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“Let me be blunt: This is a colossal failure”  
(Waxman, 2008) 

 

 





Probably the most costly software failure 
in U.S. history 

GAO: “During the 2010 Census the Bureau planned to 
use handheld mobile devices to support field data 
collection for the census, including following up with 
nonrespondents. However, due to significant problems 
identified during testing of the devices, cost overruns, 
and schedule slippages, the Bureau decided not to use 
the handheld devices for non-response follow-up and 
reverted to paper-based processing, which increased 
the cost of the 2010 Census by up to $3 billion and 
significantly added to its risk.”  



Nine warnings from GAO, 2004-2008 



The Internet Option in 2010:  
A Missed Opportunity 

Census 2000:  
• Internet response option existed  
• No publicity 
• Short form only 
• 71 thousand responses 
• Subsequent Census Bureau evaluation judged 

Internet response option an “operational success” 
and predicted that if the response option had been 
promoted it would have saved a lot of money  
 
  





The Internet Option in 2010:  
A Missed Opportunity 

 
 
2010 Census 
• Internet response central part of initial plans 
• Substantial tests in 2003 and 2005 

 
 
 







The Internet Option in 2010:  
A Missed Opportunity 

2006: Internet response option dropped for 2010  
– Concern about security, “phishing,” Census site 

could be hacked, spyware on home computers 
– Despite extensive testing, contractor could not 

promise to get website functioning in time for the 
2008 dress rehearsal 

– “Utilizing the Internet could divert attention and 
resources from other planned improvements.” 
(Kincannon 2006)  

 



The Internet Option in 2010:  
A Missed Opportunity 

 
The decision to drop the Internet option was sharply 
criticized by National Academy of Sciences 
(Envisioning the 2020 Census, 2010) 

 
Given the experience of Canada and other 
countries, it looks like this was a second expensive 
electronic data collection failure. 



Canada 

• 2006: 18.5% Internet response 
• 2011: 54.4 % Internet response  

– (target was 35-40%) 
• Short-form item non-response declined 99% for 

Internet responses compared with paper 



The Internet Option in 2020 

• Given Canadian experience in 2011, 75% Internet 
response for the U.S in 2020 would be a reasonable 
goal 

• That would reduce the number of paper forms by 
~135 million 

• Savings could be ~$2 billion for printing, mailing, 
scanning and other processing 

• Dramatic reduction in item non-response 
 



Urgent needs for 2020 

• Website must be bulletproof 
Extrapolating from Canadian experience, could 
reach over 20 million respondents per day at the 
peak, more than 10 times the peak volume on 
HealthCare.Gov 

• Multi-platform 
• Easy to use 
• Absolutely secure 



Challenges 

• Federal contracting system for IT development is 
broken 

• There are many terrible federal websites, and 
vanishingly few outstanding ones 

• Excellent federal contractors for web development 
are in short supply (and may not even exist) 



Challenges 

Core question: how can Census overcome the 
limitations of IT contractors and the contracting 
system to build a fantastic website that will operate 
smoothly and securely under very high loads? 
 
– Extensive and early testing is critical 

• Usability 
• Realistic simulations of capacity under load 
• Security 

 

– To maximize savings, we must get accurate estimates of 
participation 



BYOD 

• BYOD for census employee fieldwork is higher risk 
than an Internet response option for respondents 

• Devices must be operable without an Internet 
connection; therefore must be local software and 
storage, cannot all be in cloud 

• Downside risk posed by spyware or other malware is 
much greater if the data are collected on a device 
that is not locked 

• If employee hardware is not optimal, productivity will 
suffer 
 





2013 GAO warning: 

The Bureau is exploring technology options for 
census operations that collectively represent a 
dramatic leap from 2010. These options include 
the possible use of a “bring your own device” 
model to enable enumerators to use their own 
mobile devices for field data collection. 



2013 GAO warnings: 

At this time the bureau has not yet achieved the 
level of institutional maturity needed to reliably 
bring these solutions to bear. 
 
The Bureau lacks well-established IT 
management and security controls . . .  
A high-degree of risk and uncertainty exists. 
 



The Brazilian Alternative 

• Brazil 2010: 
enumerators did 
fieldwork with handheld 
devices 

• 225,000 locked 
smartphones with GPS 
Cost: $42 million 

• Cost of the phone has 
since declined by two-
thirds 
 
 

 
  



The Brazilian Alternative 

• Used for the main 
enumeration, not just    
non-response follow-up  

• One of the world’s largest 
questionnaires: 
– Short form 37 questions 
– Long form 107 questions 

• Despite the larger US 
population, the fieldwork 
will be easier. 

 
  



The Potential Benefits of BYOD  
are very small compared with the 

Brazilian model of uniform devices 

• BYOD would not save much on hardware costs 
– The range is about $10 to $50 million depending 

on the device chosen 
 

• Alleged saving on training costs  
– this is unproven and seems unlikely, since training 

would have to cover differences in the operation of 
the software on different devices. 

 



Benefits of Uniform Devices 

 
• Reduced software development risk  

– Much less complex task 
 

• Reduced security risk 
– Minimal threats on locked-down operating systems 

 



Benefits of Uniform Devices 

• Saving on training costs, since everyone is using the 
identical software and hardware 
 

• Broadened pool of potential enumerators, since there 
is no requirement to own a compatible device 
 

• New devices that meet standards will maximize 
fieldwork productivity 
 



Benefits of Uniform Devices 

Minimize cost of software development and  
risk of software development failure 

 
– Do not have to design for many operating systems, inferior 

or malfunctioning equipment 
– Cost of ensuring data security greatly reduced: on a locked 

device, little worry about spyware or other malware 
– UI development simpler with uniform platform 

 

 



Conclusions: Internet Response Option 

• Perfecting the Internet response option and figuring 
out how to promote it can save billions and 
substantially reduce item nonresponse 
 

• These are the most important 2020 Census activities 



Conclusions: BYOD 

BYOD for enumerators (as opposed to respondents) 
would be expensive and carries a lot of risk. 
 

– The potential upside is small, and the potential 
downside is large 

– Potential savings on hardware is trivial compared 
with the increased costs of software development, 
reduced security 

– Uniform locked cellphones or tablets would be 
cheaper than BYOD, and would probably increase 
fieldwork productivity 
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