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Abstract 
 
The Census Community Awareness Program (CCAP) General Population Survey (GPS) is the 
cornerstone of the 1986 CCAP evaluation effort. The survey is designed to (1) provide data on 
typical information sources for hard-to-enumerate groups; (2) suggest the differential credibility 
attached to these information sources by different population subgroups; (3) indicate the potential 
penetration of community awareness (and traditional media) outreach efforts; (4) begin to explore 
group affiliation motives among the hard-to-enumerate, and how these might guide successful 
outreach efforts; (5) suggest (to the extent that the test census experience will generalize to the 
decennial census) the actual effectiveness of community awareness in reaching target groups; and 
(6) shed some 1ight on the issue of behavioral effects--i.e., did community awareness motivate 
people to cooperate? 
 
The GPS questionnaire is divided into eight sections. Most of the results presented in this 
preliminary report concern items contained in the fifth and sixth sections of the survey. The fifth 
section asks whether respondents were aware of the census, and if so, how they heard about the 
census. Section six asks respondents who reported receiving a census form what they did with the 
form. Like the 1980 Applied Behavior Analysis Survey (ABAS), this section of the survey makes 
an (admittedly limited) attempt to investigate the dynamics of the mail response process in order 
to learn from whom, how, at what stage, and why nonresponse occurs. Respondents who said they 
completed and mailed back a census form were asked why they did so. Individuals who did not 
complete and mail back the form were asked if there was any information that might have gotten 
them to comply with the census. 
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Preliminary Results from the 1986 Census Community 
Awareness Program General Population Survey 

Sarah-Kathryn McDonald and Jeffrey C. Moore 
Bureau of the Census 

1. MAJOR FINDINGS

A disturbinil� high percentage (27 percent) of Census Community Awareness
Program (CC P General Population Survey (GPS) respondents reported that 
they did not receive a census form. Reported nonreceipt of the census form 
was higher among minority households than among White households, and also 
higher among low income households in general than among households with 
higher incomes. Although we have no independent data with which to verify 
reported receipt of the census form, the fact that the survey-reported 
mailback rate (33 percent) so closely approximates the rate obtained for 
the test census at the time the GPS was conducted justifies some confidence 
in the reported nonreceipt figure. (Census mail response rates at the 
beginning of the GPS interviewing period were 28 percent in the North 
office and 21 percent in the South office; two days after the close of the 
GPS interviewing period, they were 40 percent and 31 percent, respectively.) 

Consistent with the results of the 1980 Applied Behavior Analysis Survey, 
we find that not startinf to fill out the census form is the single most
important barrier to mai response. Specifically, we find that of those who 
reported receiving a census mailing package, 88 percent opened the envelope, 
but only 58 percent started to fill out the form. 

White households reported significantly higher rates of mail response than 
Black, Hispanic, or other households, regardless of household income; 
similarly, high income households reported significantly higher rates of 
return than low income households. As noted above, the total reported mail 
return rate for all GPS respondents was 33 percent. 

Our preliminary results offer some suggestions for developing effective 
outreach messages. An interesting finding is that 1

1traditional 11 messages 
(e.g., 1

1 counting the people is important, 11 

1
1the census is good for the 

whole country, 11 1
1it 1 s my patriotic duty to fill out the census form 11

) are 
among those most frequently cited by cooperators as important reasons for 
participating in the census. We also find that respondents who said they 

NOTE: Th·e results presented here are preliminary in nature. We have 
prepared this preliminary report with the aim of disseminating select 
major findings of the CCAP GPS to Census Bureau staff as quickly as 
possible. Therefore, the report has not been subject to the usual 
review and clearance process normally associated with such documents. 
Readers should understand that the data are preliminary and that the 
conclusions and recommendations in the report are the authors• alone 
(as of the report date), and are not necessarily those of the Census 
Bureau. 



did not complete and mail back a census form most frequently cited better 
understanding of what the census is used for as additional information 
that might have influenced them to participate in the census. 
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The CCAP GPS suggests that outreach efforts were not successful in informing 
members of hard-to-enumerate populations in the Central Los Angeles County 
area about the 1986 test census. Only 39 percent of the GPS respondents 
re orted havin "seen or heard an thin [other than the census form itself] 
recent y about a census in this area. n y a  out one thir percent 
of those who reported receiving a form indicated that they had been aware 
of the census before the form arrived. According to the GPS, the most 
effective channel for publicizing the Los Angeles census was television, 
which reached only 22 percent of the respondents. 

In keeping with the other "awareness" findings, the preliminary GPS results 
indicate that the outreach effort through community organizations was 
minimally effective. Only five percent of all respondents reported having 
heard anything about the 1986 census in Los Angeles through community 
organizations. Only 13 percent of respondents with any involvement or 
contact with community organizations said they heard about the census through 
a community group. The fact that 39 percent of GPS respondents reported 
some level of involvement or contact with community groups suggests that 
the potential for communicating census messages to members of traditionally 
hard-to-enumerate populations through community organizations is far greater 
than was realized in 1986. 

While the nonexperimental design of this research prevents us from making 
any statements of a causal nature based on associations between census 
awareness and mail response, our findings do suggest. that awareness through 
community organizations may have an incremental positive impact on census 
cooperation above and beyond the mere fact of group affiliation. The mail 
return rate for households which were made aware of the census through 
groups is significantly greater than the rate for "group-affiliated" house
holds not aware through groups. 

These reliminar findin s are consistent with the results of ast investi
gations o actors inf uenc1ng census mail response e.g., the results of 
the 1980 Knowledge, Attitudes and Practices Survey and the Applied Behavior 
Analysis Survey). The apparent causes of the low rate of mail return in 
the Central Los Angeles County test census differ only in magnitude from 
what we have observed before. High rates of census form nonreceipt, particu
larly among hard-to-enumerate groups, difficulty in starting to fill out the 
census form, and the a�parent deficiencies of the 1986 outreach efforts
undoubtedly contribute to the unexpectedly low mail return rate. 

2. SURVEY DESIGN

2.1. Survey Content

The CCAP General Population Survey is the cornerstone of the 1986 CCAP eval
uation effort. The survey is designed to (1) provide data on typical infor
mation sources for hard-to-enumerate groups; (2) suggest the differential 
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credibility attached to these information sources by different population 
subgroups; (3) indicate the potential penetration of community awareness (and 
traditional media) outreach efforts; (4) begin to explore group affiliation 
motives among the hard-to-enumerate, and how these might guide successful 
outreach efforts; (5) suggest (to the extent that the test census experience 
will generalize to the decennial census) the actual effectiveness of community 
awareness in reaching target groups; and (6) shed some 1ight on the issue of 
behavioral effects--i.e., did community awareness motivate people to cooperate? 

The GPS questionnaire is divided into eight sections. Most of the results 
presented in this preliminary report concern items contained in the fifth 
and sixth sections of the survey. The fifth section asks whether respondents 
were aware of the census, and if so, how they heard about the census. Section 
six asks respondents who reported receiving a census form what they did with 
the form. Like the 1980 Applied Behavior Analysis Survey (ABAS), this section 
of the survey makes an (admittedly limited) attempt to investigate the 
dynamics of the mail response process in order to learn from whom, how, at 
what stage, and why nonresponse occurs. 

Respondents who said they completed and mailed back a census form were asked 
why they did so. Individuals who did not complete and mail back the form 
were asked if there was any information that might have gotten them to comply 
with the census. 

2.2. Sample Design 

The CCAP GPS employed a stratified design consisting of three strata defined 
on the basis of groups of Census Block Numbering Areas (CBNA), where the 
strata were designed to capture a greater proportion of the Asian and 
Pacific Islander and Black households than exist in the test site as a 
whole, as well as providing a rough delineation of high and low household 
income areas within the test site. In the absence of any specific idea 
about the level of the characteristics of interest within each stratum, we 
decided to allocate the total designated sample of 2,250 households equally 
among the three strata (750 per stratum). Subsequent data weights were 
calculated to reflect the unequal probabilities of selection within each 
stratum. 

The sampling frame included all housing unit records on the Address Control 
File except those contained in the blocks selected for the Pre- and Post
Enumeration Surveys. Using sampling specifications prepared by SMD, DOD 
selected a total of 2,253 addresses from the ACF for the CCAP GPS sample. 

2.3. Calculation of Sampling Errors 

The CCAP GPS was based on a stratified systematic sampling design consisting 
of three strata defined on the basis of groups of CBNA's, and with equal 
sample sizes per stratum. However, the sampling errors in this preliminary 
report were calculated essentially as if the design was an unstratified 
simple random sample. The standard errors calculated under this assumption 
are quite accurate for subdomain estimates defined on the basis of the skip 
patterns in the GPS questionnaire (and not further elaborated by race/eth
nicity or income). For such estimates the stratification scheme produced 
little, if any, gains in reliability. This is to be expected since the 








































