Population Resource Center:  Making the Census Count


A Brief Chronology of the Census

1787

Article 1, Section 2 of the U.S. Constitution requires that a census of the population be conducted every ten years so that the representatives in Congress and direct taxes might be apportioned.

1790

Federal marshals conduct the first census by going door-to-door through the 13 states plus the districts of Maine, Vermont, Kentucky, and the Southwest Territory (Tennessee). The marshals record the name of every householder and count the occupants in each house. African-American slaves are counted as three-fifths of a person, and American Indians, who do not pay taxes, are excluded. The census is completed in 18 months at a cost of $45,000. The census counts 3.9 million people.

1810

Congress directs the federal marshals and their assistants to take “an account of the several manufacturing establishments and manufactures within their districts” as part of the 1810 census.

1830

The first printed forms are used for collecting census data. Prior to this, marshals used sheets of paper or notebooks.

1840

Questions on agriculture, mining, and fishing are added to the census. Since the first census in 1790, the number of census questions has ballooned from 6 to more than 70.

1850

All free persons, rather than just the head of house, are recorded by name, along with their occupation and place of birth. Questions on social issues—taxation, churches, poverty, and crime—are added to the census.

1868

The Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution is ratified, ending the three-fifths counting rule for African Americans.

1870

Although individuals have been identified as white or black since the 1790 census, American Indians are first enumerated in the 1870 census. (However, those in the Indian Territory or on reservations are not included in the official U.S. population count used for congressional apportionment until 1890.) The Chinese population is also counted for the first time in the 1870 census.

1880

Congress establishes a census office in the Department of the Interior, and the U.S. marshals who have previously collected census data are replaced by professional enumerators.

1890

For the first time simple machines are used to tabulate census data.

1902

Congress authorizes a permanent census office, which is transferred the following year to the Department of Commerce and Labor. (In 1913, when the Commerce and Labor Departments become separate departments, the U.S. Census Bureau is placed in the Department of Commerce.)

1920

Congress failed to reapportion following the 1920 Census because of a difference over the mathematical model to be used for the distribution of House seats In 1929, one mathematical method was selected for the reapportionment, but it was not applied until after the 1930 Census. 

1930

Following the onset of the Great Depression, the Census Bureau began asking questions about unemployment and income.

1940

Statistical sampling techniques are introduced, which allow the Census Bureau to create a “long form” answered by only a subset of the population.

1950

For the first time an electronic computer, UNIVAC I, is used to help tabulate results.

1960

In an effort to move toward self-enumeration, census forms are mailed to urban households to be completed and mailed back to the Census Bureau.

1970

Mail-in forms take precedence over door-to-door enumerators. For the first time, respondents are asked to check off whether they are of Spanish or Hispanic origin or descent.

1980

Although 1980 census is considered one of the most accurate in recent decades, New York City and civil rights groups file numerous lawsuits challenging the final results.

1990

The 1990 census is the first in which the differential undercount increased, which is partly attributed to declining census participation: the mail response rate for Census 1990 is only 65 percent.

1999

The Supreme Court rules that statistical sampling—which allows for the estimation of certain populations, such as the homeless or minorities—cannot be used to apportion congressional seats, although it can be used for other purposes.

2000

Employing some 860,000 temporary workers, Census 2000 is the largest peacetime mobilization of resources and personnel. For the first time, the Census Bureau runs a nationwide advertising campaign to encourage people to fill out their forms and the decline in the mail response since 1970 is reversed.
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