
delivery, a census employee delivered the form, leaving it to be mailed
back in. About 1 percent of households were so remote that the census-
taker had to revert to old-fashioned face-to-face enumeration. Our interest
in this book is with the approximately 99 percent of households asked to
return the census form by mail.

Not all did, which sets the central questions for our analysis.

THE MAIL-BACK RESPONSE RATE
When, in 1970, the census initiated the mail-out/mail-back design, some
78 percent of the population returned the form. This rate dropped slightly,
to 75 percent, in the 1980 census, and then declined significantly in 1990, to
65 percent. In preparing for the census in 2000, the bureau initially feared
a mail-back response rate as low as 55 percent.2 Following extensive eval-
uation research and modifications of previous strategies, the Census Bureau
concluded that a 61 percent mail-back rate was a prudent target and bud-
geted and staffed accordingly. We have more to say about the 2000 target
later. At this point we simply emphasize that cooperation rates declined
steadily from 1970 to 1990 and that there was every reason to expect that
trend to continue in 2000 (see figure 1.1).
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dramatically—from less than 1 percent of the population in 1970 to nearly
4 percent in 2000. In contrast, the African American proportion of the pop-
ulation has remained relatively stable in recent decades.

From the perspective of census-taking, recent immigrants pose special
difficulties. Persons not born in the United States, especially if they are here
illegally, are particularly reluctant to cooperate with the census. In addi-
tion to language barriers, there is lack of familiarity with the census and
often a fear that their answers will be shared with the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS). Even those who are in the United States
legally are less apt to cooperate if they have recently arrived from countries
with authoritarian governments or if they have little basis on which to will-
ingly volunteer information to government officials. And of course, there
are language barriers. Although the census forms in 2000 were printed in
English, Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, and Tagalog (a language
of the Philippines) and census help was provided in many additional lan-
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guages, in fact more than one hundred languages are spoken in the United
States.

As shown in figure 1.3, the number of foreign-born individuals in the
United States increased from 9.6 million in 1970 to more than 31 million in
2000. Between 1990 and the census in 2000, the estimated number of illegal
immigrants doubled, from 3.5 million to 7 million (see figure 1.4). High
rates of immigration increased the proportion of individuals who had dif-
ficulty with English, from 4.8 percent in 1980 to 8.1 percent in 2000, as
shown in table 1.1. Clearly, the hardest-to-count portion of the population
was dramatically increasing in the years leading up to the 2000 census. And
this was not the only challenge the Census Bureau faced in stemming the
declining census response rate.

America’s Changing Attitudes
President Washington complained about the indolence of the people, cit-
ing it as one reason the 1790 census result was lower than anticipated and,
in his judgment, lower than the true number. As it prepared for the census
in 2000, the Census Bureau was likewise concerned that prevailing civic atti-
tudes in the population would drop cooperation rates below the already
low rate experienced in 1990.
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Table 1.1 Self-Reported English-Speaking Ability Among U.S.
Residents Age Five and Older, 1980, 1990, and 2000

U.S. Residents Percentage Change
Speaking Percentage in Absolute 

English with of Total Numbers Compared
Year Some Difficultya Population to Last Decade

1980 10,181,036 4.8
1990 13,982,502 6.1 37.3
2000 21,320,407 8.1 52.5

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
aIncludes all persons who report speaking English less than “very well,” the threshold for
full proficiency in English as determined by the U.S. Department of Education.



leading to a “leave me alone” attitude (O’Connor 1991). Such privacy con-
cerns are also made apparent by the increased use of barriers to screen out
“intrusive” outsiders. Those who can afford it often choose to live in gated
communities or behind doormen instructed to block entry into apartment
buildings. Unlisted phone numbers are another indicator: nearly 30 per-
cent of U.S. households have at least one nonlisted or nonpublished tele-
phone number (Survey Sampling 2001). In chapter 3, we examine the
connection between increased public concern about privacy and confiden-
tiality and respondent suspicion and mistrust about all surveys, whether
government-sponsored or not. Not only are respondents suspicious about
the legitimacy of a survey, but even if the survey is legitimate, many
respondents believe it to be intrusive and are skeptical about the promise
of confidentiality. These doubts played a major role in Census 2000.

DECLINING CIVIC PARTICIPATION
In addition to a declining willingness to participate in research and gov-
ernment surveys, American society has been marked by a more general
decline in civic participation. Across a broad front, there has been a decline
in civic participation over the past thirty years. Robert Putnam (1995, 2000),
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than paid advertising, but the numbers were nevertheless substantial. By
mid-April, half of the American population had heard about the census
from at least one community group, speeches by government officials had
reached more than one-quarter of the population, and more than one-sixth
had heard about the census from a government organization. Nearly two
million educators in public, private, tribal, and parochial schools had
received “Making Sense of Census 2000” by the time Census 2000 ques-
tionnaires reached most households. We find that 8 percent of respondents
reported hearing about the census through school-related activities, and 
9 percent learned about the census from materials that children brought
home from school. About 6 percent heard about the census from meetings
of a religious group.
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Although the community-based efforts and the outreach through the
partnership program were largely voluntary—and thus emerged wherever
local leaders were engaged enough to create events or activities—the
Census Bureau’s own partnership staff, which it hired and trained, was
focused on reaching the traditionally undercounted groups: racial minori-
ties, immigrants (including illegal immigrants), and other hard-to-count
groups. Our data allow us to detect whether the community-based effort
was disproportionately successful in reaching racial/ethnic minorities. In
figure 2.2, we use the final monitoring survey to show the percentage of
African Americans, Hispanics, and whites who reported having heard from
each of the community organizations. We find that a far greater proportion
of African Americans and Hispanics heard about the census from their
church, from local community and government organizations, and from
school-related activities and census material brought home by children.

We illustrate the over-time pattern of contact from community groups
in figure 2.3, which shows that African American respondents were con-
sistently exposed to community groups at roughly twice the rate of the
white respondents. (By early April, blacks had heard from an average of
about 1.4 groups, while whites had heard from fewer than 0.6 groups.)
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By the end of the campaign, two-thirds of the black population had
heard from at least one community group, compared to just half of the
white population. Exposure differences are particularly pronounced in
church-based census exposure: three times the proportion of blacks 
(16 percent) heard about the census in church at some point during the
campaign, compared to just 5 percent of whites.6 Similar, though less
dramatic, patterns are true of the Hispanic population, which was gen-
erally more exposed to the campaign than whites but somewhat less
exposed than blacks.

The self-reported exposure measures used thus far suggest that the cen-
sus campaign was successful at reaching target population groups, but
self-reported measures inevitably contain considerable error.7 People have
trouble recalling the details of a low-salience event like a single radio or TV
ad. Thus, responses to a “how much” question no doubt rely on a consid-
erable amount of guesswork. Likewise, individuals may have different def-
initions of how much “a lot” or “a little” exposure is. Finally, a vague
recollection of seeing an advertisement at some point is not the same as
paying enough attention to the advertisement to comprehend and later
remember the message.
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We have taken advantage of the multimedia capabilities of Knowledge
Networks to create a more reliable measure of exposure to television adver-
tising. Respondents in each of the monitoring surveys were asked about
their recognition of particular ads, as shown to them with a still screen shot
from a television ad. The advertising frames, shown in figure 2.4, are taken
from the four most widely played ads, labeled “Crowded Schools,” “Day
Care,” “Emergency Services,” and “Icon.” The first ad shows a door, marked
CUSTODIAL SUPPLIES, in a school hall; when the door opens as a class bell
rings, it becomes clear that the janitor’s closet is being used as a classroom.
The “Day Care” ad has a similar message, showing a young waitress in dan-
ger of losing her job because she has again brought her child to work. A cou-
ple in “Emergency Services” watch a fire raging through their barn and worry
about whether the fire department has arrived in time to save it. Finally,
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“Icon” offers an iconographic presentation of familiar, impressive scenes in
Washington, D.C. The uniform message of these advertisements is that var-
ious government services and benefits are distributed on the basis of the size
and characteristics of the population and that cooperating with the census
will bring more of those benefits to each community.

Using this recognition measure of advertising exposure to illustrate
over-time exposure to the census campaign, we find a similar trend. Figure
2.5 shows a steady increase in the percentage of respondents recognizing
at least one ad as the campaign unfolded.

Particularly impressive are the ad recognition levels by race, shown in
figure 2.6. Recognition of specific advertising frames increased for all racial
groups, but more sharply for the targeted groups. By mid-April, the pro-
portion of blacks recognizing at least one advertising frame had increased
to nearly 90 percent from a base of 55 percent in early March. Hispanics had
a similar 35 percent increase in recognition. The change in advertising
recognition by the white population, though substantial, was less dramatic,
with a 27-percentage-point increase.
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To further test whether the ads had their intended effect and to evalu-
ate which ads were most persuasive, we again capitalized on the techno-
logical capabilities of our web-based survey methodology. Respondents
were shown a video of a complete census ad. After viewing the video,
respondents were asked whether the ad captured their attention, was
specifically talking to them, and would make them want to participate in
the census. This method combines the advantages of a focus group with a
nationally representative sample. It offers a considerable advantage over
standard designs using video footage, which typically limit their samples
to a local community (or college undergraduates) and rely on unnatural
settings such as a college classroom for the video viewing. In our study,
which used a nationally representative sample of respondents, video view-
ing occurred in the individual’s own home, at his or her convenience.

The ads shown included the four just discussed (all of which were
designed for a general audience) as well as three others that were more
specifically targeted to minority groups. “Talking Census” includes ani-
mation in which the census form asks that it not be discarded. The other
two, “Anthem” and “Tribute,” feature black and Hispanic children. These
three ads were targeted to TV programs with large minority audiences.8
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advance letter and the census form, stressed the legal obligation to
return the form. Indeed, there was a particularly sharp increase in cen-
sus knowledge in the last two weeks of March when the census form
reached 120 million households.

Looking at knowledge dynamics by race, we find increases in knowl-
edge about the census across minority groups. Figure 2.8 indicates that
blacks and Hispanics remained, on average, slightly less knowledgeable
than whites by Census Day, but all racial groups exhibited impressive
gains in census knowledge between early March and mid-April.

Notably, we find no change in general political knowledge over this
same time period. This offers additional evidence that the change in cen-
sus knowledge is attributable to the census campaign rather than some-
thing else—say, greater attention to the news because of the impending
presidential campaign.

Attitudes about the census, in contrast, did not change nearly as much
during this period. To determine whether the mobilization message, focus-
ing on the community benefits, resonated with the public, we use two agree/
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disagree statements: “The census will let the government know what peo-
ple in the community need,” and “It matters that I personally fill out the
census form.”

We find that there were high levels of agreement on these items by the
time we started our data series (about 72 percent on both items), and that
the level of agreement stayed high throughout the observation period (in
the range of 72 to 75 percent). This suggests that the general advertising
campaign starting several weeks earlier had already established this high
base agreement or that it tapped into prior prevailing beliefs about the cen-
sus. Because the agreement level was high already by early March, it is not
possible to trace opinion change to the campaign with our data.9 One sug-
gestive bit of evidence, however, is that a separate national survey in 1999
commissioned by the U.S. Census Monitoring Board found substantially
fewer positive opinions about the census (Belden Russonello and Stewart
Research and Communications 1999).10 The 1999 survey found that just
over five in ten Americans strongly agreed that “it is important for me to
participate in the Census because the Census count helps to determine the
amount of government funds my community receives” (54 percent), that
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Figure 2.9 Number of Census TV Ad Frames Recognized, 
by Census Mail-Back

Although this analysis is very encouraging, we want to model directly
the effect of the census campaign on census cooperation while taking into
account other factors that can influence mail-back rates. We therefore esti-
mate a multivariate logistic regression model to predict the effect of census
exposure on individual-level mail-back cooperation, controlling for mari-
tal status, education, race, gender, age, work status, and urban/rural sta-
tus. We measure census exposure in two ways. First, we measure it directly
by the number of census advertisements recognized (ranging from zero to
four advertisements).11 To link the campaign more clearly to census par-
ticipation, we also take advantage of the before-and-after panel component
of the SIQSS surveys and measure individual-level changes in census knowl-
edge. Thus, we can assess whether there was a learning effect from the
campaign that might be related to census cooperation above and beyond
an individual’s baseline census knowledge.12

Table 2.3 reports the key results from this multivariate model. (The full
set of coefficients, standard errors, and model fit statistics are included in
table 2A.1.) The results in table 2.3 show that, even controlling for demo-
graphic predictors, campaign exposure was related to a higher likelihood
of returning the census form. The positive and statistically significant



advertising exposure coefficient indicates that an increase in the number
of census ads recognized increases the likelihood that an individual
would return a census form. The substantive interpretation of this coef-
ficient can be seen in figure 2.11.13 Holding all else constant, individuals
who recognized no census ads had a 54 percent predicted likelihood of
returning their census form. In contrast, individuals who recognized all
four census ads had a 73 percent likelihood of returning their census
form. So our model predicts that census advertising can increase the
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Figure 2.10 Census TV Ad Frames Recognized, by Census Mail-Back
and Race

Table 2.3 Census Campaign Exposure Effects from the 
Multivariate Model

Campaign Exposure and Knowledge Coefficients

Number of ads recognized .217**
Census knowledge (baseline) 1.813***
Change in census knowledge 1.464***

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
Notes: For full results, see model 1 in table 2A.1. Valid N = 1,274.
**p < .01; ***p < .001



probability of mail-back cooperation by as much as twenty percentage
points.

Turning to our second measure of census exposure, we find that individ-
uals who learned about the census over the course of the campaign were
more likely to mail back their census form, even controlling for baseline
levels of census knowledge and demographics. The positive and statisti-
cally significant coefficient for census knowledge indicates that those
who already knew the census is required by law were more likely to return
their census; the positive and statistically significant coefficient for change
in census knowledge indicates that those who learned over the course of
the campaign that the census is required by law were also significantly
more likely to return their census form. The substantive impact of this
learning effect is quite large. Using these coefficients to calculate the pre-
dicted probability of mail-back cooperation, we find that learning the legal
requirement over the course of the campaign increased the predicted like-
lihood of mail-back cooperation from 53 to 83 percent. Combining the
direct advertising exposure effect and the indirect learning effect, we find
that the census campaign had a sizable impact on census cooperation. To
illustrate the potential total effect of the census campaign, we graph in fig-
ure 2.12 the predicted levels of census mail-back cooperation at each level
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of advertising exposure among “learners” and “nonlearners.”14 The figure
indicates that the census campaign can account for as much as a forty-four-
percentage-point increase in the predicted probability of returning the cen-
sus form: those who recognized no ads and did not know the census is
required by law had a 46 percent predicted likelihood of mail-back coop-
eration, compared to a 90 percent predicted likelihood of mail-back co-
operation among those who recognized all the ads and learned that census
cooperation is required by law during the campaign. Clearly, the mobi-
lization campaign had an impressive impact on census cooperation.

The results here offer striking evidence that the census campaign was
successful. We must always be cautious, of course, in interpreting “cam-
paign effects” because we cannot perfectly isolate the effect of one activity
relative to another. In tracing census knowledge, attitudes, and behavior
over the course of the census campaign, we cannot isolate the effect of a
direct mailing or billboard advertisement from, say, a news report during
the same time period. But because the news stories themselves often
focused on the campaign efforts, the effect undoubtedly traces back to the
public outreach by the Census Bureau.15
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Figure 2.12 Predicted Census Mail-Back Cooperation, 
by Campaign Efforts
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Figure 2.13 illustrates the substantive effects of advertising exposure by
race.16 Among blacks, we see a very dramatic increase in the probability 
of returning the census form across exposure levels. African Americans
who recognized no census ads had a 30.9 percent predicted chance of
returning the census form, compared to an 83.1 percent predicted likeli-
hood among those who recognized all four advertising frames—a huge
52.2-percentage-point increase. Likewise, Hispanics who recognized no
ads had just a 23.3 percent probability of returning their census form,
compared to a 79.5 percent probability among Hispanics with the highest
levels of advertising exposure.17 In contrast, there is a much smaller change
in the predicted probability of mail-back cooperation among whites across
different levels of census exposure—a change from a 49.4 percent to a 
60.9 percent likelihood. One of the most interesting aspects of this predic-
tion is that whites were more likely than minorities to return their census
form when they received no campaign exposure, but at the highest levels
of campaign exposure blacks and Hispanics were more likely than whites
to return their census form. This result suggests that, in direct contrast to
the knowledge gap literature (see, for instance, Berinsky 2005), the census
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Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and a follow-up, 2000.
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Source: Reproduced with permission from AP/Wide World Photos.

Photo 2.1 Census Director Kenneth Prewitt in Unalakleet, Alaska, on
His Way to Count the First Person in Census 2000



household via an in-person interview than by self-completed mail-back
form. The GAO estimated that each percentage point of increased mail-
back would save taxpayers $25 million. As shown in table 2.1, per house-
hold census costs had increased over the years as mail-back response rates
declined. The cost per household increased from just $13 in 1970 to $32
in 1990.

Poor response rates not only are costly but also contribute to deteriora-
tion in data quality. Forms completed closer to Census Day (April 1, 2000)
were subject to fewer errors of recall than those completed months later
when the follow-up phase of the census was finishing the last cases. And
during follow-up the shift to interviewer-completed forms introduced
additional sources of error—misunderstandings between the interviewer
and respondent and a respondent’s eagerness to please can lead to flawed
data.3 Beyond these cost and quality concerns, the mail-back response rate
would indicate whether the government could rely on the civic responsi-
bility and legal compliance of the populace to conduct one of its most basic
duties—its decadal constitutional obligation to apportion political power
according to population distribution.

Although the mail-back response rate is an indicator of how well the
census is working across the entire population, the related issue of pub-
lic cooperation focuses on population groups known to be hard to count,
that is, the troubling differential undercount. The census has always under-
counted the population, but some Americans, especially minorities, are
missed more often than others. With the 1990 census, the Census Bureau
estimated that it missed less than 1 percent (.007 percent) of the non-
Hispanic white population, but at least 12 percent of Native Americans
living on reservations, 5 percent of Hispanics, and 4.4 percent of African
Americans.

The differential undercount draws attention to an important distinction
in statistical accuracy—the distinction between the numerical and distribu-
tional accuracy of a census count. Numerical accuracy is the extent to which
the final count approximates the true number of residents on Census Day.
Distributional accuracy is the extent to which the census count reflects the
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Table 2.1 Cost of the U.S. Census, 1970 to 1990

Census Year Cost per Household (Constant U.S. Dollars)

1970 $13
1980 24
1990 32

Source: General Accounting Office (2001b).



In analyzing reactions to the videos, we find that 62 percent of respon-
dents said that the ads they had just seen captured their attention (ranging
from 50 percent for “Icon” to 67 percent for “Talking Census”). Forty-three
percent said that seeing the ad made them want to participate in the cen-
sus, with “Icon” scoring lowest (34 percent) and “Crowded Schools” scor-
ing highest (50 percent). Because three of the ads were in fact intended to
reach different audiences, we are most interested in a comparison of
respondent reactions to the advertisements by race, reported in table 2.2.
The pattern is clear: racial differences are much stronger, always reaching
statistical significance, for the three ads designed for minority audiences.
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Table 2.2 Reactions to TV Ads, by Race, 2000

Percentage Agree (Count) Chi-square

Whites Blacks Hispanics p-value

Did the ad capture your 
attention?
“Day Care” 65 (404) 67 (52) 64 (50) .90
“Icon” 47 (453) 63 (65) 59 (59) .10
“Emergency Services” 64 (413) 63 (54) 68 (41) .70
“Crowded Schools” 63 (410) 65 (43) 70 (54) .60
“Talking Census” 62 (369) 76 (62) 92 (39) .005
“Anthem” 51 (419) 81 (47) 81 (37) .001
“Tribute” 48 (438) 78 (54) 68 (47) .001

Was the ad talking to you?
“Day Care” 18 (368) 9 (44) 25 (48) .40
“Icon” 29 (420) 40 (60) 31 (55) .05
“Emergency Services” 22 (372) 26 (51) 22 (36) .60
“Crowded Schools” 24 (362) 32 (37) 46 (44) .05
“Talking Census” 19 (335) 39 (57) 32 (34) .01
“Anthem” 19 (385) 47 (45) 51 (35) .001
“Tribute” 16 (399) 51 (49) 49 (43) .001

Did the ad make you want to 
participate in the census?
“Day Care” 43 (385) 56 (27) 48 (24) .05
“Icon” 32 (424) 47 (58) 38 (60) .10
“Emergency Services” 44 (383) 50 (52) 50 (36) .90
“Crowded Schools” 46 (372) 71 (48) 70 (50) .01
“Talking Census” 38 (345) 55 (66) 67 (36) .001
“Anthem” 32 (398) 52 (44) 71 (38) .001
“Tribute” 32 (407) 61 (51) 57 (42) .001

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors, 2000.



advertising exposure coefficient indicates that an increase in the number
of census ads recognized increases the likelihood that an individual
would return a census form. The substantive interpretation of this coef-
ficient can be seen in figure 2.11.13 Holding all else constant, individuals
who recognized no census ads had a 54 percent predicted likelihood of
returning their census form. In contrast, individuals who recognized all
four census ads had a 73 percent likelihood of returning their census
form. So our model predicts that census advertising can increase the
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Table 2.3 Census Campaign Exposure Effects from the 
Multivariate Model

Campaign Exposure and Knowledge Coefficients

Number of ads recognized .217**
Census knowledge (baseline) 1.813***
Change in census knowledge 1.464***

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
Notes: For full results, see model 1 in table 2A.1. Valid N = 1,274.
**p < .01; ***p < .001



Given that much of the mobilization campaign was targeted at racial
and ethnic minorities, we now assess the extent to which campaign
effects differed among various minority groups. Did the mobilization
campaign improve cooperation among the hardest-to-count popula-
tions, or did it increase census participation only among those groups
already likely to cooperate—as the knowledge gap literature suggests
(Tichenor, Donohue, and Olien 1970)—thereby increasing the differential
undercount? Our earlier descriptive analysis suggested that the cam-
paigns were particularly effective among racial minorities, but does this
remain the case when we control for other predictive factors? Although
the model in table 2.3 included controls for race/ethnicity, we now
include interaction terms between race and census exposure (the adver-
tising recognition measure). This allows us to test whether campaign
exposure was particularly effective at increasing census cooperation
among minorities.

The full set of coefficients, standard errors, and model fit statistics are
reported in model 2 in table 2A.1. Reported in table 2.4 are the advertising
exposure coefficients for each population group. Although we find that the
main effects for the individual minority groups all remain negative (see
table 2A.1), indicating that whites were more likely to return their form if
not exposed to any census advertising, the interaction terms between
advertising recognition and African Americans and Hispanics are positive
and statistically significant. In other words, the campaign had a significant
effect on the census cooperation levels of blacks and Hispanics. The inter-
actions show that increasing census advertising recognition increases the
probability of census mail-back cooperation among blacks and Hispanics,
two groups specifically targeted by the census advertising campaign. In
contrast, advertising exposure did not have a significant effect on census
cooperation for whites or Asians.
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Table 2.4 Census Campaign Exposure Effects from the Multivariate
Model, by Race-Ethnicity

Advertising Exposure by Race Coefficients

Advertising recognition (whites) .117
African American × ad recognition .482†

Hispanic × ad recognition .521†

Asian American × ad recognition .122

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
Notes: For full results, see model 2 in table 2A.1. Valid N = 1,274.
†p < .10



count, the “success” of the mobilization campaign at reaching and moti-
vating the public may bear some of the responsibility. Children in joint-
custody families are often counted twice, as are college students who live
away from home and are counted both in their dormitory and by their par-
ents. Two-home families get two forms, and it is easy for one member of
the family to return the census form sent to the weekend house without
knowing that another member of the family has already reported on a dif-
ferent form. These duplicate errors plague every census and can be aggra-
vated by a campaign insisting that everyone cooperate for the good of the
community.

CONCLUSIONS
In contrast to decades of research concluding that political and public
health campaigns are generally ineffective, we find that the census cam-
paign efforts were exceptionally successful at informing and mobilizing
the American public. Moreover, our analysis suggests that a well-designed
and carefully targeted campaign can disproportionately engage and moti-
vate population groups that would otherwise opt out. Minorities who were
less likely to cooperate with the census in previous counts were given
strong and persuasive reasons to do so in 2000. This differential success
among minorities is perhaps one of the most notable (and laudable) find-
ings regarding the census mobilization campaign, especially because pre-
vious research has concluded that information campaigns typically increase
the gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged.20 In their seminal
work, Philip Tichenor, George Donohue, and Clarence Olien (1970, 159–60)
explain this “knowledge gap theory”: “As the infusion of mass media
information into a social system increases, segments of the population with
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Table 2.5 Undercount of Minorities in the 1990 and 2000 Census

Percentage Undercounted

Minority 1990 2000

African American 4.57% 1.84%
Asian 2.36 n.s.
Hispanic 4.99 n.s.
Native Indian 12.20 n.s.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 1990 and 2000.
Notes: Rates for both 1990 and 2000 are based on post-enumeration surveys. n.s. = calculated
rates are not statistically different from zero.
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Table 2A.1 Logistic Regression Results: Effects of Census Campaign
Exposure on Census Cooperation in 2000

(1) (2)

Demographics
Female .656*** .668***
Age .091** .090**
Age squared .000 .000
Years of education .002 .004
African American −.315 −.780*
Hispanic −.579* −1.172**
Asian American −.868† −.998
R is married .324† .360†

R lives in a rural area .066 .065
R lives in a central city .366† .352†

R works at least part-time .720** .676**

Census exposure and knowledge
Number of ads recognized .217** .117
Census knowledge (in monitor)a 1.813*** 1.850***
Change in census knowledge 1.464*** 1.461***

Interactions
African American × ad recognition .482†

Hispanic × ad recognition .521†

Asian American × ad recognition .122

(Constant) −3.180*** −3.058***
Nagelkerke R2 .28 .28
Percentage predicted correctly 85.8 86.4
Model chi-square 220.4*** 226.5***
(d.f.) 14 17
Change in model chi-square 79.4*** 6.1
(d.f.) 2 3

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
Valid N = 1,274.
aR knows law requires census participation (measured in individual monitor surveys and
follow-up survey).
***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05; †p < .10
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were “very” concerned about threats to privacy in 1978. By 1998 this num-
ber had climbed to 55 percent, and in the census year of 2000 to 69 percent
(Westin 2000). In a 2001 online Harris interactive survey, half of the respon-
dents felt that they did not have an appropriate level of control over how
their personal information is collected and used by companies. Another
2001 study reported that only two in five Americans agreed that “organi-
zations that conduct polls/surveys can be trusted to protect my rights to
privacy”—a decline of eleven percentage points since 1995 (Bowers 2001).
And in a Harris survey that asked respondents to define the aspects of pri-
vacy that were most important to them, the top response was “not being
disturbed at home”: more than half the respondents (55 percent) said this
was “extremely important,” and an additional 35 percent said it was “some-
what important.”

As noted in chapter 1, privacy concerns have lessened public coopera-
tion with government and private-sector surveys. Figure 3.1 displays the
rapid growth over the last twenty years in the percentage of the American
population who reported that they had refused to answer at least one sur-
vey in the past year. Obviously these numbers underestimate the refusal
rates because they are based on responses from persons who cooperated
with this survey in the first place.
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impact of the privacy debate with three distinct analytic approaches. With
the SIQSS monitoring studies, we track over-time changes in privacy
views. As the privacy controversy erupted, we conducted an independent
cross-sectional survey to assess the influence of the controversy and respon-
dents’ awareness of it. Finally, we designed an experiment that allowed
direct comparison of the impact of negative and positive framing on long-
form completion. We take up each of these data sources in turn.

Privacy Concerns and Census Cooperation
From the SIQSS monitoring surveys, we graph in figure 3.2 changes in the
level of agreement with the following statements: (1) “My answers to the
census could be used against me”; (2) “The Census Bureau promise of con-
fidentiality cannot be trusted”; and (3) “The census is an invasion of pri-
vacy.” Despite the successful reach of the positive advertising campaign
and other mobilization programs, all three measures of privacy concerns
increased over the course of the census data collection period. There was
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estimated in table 3.1 to calculate the likelihood of census cooperation
among those respondents who entered the census period not seeing the
census as an invasion of privacy but who came to have privacy concerns
during the public controversy.6 If these initially unconcerned individuals
remained unconcerned throughout the debate, the model predicts a 
85 percent likelihood of census cooperation. In contrast, for individuals
who change from being unconcerned to later strongly agreeing that the
census is an invasion of privacy, the model predicts a 62 percent likelihood
of cooperation. This 23 percentage-point drop in predicted cooperation
illustrates the sizable negative priming effect. The controversy, above and
beyond any respondent’s initial concerns about privacy, had a large and
direct impact on cooperation levels in the 2000 census. We emphasize that
this analysis was restricted to individuals who received the census short
form (for comparability with previous analysis). Even though the census
criticism was targeted toward the census long form, the analysis indicates

62.1

84.9

80.6

75.3

69.1

60%

65%

70%

75%

80%

85%

90%

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree Neither Agree
nor Disagree

Agree Strongly
Agree

Increasing Privacy Concern
0%

Pr
ed

ic
te

d
Pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

of
C

en
su

s
M

ai
l-

B
ac

k

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS monitors and follow-up, 2000.
Notes: Privacy concern is measured in monitors (initial privacy concern) and in follow-up 
(May 12–June 12) as one item: “Do you agree that the census is an invasion of privacy?” The
chart shows the cooperation rates for those who initially strongly disagreed with the 
statement.

Do You Agree that the Census Is an Invasion of Privacy? (Measured in June 2000)

Figure 3.3 The Predicted Effects of Changing Attitudes Toward
Privacy Among Those with No Such Concern in 
Initial Survey



92 The Hard Count

Item nonresponse on even relatively neutral questions, such as age of the
household member or the number of rooms in the house, increased many-
fold. The question on property taxes was skipped by nearly one-third of
the population, up from 12 percent in 1990. Item nonresponse severely
weakens the quality of census data, data that are the backbone of policy
program design and administration and the basis on which we assess the
health of the U.S. economy. More worrisome is the question of whether this
trend in nonresponses is a harbinger of worse to come, an issue we return
to in chapter 5.

There is an additional fact of relevance to the findings in this chapter.
Since the mail-back census was inaugurated, the return rate of the long
form has lagged that of the short form, as might be expected given that on
average the former takes more than half an hour to complete and the latter
only about three minutes. As figure 3.4 shows, this gap was negligible in
1970 and 1980, when it was stable at 2 percent despite the overall decline
in census cooperation. There was a further decline in the mail-back rate in
1990, when the gap between the long and short forms widened to 5 per-
cent. It nearly doubled again in 2000, with 9 percent fewer long forms being
returned than short forms (Prewitt 2004). Without this growing gap
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higher initial levels of privacy concerns are associated with lower levels of
census mail-back cooperation. More notably, however, individuals whose
privacy concerns increased while privacy issues were being loudly debated
were even less likely to mail back their census form. Privacy concerns that
were heightened over the course of the census collection period had a
larger negative impact on census mail-back cooperation than preexisting
concerns. The privacy controversy sparked by talk shows, editorials, polit-
ical speeches, and the like depressed census cooperation rates by reinforc-
ing, heightening, and even creating privacy concerns. These findings offer
quite clear evidence that the privacy debate primed privacy considerations
as the public decided whether to cooperate with the census.5

Although our findings indicate that the negative rhetoric was persua-
sive, we are also interested in the effect of the privacy debate relative to the
positive influence of the mobilization campaign. The results reported in
table 3.1 show that our census campaign exposure measures, the number
of census advertisements recognized, and changes in census knowledge
over the campaign still have a positive and significant effect on census
mail-back cooperation. In other words, greater exposure to the census cam-
paign was related to higher levels of census cooperation. Thus, even the
loud and sustained outcry about the intrusiveness of the long form could
not wash out the positive impact of the mobilization efforts.

The substantive impact of the privacy coefficients on census coopera-
tion can be seen more clearly in figure 3.3. This figure uses the coefficients

Table 3.1 The Effect of the Privacy Debate on Census 
Cooperation in 2000

Logit Coefficient

Census campaign exposure
Number of ads recognized .233**
R knows law requires one to participate in census 
(measured in monitor) 1.714***

Change in knowing that law requires one to answer 
census questions 1.374***

Privacy concerns
Census is invasion of privacy (measured in monitor) −2.179***
Change in privacy concern between monitor and follow-up −1.236**

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
Note: Valid N = 1,235. For full results, see appendix.
**p < .01; ***p < .001
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members of either of the other groups. For example, 27 percent of respon-
dents in the negative treatment group skipped more than 30 percent of
questions, compared to just 13 percent of control group and 12 percent of
positive treatment group.

Somewhat surprisingly, the skip rate of the positive treatment group is
not statistically different from that of the control group.9

Table 3.3 draws our attention to the next issue—what types of ques-
tions are skipped, and does this differ by treatment assignment? As the
Census Bureau has reported in the past (see the discussion in the next sec-
tion), questions are not uniformly skipped by households. It is evident
from the results reported in table 3.3 that the most frequently skipped
questions are those that are more demanding—answers are either hard
to recall or hard to compute—and those that are more sensitive, such as
questions about wages and salary. Our primary interest here, however,

Table 3.2 Percentage of Questions Skipped, by Treatment

Treatment Group

Negative Control Positive

Average percentage of questions skipped 19% 12% 14%

Skipped 60 percent or more questions 3 1 3

Skipped 30 to 60 percent of questions 24 12 9

Skipped less than 30 percent of questions 73 87 88

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census experiment data, 2000.
Note: We report the percentage of questions skipped because the number of valid questions
varies across individuals.

Table 3.3 Types of Questions Skipped, by Treatment

Treatment Group

Negative Control Positive

Race 4% 3% 2%
Bathroom plumbing 8 3 4
One or more disabilities 15 8 10
Wages and salary 32 21 18
Annual real estate taxes 42 33 35
Annual electricity cost 50 35 44

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census experiment data, 2000.
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is in the effect of the experimental treatment. The finding replicates what
we saw in table 3.2. Across these questions, excepting the race item, the
group receiving the negatively primed treatment has statistically signif-
icant higher rates of item nonresponse than those not so primed.
Interestingly, some of the questions targeted in the privacy controversy—
those about bathroom plumbing and about individuals with disabilities—
were much less likely to be skipped than questions about income, taxes,
and utility costs.

Again, the patterns between the positively primed group and the con-
trol group are not statistically different from each other. Despite being told
about the important uses to which census data are put, respondents were
no less likely to skip questions than those in the control group. We con-
clude that negative priming is effective, while a positive message about
particular questions is much less so. This finding is consistent with a con-
siderable amount of research on political persuasion suggesting that neg-
ative messages are more effective than positive ones (Perloff 2003), but it
may also reflect the fact that the public had already received positive mes-
sages from the actual census campaign. In other words, the control group
and the positive treatment group may not have received very different
information. It remains to be seen whether attitudes toward the census are
influenced by a positive message. Table 3.4 presents the attitude data
across the three groups.

Here the patterns are as initially hypothesized. Respondents who were
told how specific census information is used were less likely to endorse
question skipping (69 percent) than those whose treatment echoed the pub-
lic voices insisting that the census violates privacy rights (82 percent); the
control group was in the middle (75 percent). A similar expected pattern

Table 3.4 Attitudes, by Treatment Group

Treatment Group

Negative Control Positive

“The census has good 14% 18% 22%
reasons for all of the 
questions on the long form.”

“Someone should refuse 82 75 69
to answer a census question 
they think is a violation of 
their privacy.”

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census experiment data, 2000.



holds for an item asking whether there are good reasons for the questions
on the long form. Nonetheless, the overall percentages are quite dismal.

The experimental data lend additional and strong support to the gen-
eral conclusion already reached: negative voices during the census-taking
phase had an effect on the ability of the Census Bureau to conduct a full
and complete census count. The fact that overall census cooperation was
less than it otherwise would have been shows up both in mail-back
return rates and in item nonresponse. Moving from survey data to a look
at what actually happened in the 2000 census adds powerfully to this
conclusion.

The Long Form in Census 2000
No census collects 100 percent of the information requested from everyone
who returns a form. The Census Bureau uses a statistical imputation tech-
nique to fill in missing values. It imputes a value based on the prevailing
patterns in the household or neighborhood. The bureau reports these
imputation or assignment rates for every question on the census form.
There was a slight but worrisome increase in these rates between the 1980
and 1990 censuses. For example, 10 percent of the population skipped the
question on wages and salary in 1990, which was a slight increase over the
prior census. But earlier experience did not prepare the Census Bureau for
the historic high rates of item nonresponse reached in 2000. Nonresponse
to the wages and salary question doubled to 20 percent (consistent with the
control group in the experimental data). Table 3.5 shows the increase in
actual census item nonresponse for eight questions from the long form.

Table 3.5 Imputation and Assignment Rates in 1990 and 2000
Long-Form Censuses

Item 1990 2000

Number of rooms 0.4% 6.2%
Age 0.9 2.6
Marital status 0.9 3.4
Monthly rent 1.3 15.6
Value of property 3.3 13.3
Occupation last year 9.1 16.1
Wage and salary income 10.0 20.0
Property taxes 12.2 32.0

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Table 3A.1 Logistic Regression Results: Effects of Privacy Controversy
on Census Cooperation in 2000

B (Log Odds)

Demographics
Female .611**
Age .090**
Age squared .000
Years of education −.027
African American −.600*
Hispanic −.740*
Asian American −1.022†

R is married .413*
R lives in a rural area .303
R lives in a central city .322
R works at least part-time .847**

Party affiliation or ideology
Liberal Democrat .891*
Moderate Democrat .555*
Moderate Republican −.472†

Conservative Republican .407

Mobilization effort
Number of ads recognized .233**

Knowledge
R knows law requires one to participate in census 1.714***
(measured in monitor)
Change in knowing that law requires one to answer 1.374***
census questions

Privacy concern
Census is invasion of privacy (measured in monitor) −2.179***
Change in privacy concern between monitor and follow-up −1.236**

Constant −1.978*

Nagelkerke R2 .32
Predicted correctly 86.5%
Model chi-square 243.5***
N 1,235

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000, short form only.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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lihood of voting; the dotted line represents predicted census participation.
The results are striking. An increasing number of civic activities, with all
other variables held constant, increases the probability of voting from 65 to
89 percent. Each additional civic activity increases the likelihood of voting
by three to four percentage points. In sharp contrast, the effect of civic
activities on census behavior is minimal: these activities increase the prob-
ability of census cooperation by only one percentage point across the full
range of civic activities (from 91 to 92 percent), a statistically insignificant
increase. Respondents who are very civically active are more likely to vote,
but not more likely to return a census form.10

We calculated similar scenarios for household composition variables.
Figure 4.2 demonstrates the predicted probabilities of voting and census
cooperation by household type. For voting, the differences between house-
hold types certainly exist but are relatively small. The voting rate is approx-
imately the same for married couples with or without kids and for singles
with kids (74, 72, and 71 percent, respectively). It is somewhat lower for
those living alone (67 percent) and for singles living with adult room-
mates (64 percent). Although existing research on voting behavior has
not explicitly explored a “household effect,” these results are consistent
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Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, 2000.
Note: The effect of the number of civic activities on census cooperation is not statistically 
significant.
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with long-standing findings that individuals who are younger and more
mobile and have fewer resources are less likely to vote.

In contrast, we find much sharper differences in census cooperation by
household type. Census cooperation rates are clearly higher for those who
are married (91 percent) than for respondents in nontraditional households.
Single respondents with kids have the lowest census mail-back rate (80 per-
cent). Similarly, single respondents living with adult roommates have sig-
nificantly lower census mail-back rate (84 percent). Unfortunately, our
typology of household types is not exhaustive. Ideally, we could separate
out, for instance, single adults who live in a marriagelike relationship from
those who live with roommates. We would expect that cooperation rates are
lower still for the latter group. Future research should look more closely at
other nontraditional living arrangements that are becoming increasingly
common: commuter marriages, group living quarters, and joint custody
households. Unfortunately, our measures do not allow us to completely sort
out the multiple and complicating ways in which the family as a social unit
interacts with the household, which is the unit that cooperates, or does not,
with the census. But the analysis here strongly suggests that family and
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Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline, monitors, and follow-up, 2000.
Notes: The presence of kids is measured as presence of household members below age
eighteen. Only living alone and living with adult roommates are significantly different
from married with kids for voting. All continuous variables are kept at mean and dichoto-
mous ones at mode.

Figure 4.2 Predicted Census Cooperation and Voting, 
by Household Composition
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household type explains a significant amount of the variation in census
cooperation. We conclude that the social capital generated by community
involvement may provide the fuel for political participation, but not for
census cooperation.

Robert Putnam showed his surprise over the Census Bureau’s achieve-
ment of increasing the return rate in 2000 in an interview with the New York
Times: “Against that background [overall decline in community involve-
ment], to have successfully produced a two-percentage-point increase in
mail-back response rates is actually stunning” (Holmes 2000). Our analy-
sis suggests that Putnam is correct about the stunning achievement, but
that he may have been focused on the wrong mountain the bureau had to
climb. The trends in household composition will continue to present a
daunting challenge to future census counts.

THE CHANGING AMERICAN HOUSEHOLD
It perhaps goes without saying that the typical American family is not what
it used to be, whatever magical moment in the past one selects to embody
such typicality. On dozens of different variables the picture of the
American family has changed, sharply so, in the last three or four decades.
One measure favored by social commentators is marital status; figure 4.3
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ables, we have created five indicators of the household type to capture the
most common living arrangements found in the United States: (1) single
respondents living alone; (2) single respondents living with adult roommates;
(3) single respondents living with children under the age of eighteen; (4) mar-
ried respondents without children in the household; and (5) married respon-
dents with children in the household (the baseline in the multivariate
model). Before turning to the multivariate analysis, we provide a descrip-
tive look at the relationship between census cooperation and community
involvement and household factors.

We first consider the relationship between community involvement and
census cooperation. Table 4.1 reports the mail-back response rate of respon-
dents by membership in various organizations.5 For four organizations,
members had higher census return rates than nonmembers. In two instances
(school club or association and hobby, sports team, youth group), the data
run in the opposite direction. Given the nature of those groups, we may be
seeing a “school-age children” effect—parents with young children have
busy lives and may forget to return their census form. The remaining six

Table 4.1 Group Membership, by Type and Census Cooperation

Total Census Cooperation Among:

Member- Non-
ship Members members Difference

Service club or fraternity 14.1% 79.7% 81.0% −1.1
Veterans’ group 4.7 86.3 80.5 5.8
Religious group 32.4 83.6 79.4 4.2*
Senior citizens’ center or group 6.2 92.9 79.9 13.0*
Women’s group 8.4 88.2 80.1 8.1*
Labor union 7.2 74.7 81.2 −6.5
Issue-oriented political 
organization 4.3 87.6 80.4 7.2

Nonpartisan civic organization 4.7 85.8 80.5 5.3
School club or association 17.3 74.9 82.0 −7.1*
Hobby, sports team, youth group 34.5 76.2 83.2 −7.0*
Neighborhood or community 
association 17.0 88.5 79.1 9.4*

Group representing racial-ethnic 
interests 2.8 82.4 80.7 1.7

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline and follow-up survey, 2000, short form only.
Notes: N = 1,994. Two-tailed chi-square tests were used to determine significance of difference.
*p < .05
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group types listed in table 4.1 show no significant differences between mem-
bers and nonmembers in rates of census cooperation. Based on this initial
look, then, the relationship between organizational membership and cen-
sus cooperation is not entirely clear.

We next shift attention from organizational membership to a direct mea-
sure of civic involvement. Putnam (2000, 53) draws an appropriate dis-
tinction between membership in large mass organizations and active
involvement in community activities. He notes that the former does not
necessarily indicate the latter: the upward “trend in numbers of voluntary
associations nationwide [is] not a reliable guide to trends in social capital,
especially for associations that lack a structure of local chapters in which
members can actually participate.” In other words, writing a yearly check
to the Sierra Club is not an appropriate measure of community involve-
ment. Putnam focuses on membership in organizations that tend to involve
active participation.

Table 4.2 reports census cooperation rates for activities that indicate
“active involvement.” Even with these more active measures, we find that

Table 4.2 Community Involvement and Census Cooperation

Census Cooperation Among:

Total Non-
Community Involvement Involved Involved Involved Difference

Attended community 
group meeting 21.2% 85.1% 79.6% 5.5*

Worked for charity 
or church 34.2 84.8 78.6 6.2*

Worked with others 
in the community 
to solve a problem 18.1 84.2 80.0 4.2

Served on community board 5.3 82.0 80.7 1.3

Attended PTA or school 
group meeting 23.2 80.8 80.7 0.1

Donated blood 12.1 82.2 80.5 1.7
Gave money to charity 66.9 85.0 72.0 13.0*

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline and follow-up survey, 2000, short form
only.
Notes: N = 1,994. Columns 2 and 3 give the percentage of respondents involved or not
involved who mailed back the census (as a percentage of those respondents who received
the short form and were part of the follow-up survey). Two-tailed chi-square tests were
used to determine significance of difference.
*p < .05



only three of seven community involvement activities are associated with
higher levels of census cooperation.6

Finally we consider respondents’ length of residency in the commu-
nity and levels of church attendance. We find that those who have been
in the community for ten or more years cooperate with the census at
higher rates than those who are comparatively newer to the community
(table 4.3). The trend is less clear for church attendance but still suggests
that those who never participate in religious activities return their census
forms at a somewhat lower rate than those who are part of a church or reli-
gious community.

The bivariate patterns in the previous three tables suggest some associ-
ation between community involvement and census cooperation, although
the results are far from consistent. What about family characteristics? Table
4.4 shows bivariate relationships between census cooperation and two
variables that measure household composition—household type and the
number of people living in the household. Clearly, we can see that non-
traditional family types, such as a household of adult roommates or a sin-
gle person with kids, have the lowest census mail-back rate. Both married
groups have relatively high return rates. Respondents who are married with
children have a lower mail-back rate (83 percent) than those who are mar-
ried without children (90 percent), suggesting that the time demands of child
care work against taking on this particular civic duty. Larger households also
have much lower mail-back rates than smaller households, perhaps because

Table 4.3 Census Mail-Back Rate, by Length in Community and
Church Attendance

Percentage of Census
Respondents Mail-Back Rate

Length in community
Less than one year 8.3% 78.7%
One to ten years 50.8 77.7
More than ten years 40.9 85.1

Church attendance
Never 23.1 77.8
Couple of times a year 30.9 82.1
Once or twice a month 8.1 76.4
Almost every week 10.5 84.6
Every week 27.4 83.5

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census monitors and follow-up, March–June 2000.
Note: Valid N = 1,985 (length in community); 1,920 (church attendance).
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a census form is more difficult and time-consuming to fill out for larger
households (and time may be more limited).

We next test the comparative influence of community involvement and
household composition in the same multivariate model while controlling
for other demographic factors associated with census cooperation. The
results of the multivariate analyses are presented in table 4.5. The table
reports the effects of civic engagement and household composition on cen-
sus cooperation and voting while controlling for gender, age, education,
race, employment, urbanicity, party identification, and political interest
and knowledge (see table 4A.1 for full results).

First, we focus on the models predicting census cooperation (models 1
to 3). The results are presented in three stages. Model 1 tests the effect of
the three measures of community involvement on census cooperation.
Model 2 adds the number of civic activities to the model. This variable,
which measures not just membership but active involvement in community
groups (table 4.2), most closely matches Putnam’s notion of social capital.
Model 3 adds the household composition variables previously overlooked
by much of the existing research on census cooperation.

The general finding is striking. With demographic and political char-
acteristics controlled for, organizational membership and length of time
in the community do not predict census behavior (model 1). Likewise,

Table 4.4 Census Mail-Back Rate, by Family Characteristics

Percentage of Census 
Respondents Mail-Back Rate

Household type
Lives alone 14.0% 86%
Single with adult roommates 17.1 73
Single with kids 7.0 63
Married with no kids 44.0 90
Married with kids 17.9 83

Household sizea

One-person household 15.1 86
Two-persons household 44.1 88
Three-persons household 24.3 82
Four or more people 16.6 69

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline, monitors, and follow-up surveys.
Note: Valid N = 1,687.
aIn multivariate analysis, household size is included as a continuous variable ranging from
1 to 8.



adding in the number of civic activities (model 2)—a summary index 
of various ways in which the individual connects to his or her com-
munity—does not help us understand who will or will not return a cen-
sus form. Except for a marginally significant positive effect of living 
in the neighborhood for more than ten years, none of the other com-
munity characteristics have a statistically significant effect on census
participation.

In contrast, adding the household-type indicators and household size
(model 3) finds many statistically significant relationships. In other words,
understanding household composition helps us to predict the likelihood
of census cooperation. Compared to the “traditional family” households in

Table 4.5 Logistic Regression Comparing Community and Family
Effects on Census Cooperation and Voting

Voted in 1996 
Census Cooperation Presidential Election

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Community involvement
Length in communitya

Less than one year .088 .090 −.044 .116 .116 .132
More than ten years .322† .320† .328† .415*** .406*** .419***

Church attendance .004 .004 .003 .007** .005† .004
Number of memberships −.070 −.076 −.076 .123** .024 .028

Number of civic activities .015 .025 .230*** .213***

Household composition
Household typea

Lives alone −.728* −.378†

Single, adult roommates −.705* −.468**
Single with kids −.926** −.148
Married, no kids .031 −.073

Household size −.229** −.043

Source: Models 1 to 3: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census follow-up survey, May–June 2000
(N = 1,570). Models 4 to 6: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline survey, March 2000
(N = 3,880).
Notes: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients from logistic regression. Models control
for gender, age, education, race, employment, urbanicity, party identification, and political
interest and knowledge. See table 4A.1 for full model.
aCompared to one to ten years in the same community and married with children under
eighteen present in the household.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Table 4A.1 Community and Family Effects on Voting and Census Cooperation: Full Models

Census Cooperation Vote in 1996

(1) (2) (3) (1) (2) (3)

Control variables
Female .491** .487** .514** .414*** .365*** .387***
Age .100*** .099*** .055* .109*** .097*** .083***
Age squared −.001** −.001** .000 −.001*** −.001** .000*
Years of education .074† .073† .057 .172*** .160*** .161***
African American −.730** −.726** −.597* .002 .043 .089
Hispanic −.105 −.105 .030 −.309† −.279† −.285†

Asian American −.456 −.456 −.604 −1.723*** −1.728*** −1.778***
Working .235 .231 .261 .525*** .487*** .493***
Rurala −.576** −.576** −.563** −.184 −.209† −.187
Central citya .030 .031 .070 −.170† −.156 −.129
Republican .175 .174 .115 1.042*** 1.039*** 1.036***
Democrat .521** .521** .526** .998*** .997*** 1.008***
Interest in politics .398 .390 .411 1.551*** 1.460*** 1.465***
Political knowledge −.024 −.031 −.031 1.111*** 1.048*** 1.035***

Community involvement
Length in communitya

Less than one year .088 .090 −.044 .116 .116 .132
More than ten years .322† .320† .328† .415*** .406*** .419***

Church attendance .004 .004 .003 .007** .005† .004
Number of memberships −.070 −.076 −.076 .123** .024 .028
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Number of civic activities .015 .025 .230*** .213***

Family composition
Household typea

Lives alone −.728* −.378†

Single, adult roommates −.705* −.468**
Single, with kids −.926** −.148
Married, no kids .031 −.073

Household size −.229** −.043

Constant −2.775*** −2.748*** −.466 −7.552*** −7.229*** −6.622***

Model chi-square 125.1*** 125.1*** 156.3*** 1284.5*** 1311.3*** 1323.4***
Degrees of freedom 18 19 24 18 19 24

Change in chi-square 4.9 .04 31.2*** 46.1*** 26.8*** 12.1*
Degrees of freedom 4 1 5 4 1 5

Nagelkerke R2 .14 .14 .17 .42 .43 .43
Valid N 1,570 1,570 1,570 3,880 3,880 3,880

Source: Authors’ compilation, SIQSS census baseline, monitors, and follow-up surveys.
Notes: Cell entries are unstandardized coefficients from logistic regression.
aCompared to medium urban areas, one to ten years in the same community, and married with children under eighteen present in the house-
hold.
†p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .00
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