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CENSUS 2000: Undercount and Accuracy

The 2000 census appears to be more accurate than the 1990 count, which itself was the first to be measurably less accurate than the one before it.  The Census Bureau used a similar method – an independent follow-up survey – to measure the accuracy of both counts, but differences in how the survey results were used to estimate undercounts and overcounts make it difficult to draw detailed conclusions about trends in accuracy between 1990 and 2000.

After the 2000 census, concerns about the reliability of the accuracy evaluation led the Census Bureau to revise its estimates of undercounts (people missed) and overcounts (people counted twice or mistakenly) several times, and ultimately to conclude that it could not use the estimates to make any corrections to the original census numbers.

An expert National Academy of Sciences panel thoroughly reviewed all aspects of the census and offered a number of general conclusions that will help stakeholders understand the accuracy of Census 2000, especially compared to 1990, and target efforts to improve census participation in 2010 among historically hard-to-count population groups. 
  Key findings are summarized below.

General:

· There were an estimated 33.1 million “gross errors” – that is, the total number of incorrect counts – in the 2000 census, about 3 million fewer than in 1990.  This number includes 17.2 million erroneous counts (overcount) and 15.9 omissions (undercount).

· There were 5.8 million whole-person imputations in 2000 (compared to only 1.9 million in 1990), a disproportionate number of which involved historically undercounted population groups.
  About 1.2 million of the total imputations were done without any information about the size of the household or, in some cases, the occupancy status of the home.  The large number of imputations helped reduce the net undercount (compared to 1990) for all race/ethnic groups and for children.

Undercount:

· The Census Bureau estimated an overall national net overcount of 0.5 percent in 2000, compared to a 1.2 percent net undercount in 1990.  (A net undercount or overcount is calculated by subtracting the number of duplicates from the number of omissions.)

· Generally, net undercount rates, as well as differential undercounts between historically undercounted groups (minorities, renters, children) and better-counted groups, were lower than in 1990.
· However, the differential undercount persisted between historically undercounted groups, such as minorities and renters, and better-counted groups, such as Whites and homeowners.  (Owner and renter are rough proxies for higher and lower income households.)
· The Black-White (non-Hispanic) differential undercount, while reduced from 1990, was the highest of all race/ethnic groups: an estimated 3.0 percent differential in 2000, compared to 3.9 percent in 1990.  (The relatively high net undercount estimate for Blacks, which is used to calculate the differential, is due, in part, to a more detailed methodology used to estimate the undercount of Black men.)

· The owner-renter differential undercount, also reduced from 1990, was an estimated 2.4 percent in 2000, compared to 4.5 percent in 1990.

· The large number of duplicates (people counted twice) and large number of people “imputed” into the count using statistical methods helped reduce net undercount rates for all groups.

Overcount:

· There were at least 9.8 million “erroneous enumerations” in Census 2000, many of which were probably duplicate counts.  In fact, Census Bureau coverage evaluations might have underestimated the number of duplicate counts.  In addition to double-counting, erroneous enumerations include people who were counted in the wrong place (e.g. should have been counted in group quarters or at another home) or should not have been counted at all (e.g. a baby born after April 1, 2000).
· Significant problems developing the Master Address File and respondent confusion about “usual residence” rules that govern where people should be counted, contributed to the large overcount in 2000.

� The 2000 Census: Counting Under Adversity, a report of the Panel to Review the 2000 Census, Constance F. Citro, Daniel L. Cork, and Janet L. Norwood, eds., National Research Council of the National Academies, The National Academies Press, Washington, DC, 2004.


� Imputation is a scientific tool to fill-in missing information, sometimes based on partial but known information (such as filling in demographic characteristics when only the number of people in a household is known) and other times based only on scientific inferences.


� Racial groups in the census are Black or African American, White, Asian, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, and American Indian and Alaska Native.  Hispanic origin is considered an ethnicity; persons of Hispanic origin can be of any race.  The census also offers a “Some Other Race” option.
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