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Abstract 

Following the 1990 Decennial Census, the U.S. Bureau of the Census faced considerable 
challenges in preparation and development of the 2000 census. Whereas the costs of the 1990 
census had increased dramatically, the accuracy of that census as well as the perception of it by 
key stakeholders and the public had declined. Faced with the challenge to design a more accurate, 
less costly census that a diverse public could understand and support, the Census Bureau embarked 
on an extensive planning, research, testing and program development process for Census 2000. 
Key to that process was an examination and challenge of the fundamental processes required to 
conduct a population census. From that examination and subsequent testing program emerged 
some new and innovative approaches to census taking. This paper describes the United States 
Census 2000 planning, development and testing process along with the public and legal policy 
debate that arose and continues to shape it. 
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Abstract 

Follo�g the 1990 Decennial Census, the U.S. Bureau of the Census faced 
considerable challenges in preparation and development of the 2000 census. 
Whereas the costs of the 1990 census had increased dramatically, the accuracy 
of that census as well as the perception of it by key stakeholders and the public 
had declined. Faced with the challenge to design a more accurate, less costly 
census that a diverse public could understand and support, the Census Bureau 
embarked on an extensive planning, research, testing and program development 
process for Census 2000. Key to that process was an examination and 
challenge of the fundamental processes required to conduct a population census. 
From that examination and subsequent testing program emerged some new and 
innovative approaches to census taking. This paper describes the United States 
Census 2000 planning, development and testing process along with the public 
and legal policy debate that arose and continues to shape it. 

I. Mandate for New Direction

Population censuses have been conducted in the United States every ten years since 1790. 
Article I, Section 2 of the U.S. Constitution requires the taking of a population census every ten 
years for the purpose ofreapportioning the U.S. House of Representatives among the States. 
Besides the Constitutional basis for the census, the censu·s numbers are used for redrawing 
Congressional and State legislative districts, dispersement of more than $200 billion in Federal 
programs annually, and to inform countless other private and public sector policy decisions on a 
daily basis. The census not only tells us who and where we are as a country and as a people, it 
permeates every aspect of our daily lives. 

Following the 1990 census, the U.S. Census Bureau faced an enormous challenge in planning the 
2000 census. Sound public policy is more than just doing things right--it also means doing the 
right things. The 1990 decennial census illustrates this point perfectly. From an implementation 
standpoint, it was by far the best planned and executed census in our nation's history. Most 
operations were completed on time and within budget, and major advances were made in census 
data collection and processing. Although these things were done well, there were clear 
messages that the 1990 census did not do the right things. The level of public cooperation, 
measured by the rate of questionnaire mail-back, was significantly lower than expected. Under 
coverage, particularly for people in minority groups, persisted despite myriad efforts to eliminate 
it. The Census Bureau was heavily criticized for both these outcomes; and for methods used to 
count the homeless population, for not having a more effective outreach and promotion program, 
for needing to hire 500,000 people to take the census, for spending more than $2.6 billion, for 
taking too long to publish the results. 






















