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Abstract 
 
The current program of participant observation research has its origin in the recommendations 
made in 1985 by the Panel on Decennial Census Methodology, Committee on National Statistics 
of the National Research Council. Based on a review of previous participant observation research 
undertaken for the Census Bureau, the panelists recommended that in hard-to-enumerate areas the 
Bureau use records of household composition generated by participant observers as sources of 
coverage data. To locate experienced fieldworkers with current or recent field contacts in 
neighborhoods within the test census area, universities were contacted, including departments of 
anthropology, ethnic studies and Black Studies, in the Southwest and throughout the United States. 
The three researchers who agreed to work with the Census Bureau were James Diego Vigil, John 
Long and Camilo Garcia Parra. Dr. Vigil selected the suburb of Pico Rivera for this research, 
where he had conducted studies of adolescent gangs in the 1960's and 1970's. John Long selected 
an area in East Los Angeles where he had both lived and done research. Dr. Garcia selected a 
residential area about six blocks from Long's assignment, where he anticipated a large number of 
undocumented Central American immigrants and serious coverage problems. Each researcher 
produced a separate report which covers field work methods, a comparison of their population 
count with the census count and an analysis of discrepancies and recommendations for improving 
census enumeration in this kind of neighborhood. 
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The current program of participant ohservation research has its or1g1n in 
the recommendations made in 1985 by the Panel on Oecennial Census Methodology, 
ColTIITlittee on Nat-iorial Statistics of the National Research Council. RasP.d 
on a review of previous participant observation research undertaken for the 
Census Bureau, the panelists recommended. that in hard-to-enumerate areas
the Bureau use records of household composition generated by participant 
observers as sources of coverage data (p. 124). 

More specifically th� panelists outlined a research program which they called 
"systematic observation," to be used in a sample of hard-to-enumerate areas
to evaluate coverage in the 1990 census. The "systematic observer" proposal 
envisioned full-time census employees assigned up to 9 months before Census 
Day to live in a randomly selected sample of neighborhoods. Based on their 
growing familiarity with the neighborhoods, "the systematic observers would 
prepare a listing of households in their designated area, and indicate the 
household composition" (p. 352). 

The panelis�� �eco��•ze� t�at "ethical and pu�lic relations dimensions of 
such an operation are the most problematic ••• since there is the possibility 
of these types of studies (sic] being perceived as an invasion of privacy" 
(p. 353). 

The risks of the public perceiving this research as an invasion of privacy 
were not the only basis for objecting to the systematic observation program 
as envisioned by the National Academy of Sciences. Based on a greater 
familiarity with the realities of ethnogr3phic fieldwork in low-income 
cOfflfflunities, it was argued that using well-trained professional ethno
graphic researchers would �e more efficient and less costly, as well as 
less dangerous, than the in-house residential research program proposed by 
the Academy (Hines to Bailar, 10/9/85, attached). 

It was decided to test the. ideas proposed by the Academy in conjunction with 
the Post Enumeration Survey (PES) in the Los Angeles Test Census of 1986. 
The major difference was to use experienced ethnographic researchers rather 
than untrained Census Bureau employees. The research was sponsored by SRO, 
and coordinated with the PES in the test census area. 

M-.thods 

To locate ·experienced fieldworkers with current or recent field contacts 
in neighborhoods within the test census area, universities were contacted, 
including departments of anthropology, ethnic studies,.and Black $tudies, 
in the Southwest and throughout the United States. Preliminary plans 
included sponsoring several researchers 1n Hispanic neighborhoods and 
several researchers 1n Black neighborhoods. When operations were halted 
1n the Bell district the stu.dies 1n Black neighborhoods were cancelled, 
and the three researchers who had agreed to work in Hispanic neighborhoods 
in the North office were retained. 
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Assigning three experienced researchers to separate Hispanic neighborhoods 
in the test census area had one additional advantage. When participant 
observation research had been used at the BJreau in the past, it has some
times been difficult to generalize to applications because the work was 
not replica�le in any statistical s�nse. With multiple observers working 
in neighborhoods with many similarities, I hoped there would be less 
uncertainty abou� the reliability of the results (see Hines, SFAA, 3/85). 

I made a trip to Los Angeles in April 1986 to talk to the three ethnographic 
researchers and observe sites for the research. Each of the ethnographers 
contacted for this study had annotated a test census area map to indicate 
neighhorhoods with which they ha� �ome research familiarity. Without any 
in-depth knowledge of the neighborhoods, I looked for blocks without 
commercial development and with a lot of residential units (especially 
small multiple units) to maximize the number of potential residents. It 
had already been decided (on the basis of budget and the number of other 
evaluations and studies taking place in the test census area) to assign 
each researcher two city blocks. 

The three researchers who agreed to work with the Census Bureau were: 

James Diego Vigil (Associate Professor, Department of Anthropology, 
Un:;e'."s,:J of S01.1therr -:. • .'�F,:,.i3 a'ij Chai�, Sepirtment 0

4' l::t'1'1ic 
Studies. Or. Vigil has written numerous books and articl�s since 
the mid-1970's on the Hispanics of the Southwest, and has conducted 
extensive field research among Mexican-American adolescents, includ
ing gang members in East Los Angeles.) 

John Long (A Senior Research Associate with USC's Department of 
Anthropology and a lecturer in Anthropology at East Los Angeles 
College. He has conducted participant observation research in 
Los Angeles• Hispanic neighoorhoods since the 1960 1 s, and is the 
author of related articles on urban anthropology and social 
psycho 1 ogy. ) 

Camilo Garcia Parra (Dr. Garcia completed a degree in Anthropology 
at UCLA in 1985, based on 6 years of participant observation research 
among undocumented and homeless Hispanics in Los Angeles. He has 
conducted extensive field research in Mexico, California, and the 
Northwest, and has published numerous articles reporting his research 
in both anthropology and psychology since 1979.) 

Dr. Vigil selected the suburb of Pico Rivera for this research, where he 
had conducted studies of adolescent gangs in the 1960's and 1970's. John 
Long selected an area in East Los Angeles where he had both lived and done 
research. Dr� Garcia selected a residential area about s1x blocks from 
Long's assign�ent, where he anticipated a large number of undocumented 
Central American 1nm1grants and serious coverage problems. 

The participant observers.were to make a complete enumeration of their 
selected two block area, provide that count to the Census Bureau, then 
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analyze the results of a match to CP.nsus Day counts from the samP. addr�ss�s. 
The goal was for the field-workers to work in non-PES blocks, and for their 
counts to be Matched against Census Day counts to provide an independent 
gauge of census coverage and, indirectly. a gauge of PES coverage. The 
ooscrvers were not assigned to PES blocKs to avoid the consequP.nces of over
lapping in thP. field. In their final reports the participant observers were

asked to consider census and PES procedures in general, and make recommen
dations for improved training for PES interviewers. 

t The three participant observers were instructed to develop whatever pro
cedures for entering the field and presenting themselves to respondents 
they were most comfortable with. Each researcher was provided with a 
Census ID by the Los Angeles Regional Office. but they were not required 
to use them. The researchers were asked to make a record of the methods 
they used to complete the fieldwork, and to report on the methods which 
enhanced full/complete respondent reporting as well as to recommend system
atic ways to incorporate these improvements in PES interviewer training. 

Each participant observer was sworn in as a Census Special Sworn 
Employee (SSE) before the fieldwork began, and the Regional Office 
arranged for them to observe interviews in co�parable neighborhoods distant 
froM their assig�ments. This was done to expose them to the legal and 
��erac:Gra· c�nstraints on census fie1dwork, in the hope t�a� tneir reco�
mendations woul� ultimately be more r�alistic and useful. All three 
researchers chose to present themselves openly to respondents as working 
with the 1986 Les Angeles Test Census, and all three displayed their Census 
ID to respondents throughout the project. 

The researchers wer� 21s0 provided with copies of the PES interview form 
to be used in Los Angeles to indicate the identifiers and characteristics 
which had to be collected to match individuals aga;nst the Census Day 
counts. The individual variables required for matching were name, age,

sex, race, Spanish origin and relationships. 

In September and October when the counts collected by the participant 
observers were forwarded to the Census Bureau, they were transcribed onto 
PES match forms as if derived from PES interviews, and sent to Laguna Niguel 
for matching to Census Day counts by the PES special clerical matching group. 
The match forms that reached Laguna Niguel from the participant observers 
differed from PES forms because they lacked data related to sample selection, 
but were similar in all other respects. 

Before the participant observers' counts reached the Bureau it was suggested 
by Charles Jones, Associate Director, that they he asked to predict, case 
by case, those persons who were likeliest to be missed by the Bureau. Vigil 
and Long agreed to try this, and on their counts they noted cases which they 
expected the census to miss. Long, for example, noted households where 
residents appeared to be undocumented, were very seldom at home, or were

reluctant to cooperate with an interview. Garcia was not comfortable making_ 
prerlict1ons·about coverage before more empirical study. For Vigil and -Long, 
the small number of households designated this way accounted for about half 
of all missed cases. 













April 23, 1987 

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE 
Bureau of the Census 
WHhington, 0.C. 20233 

MEMORANDUM FOR Howard Hogan 

Through: 

From: 

Subject: 

Chief, Undercount ResP.arch Staff 
Statistical Research Division 

Elizabeth Martin (L1-,.V"'---
Chief, CentP.r for Survey Methods Research 

Cathy Hi neSL r'
Center for Survey Methods Research 

Reports on Participant Observation Research in the 
Los Angeles Test Census 

The threP. participant observers hirP.n to do independent counts in Los Angeles 
in 1986 have submitted reports, copies of which are attached. Each report 
covers field work methods. a �o�oa�ison of their population count with the 
cenius ,cJit ana �n analJS�i J ! a·;� r !Jtncies. a�1 r�commendations for 
improving census enumeration in this kind of neighborhood. Diego Vigil 
and John Long collaborated in ·,1ri-:.ing one set of recommendations, as well 
as each writing their own. 

Or. Vigil and Mr. Long also each include a description of predictions about 
which households were most likely to be undercounted, predictions they made 
before seeing the census results for their blocks. (As I told you last fall, 
Or. Garcia felt he should see the data bef�re at�empting to guess w�at was 
going on.) In each case, about half of all the missing individuals were from 
the households these researchers expected to be undercounted. 

I will ask each researcher to send us (in addition) the lists of households 
·they counted, and the matched census lists. These lists will be edited to
remove identifiers (street numbers and surnames). then the full reports can
be circulated within the Census Bureau to those who are interested. I will
prepare a sunrnary report (removing precise geographical information as well
as household identification) which can be used to present the data to persons
outside the Census Bureau.

For your 1nrned1ate purposes, I have written a brief sunrnary of each report.
I think these three researchers should be invited to the Census Bureau in the
next few months to discuss their findings, and would like to know what you
think about the level of interest in this kind of presentation.

Attachments

cc:
B. Bafl ar
E. Martin






































































