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Introduction

The actual enumeration shall be made within three
years after the first meeting of the Congress of the

United States, and within every subsequent term of ten
years, in such manner as they shall by law direct.

—Constitution of the United States of America, article I, section 2

THE DECENNIAL CENSUS sounds so simple. Just count everyone across the
nation and add up the numbers. Yet this seemingly mundane task is any-
thing but simple and more than a little controversial. The census contro-
versies in 2000, for instance, focused on issues of representation for
minorities, privacy and confidentiality, and partisan politics. The political
stakes of census participation are high. The decennial population count
determines the number of seats a state gets in Congress and forms the basis
for redrawing congressional districts and other political boundaries within
a state. The census figures are used to distribute billions of dollars each year
in federal grants to states and localities for everything from education to
highways. Given that two of the most fundamental government com-
modities—money and representation—are linked to the census count, it is
hardly surprising that it fuels political battles.

At the center of census politics is the fact that no population count is
completely accurate. Moreover, some individuals in society are more dif-
ficult to count than others, and these undercounted individuals are dis-
proportionately ethnic and racial minorities. Every decision regarding the
undercount is fraught with practical and political considerations. Deciding
which procedures to implement to ensure the most complete count, how
to estimate the undercount, whether to use adjusted population figures—
these are all difficult decisions with political consequences. Because of those
consequences, congressional involvement in and oversight of the 2000 cen-
sus was unprecedented. Starting two years before the census, the director
of the Census Bureau, Kenneth Prewitt, testified before Congress 23 times,
responded to over 150 letters from the House Subcommittee on the Census
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(which itself held 17 hearings on Census 2000 design issues), and cooper-
ated with 522 field visits by the U.S. General Accounting Office, the
Congressional Monitoring Board, and the Commerce Department inspec-
tor general. Members of Congress as well as half a dozen executive branch
advisory committees had strong views about how the census should be
conducted. Before arriving in Washington to begin his term, Prewitt was
repeatedly told that he was accepting an impossible task. After a few weeks
in the job, he quipped that the task must not be so difficult after all because
he had yet to meet anyone not prepared to tell him how to do it.

In the prosperous economy of the 1990s, there was agreement across the
political aisle on one major issue: the Census Bureau should attempt to
improve the traditional population count by mounting a massive (and
expensive) promotional campaign aimed at mobilizing public cooperation.
It is a difficult task to motivate a diverse, mobile, and sometimes distrust-
ful society to participate in a civic activity for which there is little obvious
individual benefit. But toward that goal, the bureau designed an effort that
would become characterized as the “largest peacetime mobilization” in
U.S. history.

Our initial research aim was to monitor this mobilization effort in real
time, rigorously evaluating the effectiveness of the census campaign.
Originally the project was broadly motivated by two key motivating ques-
tions: What explains why some people participate in the census and others
do not? And is there something the Census Bureau can do to stimulate par-
ticipation? In the midst of the campaign, however, issues of privacy and
confidentiality unexpectedly emerged as a focus of census controversy.
Given the bipartisan support for the mobilization effort, the Census Bureau
was unprepared for a political debate that would ultimately question the
bureau’s very right to collect census data beyond a basic head count. This
debate centered on the census long form: within the heightened political
context of an election year, and with growing public concern about privacy
issues, an acrimonious controversy emerged regarding the form’s intru-
siveness. Some of the same political leaders who had approved each of the
questions on the long-form questionnaire now encouraged individuals
not to fully complete the census. Congressman Ron Paul, for instance,
introduced legislation to prohibit the Census Bureau from collecting any
information from citizens except name, address, and the number of people
per residence, on the justification that “all of this additional information
being requested by the Census Bureau is a major intrusion on the privacy
of American citizens.”1 Although this and similar bills failed, criticism of
the census was widespread. The concern focused primarily on a few
long-form questions but expanded into a larger discussion about the pri-
vacy and confidentiality of the census generally. Thus, this book has also
come to focus on the influence of the privacy debate on public attitudes and



census cooperation. More specifically we ask whether the privacy contro-
versy that arose during the mobilization campaign depressed census par-
ticipation among some segments of the population. And we assess the
extent to which the negative rhetoric about the census long form may have
influenced cooperation with the census short form as well.

Just one year before the census, the majority of Americans were un-
aware that a census count would even take place (Belden Russonello and
Stewart Research and Communications 1999). The publicity campaign was
launched in late 1999 and gathered enough momentum leading up to Census
Day—April 1, 2000—that it was successful in building public awareness of
the census; by March 2000, with the mobilization campaign in full swing,
the privacy debate had found an audience primed to hear census-related
messages, even messages, it turned out, that pulled in opposite directions.
From one side, there were positive, reassuring statements about the census
from civic leaders, local politicians, and a massive advertising campaign
that collectively emphasized the civic benefits of census cooperation. At the
same time, though for a much briefer period, the public was bombarded
with negative rhetoric, especially from talk show hosts and editorial pages,
but also from highly visible political personalities. Here the repeated mes-
sage was that the census was an unwarranted invasion of privacy. Thus,
the experience of the 2000 census provides a real-world opportunity to
explore a classic social science question about the role and influence of
competing information campaigns and, on a more fundamental level, to
look at the determinants of civic participation.

Our analysis of the effects of the mobilization campaign and the privacy
debate has two broad purposes. First, we hope that our analysis of census
participation from a social science perspective will contribute to a theoret-
ical understanding of the impact of competing information campaigns on
the attitudes and behavior of the American public. Second, our evaluation
of the 2000 census experience will be helpful to the Census Bureau as it pre-
pares for the decennial census in 2010 and beyond. Here we apply the find-
ings from our theoretically motivated empirical analysis to the practicalities
of policymaking to help answer the fundamental question of why some
households willingly return their census forms and others do not.

Thus, this book was written with both social science scholars and cen-
sus policymakers in mind. We recognize the difficulty of trying to speak to
a diverse readership. Some readers may view our coverage of social science
research and theories to be incomplete, while others may consider that dis-
cussion irrelevant. Some readers may view our empirical analysis as too
focused on methodological technicalities, while others may view it as not
technical enough. But these are risks worth taking. Far too often academics
and policymakers do not share their learned knowledge, and as a result re-
search and social commentary only rarely converge. We believe that policy
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advice should be rooted in neutral social science analysis, and that social
scientists should account for real-world politics in their analysis and con-
sider the practical implications of their findings. In this book, we attempt
to translate social science findings into policy recommendations, applying
the results of our empirical analysis to the known constraints and likely
developments in census-taking. As such, we hope this book contributes to
both improved census enumerations and broader social science research
about civic participation in American society.

WHY STUDY THE CENSUS?
For those of us who study political and social behavior, statistical data
about the U.S. population are our livelihood. All branches of empirical
social science—research on labor market behavior, social mobility, educa-
tional attainment, urbanization, the dynamics of race relations, immigrant
assimilation, and on and on—use data from the nation’s statistical agen-
cies, which are based on one level or another on the decennial census. Of
course, government survey and statistical data are not generated, at a cost
of approximately $5 billion a year (excluding decennial census costs), to
satisfy the empirical social sciences. Public policy, democratic accountabil-
ity, social justice, and commercial activities—to name only the most obvi-
ous applications—draw on statistics about the size, geographic distribution,
and other relevant characteristics of America’s population and establish-
ments. These statistics, collected by seventy federal agencies, come directly
from individuals and organizations that complete forms. The decennial
census is the heart and backbone of our national statistical system, the
largest source of statistical data, and the benchmark against which other
surveys are calibrated. It is therefore critical to understand why some indi-
viduals cooperate with the census count while others do not.

Like most social scientists, one of the authors of this book had casually
assumed the strength of the nation’s statistical system, but experiencing
that system at its core—directing the Census Bureau during a decennial
census—was sobering. The robustness of this system rests on a fragile
base—the willingness of the American public to check boxes and fill in
blanks. If this willingness falters, as it may, either there will be no national
statistical system or, much more likely, the government and the commer-
cial sector will devise an information system based on administrative
records and involuntary surveillance, data sources that do not, at least
presently, have the same level of quality control that is built into the cen-
sus and sample-based surveys. The stakes are not trivial.

Throughout our analysis, we define census cooperation as voluntarily
mailing back the census form. Since 1970, the Census Bureau has mailed a
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census form to every known American household with a postal address, to
be completed and mailed back. (Five-sixths of households receive the short
form, and the remaining one-sixth receive the long form, which also
includes all short-form questions.) The Census Bureau must send employ-
ees door to door to enumerate the households that do not return a form, at
considerable cost and effort. Although the households counted by census
enumerators do technically cooperate in the population count, participa-
tion by mail-back form is more cost-effective and produces higher-quality
data. Thus, our interest is in understanding the many factors—both inter-
nal and external to a household—that shape mail-back cooperation.

Although census cooperation is required by law, mailing back the form
is ultimately voluntary, since households can fulfill their legal duty by wait-
ing until an enumerator knocks on the door. The Census Bureau acknowl-
edged during the 2000 count that it did not intend to bring legal action
against anyone who avoided the census or even outright refused to coop-
erate. The bureau’s reasoning was simple—initiating legal action could
backfire and reduce more than increase cooperation. Moreover, a national
census simply would not be logistically possible without voluntary coop-
eration (Bulmer 1979; Melnick 1981). Thus, there remains considerable
variation in census cooperation to be explained, not only in mail-back par-
ticipation but in the completeness of the forms returned. Thus, even though
the census is mandated by law, there is much to be learned about why
some participate in this civic activity and others do not.

CENSUS PARTICIPATION
As we look at the predictors of census participation, it is helpful to empha-
size that, like other forms of civic or political participation, census coopera-
tion requires both the capacity and the motivation to participate (Verba,
Schlozman, and Brady 1995). The census mobilization campaign was focused
on motivating all American households to participate, but throughout our
analysis we also take into account that some households are better equipped
than others with the skills and resources necessary for census cooperation.
Although the skills required for completing a census short form may be
lower than the skills needed for other forms of civic and political partici-
pation, census cooperation nonetheless requires some basic skills and re-
sources. The complex and difficult-to-understand residency rules, for
example, are necessary to capture the great variety in household compo-
sition across the country. Completing and returning a census form (either
short or long form) is no doubt more difficult for the illiterate, the dis-
abled, and the non-English-speaking.2 And for the census long form, more

Introduction 5



extensive skills—such as an ability to follow complicated instructions,
math skills to calculate requested estimates, and reading comprehension
skills—may be needed to fully and accurately answer the questions. In addi-
tion to these basic skills, census form completion requires time. Although
the minutes it takes to complete a census form every ten years may seem
like a rather minor obligation, a decade horizon is not the context in which
most people judge the burden. Rather, the minutes required to fill out a
census form come directly from the time an individual has today—or even
the shorter amount of time available after the workday has ended, the kids
have been fed, and the daily chores are done. Within that context, the cen-
sus long form might be viewed as a particularly steep burden. And even
the few minutes required to complete the short form inevitably come at the
expense of some other activity. To an increasingly hurried and harried
public, answering the census questions is more likely to be viewed as a nui-
sance than an opportunity.

Beyond time and skills, census participation requires motivation. In-
dividuals must ultimately make a conscious and deliberate choice to under-
take the action of completing the census form. The particular motivation
behind cooperating with the census may vary for different individuals.
Some may be motivated by a sense of civic duty. Others may be motivated
by a material desire to bring more resources to their community. Still others
may be motivated by social pressures from friends, family, or neighbors (or
children—there was a significant push within the public schools to increase
the cooperation of households with school-age children). And there are
some who are no doubt grudgingly motivated by the simple fact that cen-
sus cooperation is mandatory, reasoning that it is easier to fill out the form
than to have an enumerator come knocking on the door at a later date. The
challenge for the Census Bureau, then, was to create a mobilization cam-
paign that could somehow motivate a busy public to cooperate with the
census count.

BACKGROUND AND CONTRIBUTION
In examining census cooperation in the context of the mobilization effort
and the privacy debate, we address both theoretical and empirical ques-
tions about civic participation and the influence of information campaigns
on mass attitudes and behavior. As such, our analysis is grounded in and
builds on theories from political science, political psychology, and mass
communication. To this broad literature our analysis offers three primary
contributions. First, we extend the extensive research on campaign effects
(both political and information-based) with a rigorous evaluation of the
massive census mobilization campaign, using a unique methodological
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design and investigating possible differential effects within the population.
Second, we take advantage of the quasi-natural experiment created with
the eruption of the privacy debate to examine the effect of competing cen-
sus messages, thus building on the framing effects literature. Finally, with
our examination of the empirical links between census participation and
other forms of civic and political engagement, our study has implications
for the classic research on civic engagement and social capital. We offer a
brief background on each of these bodies of research in turn.

Studies focused on the influence of information campaigns on public
attitudes date to the early 1900s. Prewar theories of what in that period was
labeled propaganda assumed that the public could easily be swayed by
media messages (Lasswell 1927; Lippmann 1922). Indeed, many scholars
feared that the media had the power to shape and control the ideas, atti-
tudes, and behaviors of the mass public. Yet the earliest empirical studies
found that political campaigns and media messages had only a minimal
impact on public attitudes (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Klapper
1960; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gauzet 1948). This minimal effects per-
spective became the conventional wisdom for the next half-century, with
scholars concluding that “mass communications ordinarily do not serve as
a necessary and sufficient cause of audience [persuasion] effects . . . [and]
when mass communication does affect people, these effects tend to be
minor and short-lived” (Klapper 1960, 8). In political science, scholars found
that they could instead predict civic engagement, political participation,
and voter turnout quite adequately by accounting only for fixed socio-
economic and political factors. Because civic engagement requires time,
skills, and motivation, it is possible to identify who has these necessary
resources and who does not. Research has found, for instance, that better-
educated, older, wealthier, and more politically interested individuals are
significantly more likely to vote, volunteer, and participate (see, for exam-
ple, Nie, Junn, and Stehlik-Berry 1996; Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1980).
Only recently has research found that both individual characteristics and
campaign factors—when appropriately measured—are important predic-
tors of civic and political engagement (Hillygus and Jackman 2003;
Holbrook 1996; Shaw 1999).

Proponents of various public information campaigns, especially health
campaigns, experienced a similar shift in expectations about campaign
effects. It was initially assumed that media campaigns could shape the atti-
tudes, beliefs, and behaviors of the mass public, but empirical studies soon
found that public health campaigns did not usually engender the antici-
pated outcomes (Atkin and Wallack 1990; Maccoby and Solomon 1981;
Robertson 1976;). Anti-drunk-driving campaigns have been pervasive in
recent decades but have been found to have no direct effect on youth binge-
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drinking or drunk-driving behavior (Yanovitzky and Bennett 1999). One ex-
tensive seat-belt advertising campaign was found to have saturated the
target market, yet those reporting exposure to the message were no more
likely to wear their seat belts (Gantz, Fitzmaurice, and Yoo 1990). The inten-
sive, five-year Minnesota Heart Health Program sought to reduce morbidity
and mortality from coronary heart disease using mass media, community
organizations, and direct education, but an evaluative study found that it
had no appreciable impact on health behaviors or risk factor levels (Luepker
et al. 1994). Even Surgeon General C. Everett Koop’s massive AIDS/HIV
information campaign, which included an informational mailing to every
U.S. household, could not be directly linked to changes in risky behaviors
or increases in knowledge about the virus (Singer, Rogers, and Glassman
1991). As Lawrence Wallack (1990, 370) laments, “The mass media are not
the magic bullet of health promotion and disease prevention.”

The apparent ineffectiveness of political and health information cam-
paigns contrasts starkly with the obvious success of commercial advertis-
ing. Advertising agencies can offer thousands of examples of products
flying off the shelves after an extended marketing effort. Civic mobiliza-
tion is quite different, however. Whereas the purpose of commercial adver-
tising is to persuade an individual that he or she will benefit from a product
or service, civic mobilization often requires persuading an individual to
participate in an activity that has little direct benefit. If the hamburger or
children’s toy or latest movie gives immediate gratification, voting or fill-
ing out a census form is a different kind of sell. Like other forms of civic
engagement, census participation is inherently a collective action problem.
Cooperating with the census count contributes to an enormous societal
and community good but offers little tangible benefit to the participant.
The benefits are distant and indirect, getting no closer than the possibility
that your local community will receive marginally more federal monies
than might otherwise have been the case. As we discuss in chapter 2, the
census campaign was developed to emphasize concrete benefits and
worked hard to personalize those so that the household would come to
see that census cooperation could lead to improved emergency services or
local schools. Even still, scholars now recognize that it is exceedingly dif-
ficult for an information campaign to influence public attitudes—whether
about voting, health, or the census—and it is harder to influence behavior
than attitudes. For example, it is much easier to persuade the American
public of the health benefits of regular exercise than to persuade them to
actually get off the couch. Here, of course, we are ultimately interested in
census behavior.

This study extends the campaign effects literature beyond the electoral
and public health arenas to focus on the potential for civic mobilization.
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Can an overloaded and disengaged society be mobilized to participate in
a decennial population count with a massive promotional campaign? What
was the impact of the campaign on census awareness, knowledge, opin-
ions, and, most critically, participation? In evaluating the influence of the
census campaign, we also examine differential campaign effects within the
population. The Census Bureau was particularly concerned about mobi-
lizing the portion of the population historically undercounted, especially
racial and ethnic minorities. There is a perverse finding in communications
research that information campaigns often benefit only those individuals
who are already well informed, thereby actually widening the gap between
the “information-rich” and the “information-poor.” In other words, cam-
paigns may increase overall levels of knowledge (or participation), but
they may also increase information and participation inequalities. This so-
called knowledge gap hypothesis has been found to be prevalent in polit-
ical campaigns and public health campaigns (Berinsky 2005; Gaziano and
Gaziano 1996; Hyman and Sheatsley 1947; Kwak 1999; Star and Hughes
1950; Tichenor, Donohue, and Olien 1970).3 Thus, even though the Census
Bureau was particularly concerned about mobilizing the hardest-to-count
populations, the knowledge gap hypothesis implies that one consequence
of the census mobilization campaign might be to worsen the differential
undercount by improving cooperation only among the easiest-to-count
populations (suburban whites). In this study, we evaluate the effects of the
census campaign for the population as whole, but also examine differen-
tial effects for racial and ethnic minorities.

In thinking about the influence of information campaigns, recent mass
communications research now recognizes that media effects are often more
nuanced and complex than had once been assumed. The impact of an infor-
mation campaign on the mass public depends on a number of different fac-
tors related to the message, source, and receiver. Some messages—especially
those that are intense and presented with a unified voice—are more effective
than other messages; some message sources—politicians from your own
party compared to those from the opposing party—are viewed as more cred-
ible than others; and some receivers or audiences—especially those with less
passionate views—are more persuadable than others.

Perhaps most simply, it is important to remember that the public is not a
tabula rasa: people have existing attitudes and beliefs that interact with any
new information they encounter. As such, information campaigns are gen-
erally less effective at telling people what to think than at telling them what
to think about. Public discussion can be shaped by drawing attention to
some issues and not others (agenda-setting) and by focusing on particular
aspects of those issues (framing). By framing an issue to emphasize some
values and facts over others, information campaigns can lead individuals to
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focus on those considerations in constructing their opinion (Nelson, Oxley,
and Clawson 1997). Thus, even if a campaign does not directly persuade the
public with a specific message or advertisement, it can have a profound
indirect effect by shaping how the public perceives and evaluates an issue
or topic.

Issue framing is critical to public debate because most public issues—
certainly the census—are complex. Research has found, for instance, that
the less information an individual has about an issue, or the greater his or
her degree of ambivalence about it, the greater the possible impact of new
information (Druckman 2001; Zaller 1992). Certainly most Americans spend
little time thinking about the census. And to the extent that the American
public does hold predispositions of relevance to census cooperation, they
might include a wide range of attitudes and values, some of which might
be in conflict. For instance, an individual might feel a basic commitment to
civic responsibility but also have reservations about sharing personal infor-
mation. Because of such complexities, the framing of an issue can “be pivo-
tal in directing public opinion by making a case in favor of one of the two
competing values” (Nelson 2004, 582). The Census Bureau spent millions
of dollars to frame discussion of the census in terms of the positive bene-
fits of cooperation. The Census Bureau assumed that the 2000 mobilization
campaign would be a rare instance in which political leadership offered a
unified message. This assumption held until the eruption of the privacy
debate. Then, for a brief but critical period, political consensus about cen-
sus cooperation broke down. The privacy debate offered a different and
explicitly negative frame about the census, one that played to a public pre-
disposed to mistrust an intrusive government. Thus, our analysis must do
more than simply evaluate an information campaign; it must sort out the
influence of the competing census frames that were pushed into public dis-
course. Do competing frames simply nullify one another, or does just one
frame, perhaps the more intense one, shape mass opinion and behavior?
The few works that have explicitly considered the effect of opposing frames
have concluded that competing frames effectively cancel each other out
(Brewer 2002; Druckman 2004; Sniderman and Theriault 2004). The un-
expected privacy debate offers the opportunity to explore the influence of
competing frames on census cooperation in the context of a real-world
application.

Finally, our research contributes to the pervasive civic engagement liter-
ature. The decline in census cooperation in recent decades has often been
viewed through the lens of the concurrent downward spiral in civic engage-
ment in the late twentieth century.4 Although the extent of the dire progno-
sis for American democracy remains the subject of considerable debate,
scholars have linked civic engagement to a wide range of public goods,
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including a nation’s prospects for effective, responsive self-government,
individual development, and economic prosperity (Brehm and Rahn 1997;
Fukuyama 1995; Inglehart 1999; Putnam 2000; Skocpol and Fiorina 1999).
So, to the extent that census participation can be viewed as a civic activity,
understanding census participation has implications for the health and
prospects of our national civic life. In modeling the determinants of census
participation, we explicitly evaluate the parallels between census participa-
tion and political participation, examining the impact of social capital on
both. Thus, this analysis also considers the impact and importance of social
capital and helps us answer the fundamental motivating question of why
some individuals cooperate with the census and others do not, and whether
such cooperation can be encouraged with a mobilization campaign.

DIFFICULTIES OF MEASURING MOBILIZATION
Before turning to the specifics of our research design, we should acknowl-
edge and discuss one inherent difficulty of evaluating campaign effects
that is conceptual in nature. How exactly do we define and measure the
campaign? The way a campaign is operationalized and measured has a
profound effect on our understanding of it and of its influence on the mass
public. Indeed, much of the contemporary debate about campaign effects
in political science and mass communications is focused on seemingly
technical issues of methodological approach and variable measurement
(Iyengar 2001). As we discuss in the next section, our study design recog-
nizes these various conceptual and methodological issues.

One of the most common approaches to evaluating campaign effects is
to rely on mass surveys. Historically, research attempted to assess the effect
of a campaign by using a cross-sectional survey after the campaign. Political
science survey research finds, for instance, that self-reported contact from
a campaign correlates with voter turnout (Rosenstone and Hansen 1993).
Unfortunately, the explicit link between contact and voter behavior cannot
be confirmed with a one-shot survey because candidates often target con-
tact to individuals who are already planning to vote. Surveys may be
powerful tools for analyzing relationships at a given point in time, but a
single survey cannot gauge attitudinal or behavioral change. Longitudinal
studies, in which measures are repeatedly asked of different people, can
track aggregate changes, but only a panel survey design, in which the same
individuals are measured at different points in time, can link individual
changes in attitude or behavior to campaign efforts. Although more com-
mon than in the past, longitudinal and panel surveys are considerably
more expensive than conventional surveys, so the cross-sectional survey
remains the norm in social science.
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How campaign exposure is measured within the context of a survey has
also been a source of debate. Self-reported exposure measures, in particu-
lar, have come under considerable scrutiny because of high levels of mea-
surement error (Price and Zaller 1993). Simply asking respondents to
guesstimate the number of advertisements they saw in the past week, in the
past month, or during the entire campaign is an imprecise measure of
campaign exposure. Indeed, research finding a relationship between self-
reported advertising exposure and voter turnout has been dismissed be-
cause of the blunt and error-prone measurement of self-reported advertising
exposure. Most notably, the people who best recall watching political adver-
tisements are those who were already planning to vote (Bartels 1993).

Experimental studies are able to overcome such design problems with a
more clearly delineated “campaign treatment,” but experiments have their
own problems and limitations. Although experiments allow researchers to
isolate the influence of a specific treatment, they generally have limited
external validity because they usually take place under artificial conditions.
For instance, experimental research has also found that political advertise-
ments have a considerable impact on turnout and candidate support
(Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995), but critics argue that these effects may
be exaggerated because respondents are unnaturally attentive to the ads
within the laboratory context, being unable to change the channel or make
a run to the refrigerator during commercial breaks. And because experi-
ments often use a nonrandom sample or geographically concentrated sam-
ple (such as students at a college), the experimental findings cannot be
generalized and may be difficult to replicate (Finkel and Geer 1998).

How do we isolate the 2000 census campaign from other processes that
were occurring in the society? Certainly mobilization efforts did not occur
in a vacuum. At the height of the census advertising campaign, there were
multiple sources of information—news stories, community leaders, jokes
on late night TV. Some of these other sources were designed by the Census
Bureau. In addition to the paid political advertising on TV and radio and
in newspapers, the official campaign included an ambitious community
partnerships program, a census-in-the-schools effort, and a church-based
program. These and other efforts are incorporated into our measurements.
The influence of other media attention—sometimes welcomed, sometimes
not—is less amenable to direct measurement. The public relations director
of the Census Bureau daily informed the director about press stories, not
unlike the president getting a daily intelligence briefing. Even before the
eruption of the privacy debate, there were negative stories—about delays
in hiring, local office snafus, mayors’ complaints that their city was being
overlooked, mail delays, and what had gone wrong in the previous cen-
sus—as if to tempt fate. The bureau regularly and forcefully responded to
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these stories, attempting to quiet any negative buzz and, of course, to pro-
mote spontaneous positive stories (of which there were hundreds during
the census period).

The point, of course, is the impossibility of isolating the highly directed
census mobilization from the swirl of public attention that an event as large
as a census inevitably attracts. In this book, our approach is to analyze the
role of the mobilization effort from as many angles as possible, employing
a number of innovative methodologies. At times we measured the cam-
paign by self-reported exposure to the census advertising campaign. Other
times we asked respondents whether they recognized specific television
ads. At still other times we showed the respondents a full video of a census
ad. But ultimately we had to acknowledge that the campaign encompassed
both what the Census Bureau could control and what it could not. Thus, for
example, when we measured changes in opinions and attitudes over time,
we were capturing all information about the census that individuals might
receive—whether from their neighbors, a favorite news anchor, an angry
talk show host, a union leader, or the Census Bureau itself. Though consis-
tent with a number of other studies (Bartels 1993; Zaller 1992), this is, of
course, a very broad definition of the census campaign.

Finally, we added to these various measurement strategies an experi-
mental design in which we controlled the information that the respondents
received about the census. Each of these approaches has strengths and
weaknesses; taken together they offer broad evidence about the role of
campaign efforts and the privacy debate in shaping census attitudes and
cooperation.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY
We use several data sources in this book, but the core empirical analysis for
each of the three data chapters comes from the Stanford Institute for the
Quantitative Study of Society (SIQSS) census monitoring surveys, an inno-
vative panel design conducted by Knowledge Networks and supported by
a consortium of foundations.5 (A public use data file is being prepared.)

Knowledge Networks (KN) maintains an Internet-based panel of a
national sample of households, recruited by random-digit dialing (RDD),
who either have been provided Internet access through their own computer
or are given a WebTV console to connect to the Internet.6 The KN sample is
broadly representative of the U.S. population. Although the SIQSS monitor-
ing surveys are conducted over the Internet, respondents are a probability
sample of the U.S. population. By using a methodology that produces a rep-
resentative sample of the U.S. population, KN overcomes the most common
shortfall of previous Internet surveys. The viability of this methodological
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approach has been demonstrated in a number of objective comparison tests
(Krosnick and Chang 2001; Viscusi, Huber, and Bell 2004).

SIQSS conducted a series of seven monitoring surveys from late February
to early June 2000.7 The series started with a baseline survey (February 25
to March 8) that gathered attitudinal, behavioral, and demographic data on
the 9,064 panel members randomly selected from the KN panel. The first
wave, completed well before census forms were mailed out (though not, as
would have been preferable, before any census information was reported
or advertised), made no reference to the census. It collected basic demo-
graphic data and responses to a long, detailed list of political and attitudi-
nal measures that might be expected to be related to census cooperation.
The baseline survey was completed by 7,344 respondents (81 percent
completion rate). The survey instrument was designed with the classic
studies of voting behavior and citizen participation in mind.

This initial baseline survey was followed by five monitoring surveys
that started just as census forms were mailed and concluded when the cen-
sus operation shifted from mail-out/mail-back to nonresponse follow-up,
when the bureau sent enumerators to households from which no form had
been received (March 3 to April 13). Each monitor consisted of a randomly
selected, unique subsample of approximately one-fifth of the initial base-
line sample (sampling done without replacement).8 All monitors addressed
issues relating to the mobilization campaign and the census in general,
including items on privacy and confidentiality. Finally, a follow-up survey
(June 5–6, 2000) was conducted from a random sample of baseline respon-
dents. Of the 3,042 panelists from the baseline survey who were sent the
follow-up survey, 2,413 completed the survey, for a 79 percent completion
rate. The main objective of the follow-up survey was to collect information
on the public’s experience with the form itself. To this end, we asked an array
of questions about how respondents answered the form and how they felt
about specific questions or types of questions.

In total, respondents were interviewed a maximum of three times: first
in the baseline survey before the census campaign, second in one of the
monitors during the census campaign, and finally in the follow-up after the
campaign. Such a data structure (combined longitudinal and panel survey)
gives us an opportunity to evaluate the changes in census opinions over
the course of the heightened census campaign, and much of our analysis
focuses on the over-time dynamics.

When the privacy debate erupted in mid- to late March, we fielded two
additional and separate surveys, each with a completely new sample of
respondents so that there would be no overlap between respondents in the
seven SIQSS monitoring surveys and these surveys. The first of these addi-
tional surveys was designed to gauge immediate exposure and reaction to
the privacy debate. The second was a carefully designed experiment used
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to evaluate the impact of elite and media rhetoric on census cooperation.
In total, then, our study draws on the monitoring surveys, a cross-sectional
survey, and a specially designed experiment testing the impact of the pri-
vacy debate.

Since Internet-based surveys are a relatively new methodological ap-
proach, it is worth remarking on the benefits for our particular study. First,
the technological capabilities of the methodology allowed us to go beyond
standard self-reported recall of the campaign advertising. Although we mea-
sured exposure to the campaign using this traditional measure, we were
also able to show still shots of actual ads as well as videos of full ads. We
cannot overstate the benefits of this design. To incorporate video or pictures
into a research project in the past, researchers typically gathered a group
of respondents together in an unnatural setting, most often a college class-
room. Such an approach casts serious doubts on the external validity of the
research; beyond the inconvenience to the respondents (which might influ-
ence response rates), the sample is unlikely to be nationally representative,
and watching a video in a college classroom with a room full of strangers
is hardly equivalent to watching a TV in your own living room. In contrast,
the surveys we conducted for this study, including the video and electronic
picture components, took place in the home of the respondent at his or her
convenience.

Over the course of our study, the panel component became more impor-
tant than anticipated. In addition to assessing mobilization efforts, we were
able to adapt to and measure the effects of the privacy debate that broke
out and then peaked during the field periods of the census and our moni-
toring studies. Since the privacy debate erupted while we were already
monitoring public attitudes toward the census, it created a quasi-natural
experiment, which we were able to capture and measure. Finally, we gained
considerable leverage over the effect of the privacy debate with an experi-
mental design in which we administered some of the offending questions
in the long form to members of our panel.

AN OUTLINE OF THE BOOK
In chapter 1, we provide a broad overview of the social and political context
of the 2000 census count, discussing the general and often universal prob-
lems that have plagued accurate population counts throughout American
history. We review why and how Census 2000 focused on two issues: first,
reversing or at least stabilizing the historical decline in voluntary mail
return of the census forms; and second, reducing the persistent and dispro-
portionate undercount among poor and minority segments of the popula-
tion. We discuss the many challenges the Census Bureau faced in attaining
those goals and the motivations for the massive mobilization campaign.
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In chapter 2, we describe the massive media and mobilization campaign
that the Census Bureau developed to improve census cooperation, and we
offer a rigorous empirical evaluation of its effect on census awareness,
knowledge, attitudes, and cooperation. This public outreach effort, though
designed to reach the entire population, was heavily targeted toward the
population groups that historically have been the hardest to reach and
have had the lowest participation rates—particularly African Americans,
Hispanics, and recent immigrants. We find that the census campaign was
enormously successful, especially among these targeted groups, and helped
to increase knowledge about the census and voluntary mail-back cooper-
ation. The pronounced impact of the campaign on census participation
stands in stark contrast to the conclusions of decades of research on politi-
cal and public health campaigns, which has been unable to link mobilization
efforts directly to mass behavior, and it directly challenges the assumption
of the knowledge gap literature that the campaign would fail to mobilize the
hardest-to-count groups.

In chapter 3, we discuss the politics and background of the privacy
debate and then empirically assess its effect on opinions about the census,
census cooperation, and long-form completion. Using the monitoring
studies, an experimental design, and a cross-sectional survey, we find com-
pelling evidence that the privacy debate—a decidedly partisan information
campaign—served to depress cooperation (although that effect was largely
offset by the mobilization campaign) and encouraged item nonresponse
among those receiving the census long form. This analysis offers a real-
world evaluation of competing framing effects and suggests that conflict-
ing messages can simultaneously influence public attitudes and behavior.

In chapter 4, we offer an empirical analysis and comparison of census par-
ticipation and voter turnout, evaluating the similarities and differences
between these different forms of civic engagement. This exercise reveals an
interesting discovery: many of the community engagement characteristics
long believed to predict both census cooperation and voting behavior in fact
have little impact on the decision to complete a census form. Rather, it
appears that more fundamental factors, such as household structure and fam-
ily composition, better predict census participation. This finding challenges
many of the long-standing assumptions of the Census Bureau and civic
engagement scholars and has implications for future mobilization efforts.

Finally, in chapter 5, we discuss the policy implications of our findings,
drawing out the consequences of our results for future censuses and other
government surveys. Most notably, we discuss the enduring challenges
that the Census Bureau will face in attempting to obtain a full and complete
population count of the United States and we identify the emerging threats
to our national statistical system.
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