Population Resource Center:  Making the Census Count


Census Terminology

 Glossary 
Administrative Records

Records that are collected as part of the operation of federal, state and local programs, typically fund allocations and tax programs.

American Community Survey (ACS)

A continuous survey program, that collects detailed socio-economic and other data that is the replacement for the decennial census “long form.”  The ACS collects data from approximately three million housing units each year.

American FactFinder

The Internet site established by the Census Bureau as the primary means of disseminating data from the decennial census.

Apportionment

The process of dividing up the 435 seats in the House of Representatives among the 50 states. At the conclusion of each census the Census Bureau uses the population count to calculate the number of seats each state is entitled to have. Every state automatically gets one representative so there are 385 seats left to allocate on the basis of the census count. Congress determines the procedure to do this.

 Baker v. Carr

This 1962 Supreme Court decision greatly increased the importance of the census counts at the local level since it ruled that all representative legislative bodies must be apportioned according to population size using the most recent census data. Prior to this decision, several states had gone as long as 50 years without reapportioning their state legislatures to reflect population change.  Later rulings extended that decision t o the lowest level of government. 

Census Block

Census blocks are the smallest geographic area for which the Census Bureau collects and tabulates decennial census data. These units are formed by streets, streams and other bodies of water, other visible physical and cultural features and the legal boundaries shown on Census Bureau maps.  There are over 8 million blocks in the United States.

Census Coverage Measurement

The  methodology for the 2010 Decennial Census that will be used to estimate the net and component coverage errors in the Census.

Census Tract

A neighborhood with roughly 1,700 housing units and 4,000 people delineated for the purpose of presenting census data. Tracts are designed to have homogenous population characteristics, economic status, and living conditions. There will be more than 63,000 census tracts in 2010.

 December 31, 2010

Federal law requires that the Bureau of the Census release the count of the population down to the block      level by December 31 of the year in which enumeration is taken. State legislatures will begin the  reapportionment process in January, 2011.

Decennial Census

The census is a count of everyone residing in the United States: in all 50 states, Puerto Rico and the Island Areas.. The first Census was conducted in 1790 and has been carried out every 10 years since then. The U.S. Constitution (Article I, Section 2) mandates a headcount of everyone residing in the United States. The population totals determine each state’s Congressional representation, are used to draw congressional districts, state and local legislative districts and to allocate over $300 billion dollars in federal funds.  

 Demographic Analysis

A method that uses various administrative records (especially birth and death records, information on immigration and emigration, and Medicare records) and information, from previous censuses to estimate the total number of people in various demographic groups resident in the United States on a specific date.  

 Differential Undercount

The variation in the undercount rates among various groups is the differential undercount.  For example, the overall net undercount was 0.1 percent, whereas the Black net undercount was 2.8 percent. Children were much more likely to be undercounted than adults. 

Fair  v. Klutznik

This 1980 Federal Court decision rules that all persons enumerated in the census – not just U.S. citizens- should be used as the basis for apportioning Congress and other legislative bodies. The ruling was subsequently upheld by the Supreme Court to mean that permanent resident aliens and other non-citizens count for the reapportionment of Congress. 
Group Quarters (GQ)

A place where people live that is not a housing unit.  There are two types of groups quarters: institutional (for example nursing homes and correctional institutions) and non-institutional (for example college dormitories, ships, hotels, and shelters). 

Household

All persons who occupy a housing unit as their usual place of residence.

Housing Unit

A house, apartment, etc. that is occupied (or if vacant, is intended for occupancy) as separate living quarters, which are those in which the occupants live and eat separately from any other person in the building.

List/enumerate

A method of data collection in which temporary field staff, called enumerators, list each residential address, spot the location of each on a census map, and interview the residents of the household during a single visit.

Local Update of Census Addresses (LUCA)

LUCA is a partnership program that will allow the Census Bureau to take advantage of local knowledge in developing its Master Address File (MAF). LUCA provides an opportunity for state, local, and tribal governments to review and update individual address information in the MAF and associated geographic information in the Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding and Referencing (TIGER) database before using the addresses for questionnaire delivery. The objective of LUCA is to improve the completeness and accuracy of both computer files and the census.

Mail Response Rate

This is the mail back rate; that is the percent of households receiving a census form in the mail who send it back to a Census Bureau office, and can be considered a measure of respondent cooperation in the decennial census.  

Master Address File (MAF)

The Census Bureau=s permanent list of addresses for individual living quarters based on a combination of the addresses in the updated 2000 census address file and current versions, supplemented by address information provided by state, local, and tribal governments.

Nonresponse Follow-Up (NRFU)

A census follow-up operation in which temporary field staff, known as enumerators, visit addresses from which no questionnaires have been returned by mail.

Nonsampling Error

Some persons may be missed and others counted twice in the census for reasons unrelated to sampling.  For example, the Master Address File may inadvertently omit the addresses of some houses or apartments.  Other housing units might be included more than once and some people with two residences might be counted at both places.  

Race And Ethnicity

The Census Bureau collects and publishes racial statistics as outlined in Standards for Maintaining, Collecting and Presenting Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity (formerly known as Statistical Policy Directive No. 15) issued by the Office of Management and Budget. This directive provides standards on ethnic and racial categories for statistical reporting to be used by all Federal agencies. Race data are required  by  federal programs that promote equal employment opportunity and are needed to assess racial disparities in health and environmental risks, among other uses. According to the directive, the basic racial categories are: American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, Black or African-American, and White. Ethnicity is determined by whether or not a person is of Hispanic, Latino, or  Spanish origin.

Redistricting

The revision of political boundaries – most commonly congressional districts, but also state legislative districts and municipal election wards and districts – based on the results of a new decennial census. 

Sampling

The act, process or technique of selecting a representative part of a population for the purpose of determining the characteristics of the whole population.  

Sampling Error

Errors that occur because only part of the population is being contacted directly. With any sample, differences are likely to exist between the characteristics of the sampled population and the larger group from which the sample was chosen. 

Short Form

The form for 2010 will include seven subjects –  gender, age, race, ethnicity, relationship to the head of household and whether the home is owned or rented.  All subjects are either specifically mandated or strongly implied by federal law. Congress has enacted laws requiring the use of census data to determine how much federal funding to allocate to states, cities, school districts, and other governmental units to administer a wide variety of important programs.  All households in 2010 will be asked to fill out a short form. Other social/economic questions will appear on the American Community Survey.

Tenure

The status of an occupied housing unit as either owner-occupied or renter-occupied.

Topologically Integrated Geographic Encoding and Referencing (TIGER)

A computer data base that contains a digital representation of all census-required map features (streets, roads, rivers, railroads, lakes, and so forth), the related attributes for each (street names, address ranges, etc.), and the geographic identification codes for all entities used by the Census Bureau to tabulate data for the United States, Puerto Rico, and the Island Areas. The TIGER database records the interrelationships among these features, attributes, and geographic codes and provides a resource for the production of maps, entity headers for data tabulations, and automated assignment of addresses to a geographic location in a process known as "geocoding."

Voting Rights Act

The Voting Rights Act was passed by the U.S. Congress in 1965. Under the Voting Rights Act, the Census Bureau is required to provide race and ethnic data to the states for small geographic areas to be used for the redistricting process and to identify minority language groups that require voting materials in their own language. 

This glossary was prepared by Edward J. Spar, Executive Director of the Council of Professional Associations on Federal Statistics in the summer of 2008.  Making the Census Count is funded by a grant from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. Sources include: Bureau of the Census, “Report to Congress: The Plan for Census 2010," Bureau of the Census, “Glossary of Decennial Census Terms and Acronyms”, Bureau of the Census, “Statistical Abstract of the United States, 2008,” Bureau of the Census, “Subjects Planned for Census 2010,” Federal Legislative and Program Uses, Office of Management and Budget, “Revisions to the Standards for the Classification of Federal Data on Race and Ethnicity,” and National Research Council, “The 2000 Census Counting Under Adversity.”
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