Census Data

2.2 Political Power

Constitutional scholar Leavitt (2018, p. 2) provides a clear idea of the importance of
the Census when he states,

It is impossible to overstate the constitutional significance of the Decennial Census. The
requirement that has become a mandate to count each and every individual in the country-
-- the ‘actual Enumeration’ of the population in every decade ---is embedded in the sixth
sentence of the Constitution. It is the very first act that the Constitution prescribes as an
express responsibility of the new federal Government.

The fact that the Decennial Census is mentioned early in the Constitution by the
founding fathers, suggests the central role they envisioned for it in our system of
governance. Counts from the Census are used to distribute political power both in
terms of assigning seats in the U.S. House of Representatives to states based on popu-
lation and in the judicially mandated one-person/one-vote rule used for constructing
political districts (Grofman 1982; McKay 1965; Balinski and Young 1982; Baumle
and Poston 2004). The “one person-one vote” rule requires election districts to be
equal (or nearly equal) in population size. Calculation of election district population
size is almost always based on data from the Decennial Census.

The fundamental relationship between Census counts and political power was
summarized by Heer (1968, p. 11) 50 years ago,

Where a group defined by racial or ethnic terms and concentrated in special political juris-
dictions is significantly undercounted in relation other groups. Then individual members
of that group are thereby deprived of the constitutional right to equal representation in the
House of Representatives and, by inference, in other legislative bodies.

Decennial Census counts for states are used for apportioning the seats in the
U.S. House of Representatives and sometimes small differences can be important in
determining which state gets the last seat to be assigned (Conk 1987; Baumle and
Poston 2018). For example, Crocker (2011) found that if the 2010 Decennial Census
count for North Carolina had been 15,753 higher it would have received an additional
seat in Congress. Baumle and Poston (2004) also show that small differences in state
Census counts can change which state gets the last Congressional seat assigned.

Based on projecting the 2017 Census Bureau population estimates to 2020, Brace
(2017) predicts 15 to 17 states will experience changes in their congressional delega-
tion after the post-2020 re-apportionment. However, many states are close to gaining
or losing a seat depending on the demographic changes between now and 2020 and
the quality of the Census count in each state. Consequently, details about how the
Census is conducted could have an impact on apportionment of Congress following
the 2020 Census. For example, Baumle and Poston (2018) show that failure to count
non-citizens in the 2020 Census would result in several congressional seats changing
states in the apportionment following the 2020 Census.

I could not find a definitive number of election districtswhereCensus data are used
to draw boundaries for political districts. In addition to the 435 seats in Congress,
almost all of the 7383 state legislators are elected from single member districts
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(National Conference of State Legislators 2017). Also, nearly ever large city has
city council members elected from single-member districts and the same is true for
county commissioners. School board members and many special districts also use
Census data to construct districts. Therefore, the number of election districts based
on Census results must be at least 10,000.

Siegel (2002, Chap. 2) as well as Teitelbaum (2005) provide additional examples
of how demographic data are used in a variety of political applications. The bottom
line is that any geographic area that is undercounted is not likely to get its fair share
of political power (Anderson and Fienberg 2001; Bryant and Dunn 1995).

2.3 Distribution of Public Funds

Decennial Census data are also used in many federal funding formulas that distribute
federal funds to states and localities each year (Murray 1992; U.S. Senate 1992;
Reamer 2010; Blumerman and Vidal 2009; Hotchkiss and Phelan 2017). Recent
research indicates Census-derived data were used to distributemore than $850 billion
to states and localities through 302 programs in Fiscal Year 2016 (Reamer 2018).
Table 2.1 shows data for the 16 largest federal programs that use Census-derived
data to distribute funds. Places that experience a net undercount do not receive their
fair share of formula-driven public resources (PriceWaterhouseCoopers 2001). The
distribution of federal funds based onCensus datawill impact some groupsmore than
others. The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2018) shows that these funding formulas
are particularly important for programs that support needy children.

Moreover, the amount of federal money given out through funding formulas has
increased in recent years. The increase is heavily driven by Medicaid and Medi-
care Part B where health care costs are rising faster than inflation and the large
baby boomer generation is aging and expanding the number of recipients in these
programs.

One question that always arises in this area is,” Howmuchmoney does a state lose
for each uncounted person?” There is no definitive answer to this question, but an
analysis byReamer (2018) shows that for five programs that use the FederalMatching
Assistance Percentage (FMAP) states, on average, would lose $1091 each year for
each uncounted person. In some states the figurewas lower, and, in some states, it was
higher. These figures only apply to the 37 stateswhich are not already at theminimum
FMAP value of 50 percent and only for five programs. Another study following the
2000 Census that was focused on 169 metropolitan areas concluded the loss over
the 2002–2012 period was $3392 per uncounted person in these jurisdictions but
the authors note this estimate is conservative because not all programs are included
(PriceWaterhouseCooper 2001, p. ES-1). In another report focused on Idaho (Miller
2018) concludes, “It’s estimated each person counted brings about $1200 per year
in federal funding to state and local government.”
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Table 2.1 Largest 16 federal assistance programs that distribute funds on basis of decennial census-
derived data, Fiscal Year 2015

Program name Department Obligations

Medical Assistance Program (Medicaid) HHS $3,11,97,57,66,352

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) $69,48,98,54,016

Medicare Part B (Supplemental Medical
Insurance)–Physicians Fee Schedule Services

HHS $64,17,67,25,988

Highway Planning and Construction DOT $38,33,19,04,422

Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers HUD $19,08,75,49,000

Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies (LEAs) ED $13,85,91,80,910

National School Lunch Program USDA $11,56,08,52,485

Special Education Grants (IDEA) ED $11,23,31,12,681

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (S-CHIP) HHS $11,08,91,52,000

Section 8 Housing Assistance Payments Program
(Project-based)

HUD $9,23,80,92,008

Head Start/Early Head Start HHS $8,25,91,30,975

Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants,
and Children (WIC)

USDA $6,34,76,80,031

Foster Care (Title IV-E) HHS $4,63,57,33,000

Health Center Program HHS $4,18,14,07,055

Low Income Home Energy Assistance (LIHEAP) HHS $3,37,02,28,288

Child Care and Development Fund—Entitlement HHS $2,85,86,60,000

Total $5,89,69,50,29,211

Source Reamer (2017)

2.3.1 Federal Distribution 2015–2030 Based
on Census-Derived Figures

Reamer (2018) estimates that in Fiscal Year (FY) 2016 the federal government dis-
tributed at least $865 billion to states and localities based on Census-derived data.
The $865 billion figure is based on the largest 35 federal programs that use Census-
derived data to distribute money and there are many additional programs that are not
included in this figure. In 2010 Reamer (2010) estimated that the federal government
distributed about $420 billion to states and localities based on Census-derived data
in Fiscal Year (FY) 2008. The $420 billion in FY 2008 amounts to $465 billion in
2015 dollars. Consequently, there was an increase from $465 billion to $865 billion
between FY2008 and FY2015. Some of the increase from FY2008 to FY2015 is
based on adding programs to the calculation and some of the increase is based on
increased spending by programs identified in 2008.

The increase between FY2008 and FY2015 amounts to a little more than 11
percent per year. Data shown in Table 2.2 indicate what would happen between
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Table 2.2 Hypothetical
distribution of federal funds
based census-derived data:
FY 2015 to FY2030

In billions of 2015 dollars

FY2008a $465

FY2015b $844

FY2016 $937

FY2017 $1040

FY2018 $1154

FY2019 $1281

FY2020 $1422

FY2021 $1579

FY2022 $1752

FY2023 $1945

FY2024 $2159

FY2025 $2396

FY2026 $2660

FY2027 $2953

FY2028 $3277

FY2029 $3638

FY2030 $4038

Total 2021–2030 $26,398

aSource Reamer (2010)
bSource Reamer (2018)

FY2015 and FY2030 if there were an 11 percent increase per year in the amount of
federal funds distributed based on Census-derived data. Perhaps most importantly
in the decades following the 2020 Census more than $26 trillion dollars could be
distributed to states and localities on the basis of 2020 Census-derived data.

Of course, no one knows exactly what will happen in the future regarding the
distribution of federal funds based on Census-derived data and the measurement of
change between FY2008 and FY2105 is not precise, but the scenario reflected in
Table 2.2 provides one plausible trajectory. Moreover, even if the projected dollars
in Table 2.2 are too high by 10 or 20%, the amount of money distributed between
2020 and 2030 using Census-derived data is still enormous.

Demographic data are also used to distribute state government funds within states,
but I was unable to find a good estimate of how much money is regularly distributed
by state governments based on Census data.
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2.4 Population Estimates, Projections, and Surveys

The undercounts in the Decennial Census also have implications for post-Census
population estimates and projections. The Census Bureau’s post-Census population
estimates program, which produces yearly national, state, and county population
estimates, uses data from the Decennial Census as the starting point to produce post-
Census estimates (U.S. Census Bureau 2014a). If an age cohort is undercounted in
the Census, that cohort will be under-represented in the Census Bureau’s population
estimates for the next decade.

Many population projections also start with the Decennial Census counts, so
undercounts in the Decennial Census are likely to be reflected in projections for
many years (U.S. Census Bureau 2014b). State population projections, such as those
available from the University of Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service
(2013), are also affected by Census undercounts. In discussing where to get data for
state and local projections Smith et al. (2001, p. 113) indicate, “The most commonly
used source--and the most comprehensive in terms of demographic and geographic
detail—is the Decennial Census of population and housing.”

Decennial Census results and the Census Bureau’s post-Census population esti-
mates are often used to weight sample surveys both inside and outside government.
If the Decennial Census counts and subsequent population estimates underestimate
a population group, the weighted survey results will reflect this error (Jensen and
Hogan 2017; O’Hare and Jensen 2014; O’Hare et al. 2013). Several analysts have
shown how Census undercounts distort estimates of poverty rates for children (Her-
nandez and Denton 2001; Daponte and Wolfson 2003; O’Hare 2017).

In addition, data from the Census Bureau are often used as denominators for
constructing rates such as the child mortality rate. Census undercounts may skew
such rates. For example, the 2010 U.S. death rate for all children age 1–4 in 2010 was
26.5 per 100,000 and for Hispanic children age 1–4 it was 22.7 per 100,000 (Murphy
et al. 2013). These rates are based on using the Census counts as denominators. If one
had used the DA estimates for the population age 1–4 instead of the Census counts,
the death rate for all children age 1–4 would have been 25.3 (rather than 26.5) and
the rate for Hispanic children age 1–4 would have been 20.9 (rather than 22.7). This
represents a 5% difference for all children and an 8 percent difference for Hispanic
children. This shows how Census undercounts can lead to flawed rates.

2.5 Using Census Data for Planning

Data from the U.S. Decennial Census counts as well as estimates and projections
which are based on theCensus are used formanyplanning activities including schools
(Edmonston 2001; McKibben 2007, 2012). Flaws in the Census counts can lead to
inefficient use of public funds. For example, the high net undercounts of young
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children in many large cities and urban counties are likely to compromise school
planning in those areas (O’Hare 2015).

Census data are also used in health care planning (Koebnick et al. 2012). For
example, the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services (2018) shows how Census
are used in health care planning and delivery in rural America.

2.6 Use of Census Data in Business

Census data have been used in business planning as well (Headd 2003). Among
other uses, Census data are used by business to determine where to start or expand
a business and to determine potential customers for new products. A recent U.S.
Department of Commerce publication (2015, p. 2) identifies several business and
commercial uses of Census data including;

• Create effective marketing or merchandising strategies to better serve customers
and communities

• Inform hiring decisions and workforce evaluation
• Forecast growth and sales to make better strategic decisions
• Stock shelves with the goods suited to local customers preferences
• Invest in infrastructure improvements
• Perform risk analysis.

According to the National Research Council (1995, p. 292);

Retail establishments and restaurants, banks and other financial institutions,media and adver-
tising, insurance companies, utility companies, health care providers, and many other seg-
ments of the business world use Census data.

One business group working on the 2020 Census, Council for Strong America
(2018), states

A thriving economy relies on timely information about the U.S. population and how it is
shifting and changing throughout the country. The Decennial census provides the broadest
set of data about residents in the United States that no other body produces.

It is also important to note that many of the data products or data systems used
by businesses depend on Census data as a benchmark. In the data-driven and digital-
driven work of business decision making, at least one business leader (McDonald
2017, p. 2) recognizes the important role the Census plays.

In such a digital-driven world, the Decennial counting of noses known as the U.S. Census
may seem irrelevant or outdated. But in fact, the data that the Census Bureau collects –both
in its Decennial count and the annual American Community Survey (ACS) – have never
been more important to business constituencies.
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2.7 Use of Census Data in Civil Rights Protection

For many groups, the Census is seen a civil rights issue (Leadership Conference on
Civil Rights 2017). In addition to heavy use of Decennial Census data in the context
of redistricting and voting rights, data from the Census are used to examine equality
in jobs and education opportunities. A flawed Census can undermine the ability to
examine such issues fairly. According to the Leadership Conference Education Fund
(2017, p. 1), “Federal agencies rely on Census and American Community Service
(ACS) data to monitor discrimination and implement civil rights laws that protect
voting rights, equal employment opportunity, and more.”

In addition to the use of Census data for many obvious civil rights purposes,
it is also used for some lessen known civil rights programs. For example, under
section 203 of the Voting Rights Act, data from the Census Bureau are used to
identify jurisdictions that must provide language assistance in voting that is based
on the number of people in the jurisdiction that speak a language other than English
(Advancing Justice 2016).

2.8 Public Perceptions of Growth or Decline

High net undercounts can provide misleading public impressions about the size
or growth of the population in a given location. And these perceptions can have a
significant impact on public and private investment decisions related to a community.

This point is difficult to quantify but in many instances the size of a population
translates into the importance politicians andmarketers give it. In response to the 2000
Census, one public official stated, “Pride in the community is involved. I want people
to really know how big we are. We aren’t just a little burgh in south Louisiana” (cited
in Prewitt 2003, p. 7). If communities are perceived as losing population because
of an undercount, it can affect the willingness of investors to put money in those
communities.

2.9 Science and Scholarship

West and Fein (1990) as well as Clogg and colleagues (1989) review several ways
in which the Decennial Census undercounts affect social science research results.
Clogg and his colleagues (1989, p. 559) conclude, “Because undercount rates (or
coverage rates) vary by age, race, residence and other factors typically studied in
social science research, important conceptual difficulties arise in using Decennial
Census results to corroborate sampling frames or to validate survey results.”
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2.10 Census Planning

Finally, to improve Census-taking procedures in the future, it is important to under-
stand which groups are undercounted at the highest rates in the past Censuses. Infor-
mation on net undercounts and omissions have been used by the Census Bureau to
improve the Census-taking procedure from decade to decade. For example, noting
the high net undercount of young children in the 2010 Census prompted the Census
Bureau to develop plans to reduce the net undercount of young children in the 2020
Census (Jarmin 2018; Walejko and Konicki 2018).

2.11 Summary

Data from the Decennial Census are used for many important applications including:

• Allocating political power
• Distribution of federal funds through funding formulas
• Population estimates and projections
• Providing weights for sample surveys
• Providing denominators for rates
• Civil rights enforcement
• Public and private sector planning
• Economic and social science research
• Improving the accuracy of the Census over time.

It is clear from the content of this Chapter that the Census is more than just a
statistical exercise. Census data are used in some of the most important aspects of
our society including our system of governance, distribution of federal dollars for
many important programs, and thousands of public and private sector decisions.
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