Population Resource Center:  Making the Census Count


The Census:  A Brief History
Every decade since 1790 the federal government has launched a major population count, documenting national growth from 3.9 million people living on the Eastern seaboard in 1790 to nearly 283 million people spread across the continent in 2000.

In addition to the actual count, the census has expanded over the years to provide a detailed description of the socioeconomic characteristics of its people: their age and racial makeup, place of residence, educational attainment, work and wages, and household composition.

A Constitutional Requirement
In order to settle competing interests between states with different sized populations and to ensure adequate representation of both states and individual interests in Congress, Article I of the United States Constitution created a bicameral legislature with a House of Representatives to represent the people and a Senate to represent the states.  Article I also requires that the federal government count the population at least every ten years to provide adequate representation in the U.S. House of Representatives from each state.  The size of the delegation from each state is apportioned based on the decennial population count.

The Constitution stipulates that the census count all inhabitants, regardless of citizenship, voting status, age, race or gender.  For the purpose of apportionment, Article I stipulated that slaves be counted as 3/5 of a person and that American Indians living in native settlements not be counted, thereby setting a precedent for measuring racial and ethnic differences within the overall population.  The 14th Amendment overturned this distinction.

The Formative Years

The U.S. Census was the first constitutionally required national census in the world.  Similarly, it was the first used to apportion legislative representation. Federal marshals conducted the first census by going door-to-door.  It took 18 months and counted 3.4 million people. 

The first census, in 1790, forced a lengthy debate on reapportionment of the House of Representatives and led to the first presidential veto in history. Ultimately, the House was divided into 105 members.  The average congressional district had 36,800 people.

In 1810, two censuses, 20 years, 3.3 million additional people (7.2 million total) and 81 seats later (186 total), the new nation had a baseline to check accuracy and make predictions for future growth.  The 1820 Census showed that, in proportion to free states, slave states had declined in population from 46 to 42 percent of the national population. This heightened southern efforts to prevent admission of new free states into the Union, an issue that contributed to the ultimate constitutional crisis -- a civil war. The 1830 Census used the first printed forms.   

The Census of 1840 significantly expanded the amount of information collected, including information on Revolutionary War pensioners, schools and colleges, literacy, occupations, idiocy, and insanity, as well as commerce and industry. Since the first Census questions had grown from 6 to 70.   

Centralization, Specialization and Sectional Conflict
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In 1849, Congress created the Census Board to undertake the 1850 count.  The new bureau solicited outside and expert consultation on how and what to measure, which led to a more scientific count that was tabulated centrally in Washington, D.C.  This, in turn, helped spur statistics as a social science.

In the latter portion of the 19th century, the census increased in accuracy, detail, speed and cost. Machine tabulation was introduced in the 1890 Census.  Accordingly, the cost of the count rose from six cents per person in 1860 to 16 cents per person in 1900.  By comparison, it cost $15.99 per person in 2000 (unadjusted dollars).

The Census Office became a permanent agency in 1902 and was moved to the newly formed Commerce Department in 1903, where it has remained. At the same time, the twin social issues of industrialization and urbanization, along with the closing of the Western frontier, led to a transformation of the census from a basic population count to be used for decennial reapportionment to a measure of overall trends in American society -- population growth, migration, wealth, education, and more.

In the early 1900s, the Census Bureau broke away from its tradition of a decennial collection and conducted a variety of intra-decade counts -- immigration statistics, industry, and local censuses in the colonies of Cuba and the Philippines -- which began the tradition of measuring trends throughout the decade.  The 1920 Census was the first to register a total population over 100 million when it counted 106 million people.

A New Role in a Modern Nation

At the outset of World Wars I and II, the Census Bureau prepared estimates on draft age men and industrial capacity.  The Bureau became aware of the undercount among minorities in 1941 when they significantly underestimated the number of black men of draft age.  

The 1940 Census was the first to use a more detailed questionnaire, or long form, for a sampling of the population to track specific trends within the overall population.

In 1950, shortly after their invention, UNIVAC 1 computers were used to tabulate a portion of the census.

In 1960 the Census Bureau mailed forms to urban households.  This was the first mail-back census.  By 1970, census forms were mailed to all households. Enumerators visited those households (about 30% of total households) which had not returned the form. 

With the increase of grant-in-aid programs run by the federal government, the census has played an increasingly important role in state-federal relations.  States have come to depend upon the head count to determine the proportion of federal social spending.

Legislative Redistricting Revisited

Until 1962, state legislatures were given a virtually free hand to draw district boundaries.  The Constitution said nothing about equal representation within states.  For example, in 1930, New York's largest district contained 776,400 voters versus only 90,700 for its smallest. In 1962, the Supreme Court changed this practice, declaring the "one man, one vote" principle, which required state legislatures to draw congressional districts that are equal in population.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 carried this principle one step further, requiring state legislatures to, wherever possible, draw districts that grant African-Americans, and later, Hispanics, a majority of the population within the district, thereby increasing the opportunity for those groups to elect representatives of their own ethnicity.  When combined with the "one man, one vote" principle, this legal requirement expanded the need for an accurate head count by geographic area.

In 1975, Congress expanded the census' responsibility for legislative redistricting again.  The new law required the Census Bureau to provide population counts for small geographic areas to state legislatures and governors so that those legislatures could also be redistricted.

In 1999 the Supreme Court ruled that statistical sampling and adjustment could not be used to apportion Congressional seats, although it can be used for apportioning state legislative seats and for allocation of federal and state expenditures. 

The Undercount

Census undercounts have serious social, political, and economic implications for our nation because the Census is the single source for apportionment of congressional seats and is used extensively to distribute federal funds.  Demographic estimates show the net national undercount (the number of people omitted minus the number over-counted) was estimated at 7.0 million in 1940, 6.3 million in 1950, 5.6 million in 1960, 5.5 in 1970, 2.8 in 1980, 4 million in 1990.  The undercount rate continued to drop from 5.4 percent in 1940 to 1.2 percent in 1980, then increasing to 1.6 percent in 1990. 

The 1990 Census counted 248.7 million people. However, the difference between the undercounts of whites and people of color (the differential undercount) in 1990 was the greatest ever.

Census 2000

The 2000 Decennial Census counted 281.4 residents in the 50 states, Washington, DC and other territories.  Based on post census surveys, there is sufficient evidence to conclude that net undercount - those counted more than once, less those missed - was reduced in 2000 as compared to 1990.  

More important, the differences in net undercount rates between historically less well counted groups (minorities, children, renters) were reduced as well.  However, the differential still existed.  The overall net undercount was 0.1 percent, whereas the black net undercount was 2.8 percent. The 2000 Decennial Census was the last time that detailed socio-economic characteristics would be collected from a “long form” sent to approximately 16% of the country’s households.

This executive summary 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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