
Chapter 13
Potential Explanations for Why People
Are Missed in the U.S. Census

Abstract Knowing the characteristic of people most likely to be missed in the
Census is not the same as knowing why they are missed. In this Chapter information
is provided on several of the leading ideas about why people are missed in the Census
along with data related to many of the ideas. The topic is first approached from broad
theoretical perspective then more detailed reasons are examined. The chapter draws
heavily on the literature in survey research methodology.

13.1 Introduction

Most of this book has focused on the characteristics of people and groups that have
high census net undercount and omissions rates. But knowing the characteristics of
people who are missed is different from knowing why they are missed. This Chapter
explores several possible reasons why people are missed in the U.S. Census and
examines statistical data related tomanyof the ideas. Someof the ideas examinedhere
reflect broad factors (like the characteristics of households and living arrangements)
and some reflect narrow factors (like the imputation algorithm used by the Census
Bureau).

It is widely believed that there is no single reason why people are missed in the
Census. With respect to differential undercounts of racial and ethnic groups, de la
Puente (1993, p. 2) captured the dominant perspective more than 20 years ago,

Empirically and in the aggregate, there is no single reason why a disproportionate number
of ethnic and racial minorities were not counted by the 1990 census. Rather, there are a
constellation of factors that interact and contribute to the differential undercount.

The quote above focuses on undercounts by race and ethnicity, but the lack of
a single predominant reason for people being missed in the Census goes beyond
race and ethnic groups. With respect to the high net undercount of young children,
the Census Bureau Task Force on the Undercount of Young Children (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau 2014) concluded, “The task force is convinced that there is no single
cause for this undercount”.
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Despite several reports that address the issue of why people are missed and/or
barriers to enumeration in the Census (U.S. Census Bureau 1992; de la Puente 1993;
Martin and de la Puente 1993; Simpson and Middleton 1997; Schwede and Terry
2013;West and Fein 1990) there is no consensus framework for examining this issue.
Because the Decennial Census is a large and complex operation, there is widespread
belief that people aremissed in theCensus formany different reasons, and researchers
approach census omissions frommany different disciplines and perspectives, it is not
surprising that there is no consensus on the best framework to use for understanding
this problem.

13.2 What Is an Omission?

Determining what is an omissions in the Census is not as easy as it may seem.
For example, in the 2010 Census there were 6 million whole person imputations
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012a, Table 6). People are imputed into the Census count if
they don’t self-respond and there is good evidence they exist (for example, a housing
unit that looks occupied), but the Census enumerator can never find anyone at home.
If a person does not respond to the Census but data are imputed to represent them in
the census count is that an omission?

Also, some households and persons are included in the Census by proxy respon-
dents. If a Census enumerator is unable to contact residents of a household after
several attempts, the enumerator may seek data on the household from someone like
a neighbor or a landlord. These are referred to as proxy respondents. Should people
included in the census count by proxy respondents be called omissions?

It is also important to make a distinction between people who are totally missed
in the Census and those who are included but misclassified. For example, if a Black
person is included in the Census, but has their race coded as White (perhaps because
that characteristic was imputed) that would not impact overall omissions, but it would
impact the omissions for Blacks and Whites.

13.3 Broad Ideas About Why People Are Missed
in the Census

Many of the ideas or theories about why people are missed in the Census are linked
to broader questions of non-responsiveness in surveys (National Research Council
2013; Groves and Couper 1998). Several leading theories for understanding omis-
sions in surveys and censuses from a theoretical perspective, including social capital
theory, leverage-saliency theory, social exchange theory, are discussed in a report by
the National Research Council (National Research Council 2013, pp. 33–36).
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Table 13.1 Why barriers leads to being missed in the census

Barrier How barriers leads to being missed in the census

Complex households In complex households, more people are likely to be unrelated to the
householder. Respondents are often uncertain whether to include
someone who is not directly related to the householder. In addition
respondents may be confused about concepts such as household and
family and staying temporarily versus living at the census address

Irregular housing units Irregular housing units may not get on the Master Address File and
therefore not receive a Census questionnaire

Lack or cooperation/trust People who don’t want to cooperate with the Census Bureau,
because they don’t trust the Census Bureau to treat their data
confidentially or for other reasons, are less like to respond to the
Census

Communication/language Respondent who are not comfortable in English may be more
reticent to respond to the Census. For some people, dealing with a
language other than the one they are comfortable with, is just one
more hurdle to participating in the Census

Renters In general renters have less attachment to their community than
home-owners and therefore may be less likely to engage in this civic
activity so they are less likely to respond to the Census. Renters are
also more mobile

Socio-economic status People with lower socio-economic characteristics like poverty,
unemployment and lower levels of education, are pressed by issues
other than the Census. They are less likely to see the salience of
returning a census questionnaire. Some may not even receive a
questionnaire (related to other barriers)

Residential mobility People who are highly mobile around Census day may be moving
between housing units and not receive a census questionnaire.
Renters are also less committed to their community and may not see
the salience or the benefits or returning a census questionnaire

Non-city
style/non-tradition
addresses

These housing units are less likely to be on the Master Address File
and therefore may not receive a Census questionnaire

Note This table draws heavily from Appendix 1, in Robinson et al. (2007)

A report by Robinson et al. (2007) lists several barriers to census enumeration and
in Appendix 1 of the report they explain how each barrier is tied to the likelihood of
being missed in the Census. Table 13.1 lists the barriers offered by Robinson et al.
(2007) and a short explanation of how each barrier could results in someone not be
counted in the Census.

Other researchers have provided similar ideas about why people are missed in the
Census (West and Fein 1990; de la Punte 1993; Schwede et al. 2015).
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13.4 People Missed in the Census Due to Failure of Steps
in the Data Collection Process

Another approach to understanding why people are missed in the Census is offered
by researchers who examine the steps in the data collection process and try to under-
stand which step failed and why (Beimer et al. 1991). Many researchers start by
decomposing Census coverage along the lines of Olson (2009) who posits that any
omissions in the Census-taking process must come from a failure of one of three
steps below;

• Failure to enumerate housing unit,
• Failure to get a complete and accurate roster of household members,
• Failure to get information for a person on the roster.

To reconfigure these three reasons for omissions, the first means the household did
not get enumerated, and the second and third, means the household was enumerated,
but not everyone in the household who should have been included, was included in
the Census count.

13.5 Missing Households

Table 13.2 shows 4.2 million housing units were missed in the 2010 Census. Of the
4.2 million housing units missed, 2.2 million were occupied. This estimate is based
on comparing the housing units found in the Post-Enumeration Survey to those found
in the Census (U.S. Census Bureau 2012a). It is easy to understand why someone
living in an overlooked housing unit might be missed in the Census. It is unlikely that
the omitted housing units received a census questionnaire and therefore it is unlikely
that occupants of those housing units were included in the 2010 Census.

The number of persons in the missed households is not directly available from the
Census Bureau, but if the 2.2 million occupied households that were missed had the
average number of persons per household in the 2010 Census (2.58) (U.S. Census

Table 13.2 Housing units omitted in the 2010 census

Census count of housing
units (in millions

Number omitted (in
millions)

Percent omitted

U.S. total 131.7 4.2 3.2

Occupied 116.7 2.2 1.9

Owner-occupied 76.0 1.2 1.6

Renter-occupied 40.7 1.0 2.5

Vacant 15.0 2.0 13.2

Source U.S. Census Bureau (2012a), Table 3
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Bureau 2018a) the missed households would account for 5.7 million missed persons
out of a total of almost 16million omissions in the 2010 Census (U.S. Census Bureau
2012b, Table 2). Missed housing units appears to be a big reason for the high number
of omissions in the 2010 Census.

There are several reasons why housing units may be missed in the Census. In
some cases, homeowners turn a basement or a garage into a separate housing unit
so what appears to be a single-family residence is a multi-unit structure and the new
housing units are easy to miss. Mahler (1993) indicates landlords sometime create
illegal units in multi-unit structures and they are reluctant to reveal the existence of
these units.

In many rural areas housing units may be far off the road and hidden from view
and so they are not included in the Master Address File. For example, de la Puente
(1993, p. 15) states,

In rural areas, unlike in urban areas, unmarked and/or hidden roads and mismatches between
mail delivery address of housing units and the actual physical location of the housing unit
are conditions associated with the omissions of housing units from the Census.

Also, in both urban and rural settings Census Bureau canvassers must determine if
a housing unit is inhabitable. If a building is deemed uninhabitable it will not receive
a Census questionnaire. Making a judgment about the inhabitability of a structure
is difficult, despite guidance provided by the Census Bureau; but just as important,
some structures that are deemed uninhabitable may actually have people living there.
Kissam (2017) and Fein (1989) provide detailed descriptions of some of the many
ways housing units are likely to be missed in the Census.

13.6 People Omitted on Census Questionnaires that Are
Returned

In addition to people who are not counted because their whole householdwasmissed,
some people may bemissed because they were left off Census questionnaires. People
may be omitted because they are left off a questionnaire that wasmailed back, missed
by an enumerator during theNon-Response Followup operation or possiblymissed in
another way such as an incorrect proxy response, a data processing error, or incorrect
imputation.

Most omissions can be classified as the result of either confusion or concealment.
Confusion can lead to a missed person if the respondent is confused about whether
a given person should be thought of as part of the household or family and included
in the census questionnaire. Confusion can also lead to a person being missed if the
respondent is unsure if a certain type of person (like a young child or noncitizen) is
supposed to be included in the Census.

Other people may be left off Census questionnaires because the respondent wants
to conceal a person or whole household from the authorities. There are many reasons
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why a person might be concealed. For example, some people fear the federal gov-
ernment and they see the Census Bureau as just another federal government agency.
Growing fear of the federal government in many communities is likely to be a big
factor in the 2020 Census.

13.7 People Omitted in the Census Because of Confusion

The “usual place of residence” is a key concept used by the Census, but Martin
(1999, 2007) argues that concept is not always clear to respondents and attachment
to a single household may not apply to some people. Martin talks about the concept
of “residential ambiguity” which reflects uncertainty about whether an individual
belongs to a housing unit or household. Moreover, most of the rules respondents
usually use to determine who they think lives in their household (economic contri-
butions, doing household chores, receiving mail at the address) are not the rules used
in the Census, so respondents may be confused about the concepts of families and
households used in the Census. According to West and Robinson (1999, p. 10),

The Census rules of residence instruct that the person in whose name the house or apartment
is owned, being bought or rented be listed as person 1 on the form. The respondent is then
asked to identify members of the household in relation to person 1. This often contradicts
the respondent’s notion of family or household.

It is easy to understand how someonewho is onlymarginally attached to a housing
unit may be missed in the Census. Whoever is filling out the Census questionnaire
for a household may think the marginally attached person does not really live in
the housing unit, so they are not entered on the Census roster. It is also feasible
that the person filling out the census questionnaire may think someone who does
not live at a housing unit continuously, for example, children in joint custody or
someone who travels on business regularly, is being counted elsewhere. In reporting
on confusion on the part of respondents in the 2010 Census, Schwede and Terry
(2013, p. 89) concluded, “Additionally, the situation of mobility of people cycling
between housing units and trying to determine from time spent in each where they
should be counted was a reason for inconsistencies”.

The problems with residence rules have been noted before. According to The
National Research Council (2004, p. 153),

The current definition of residence rules is confusing both to field enumerators and to resi-
dents. Difficulties arise for people with multiple residences, including those with movement
patterns that are primarily within a week, or those that move seasonally. Such movement
patterns are typically true of retirees, those involved in joint custody, arrangements, those
with weekend homes in the country, students away at college during the school year, and
people temporarily overseas.
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One common situation related to confusion about the occupants of a housing unit
is people living in complex households (Schwede 2018). For example, West and
Robinson (1999, p. 9) describe one situation that may lead to a child being missed
in the Census.

A child who resides in a diverse household structure and in a unique living arrangement
among multiple nuclear families…Unusual living arrangements involving people that make
it difficult for the respondent to roster the household correctly on the Census form, e.g.
presence of multiple nuclear families, unrelated people or step people of the respondent.

Complex households often involve the presence of subfamilies in a household
and that can make correct rostering of household members more complicated. One
official at the Census Bureau “…noted that she was aware of instances with multiple
families, for example, where the household respondent did not include people in the
second family” (cited in U.S. Census Bureau 2014, p. 16). Martin (2007) contends
people more remotely linked to the person filling out the census questionnaire, are
more likely to be missed.

A report from the U.S. Census Bureau (2016) indicates that many young mothers
were not included in the 2010 American Community Survey (ACS) and therefore
they arguemanywere probably unreported in theCensus.Many of the youngmothers
missed in the ACS were probably single mothers with their child(ren) living with
the parent(s) of the mother or with some other householder. It is feasible that the
respondent believes the young mother and her children are only living with them
temporarily and so does not enter them on the Census questionnaire roster. It is also
easy to imagine a grandmother filling out the Census questionnaire may think of the
young grandchild in her household as part of her daughters’ family rather than part
of her family.

A rapidly growing type of living arrangement for people (percentage-wise) is
cohabitating households. Since cohabiting couples reflect living arrangements that
are relatively unstable (compared to married-couple families) and the relationships
among adults and children are different from those in a nuclear family, it would not
be surprising if a disproportionately high share of people in cohabiting households
were not being reported in the Census.

Newborns may be particularly likely to be living in complex households A recent
report from the Census Bureau (Monte and Ellis 2014, p. 2) found “more than one in
five women with a birth in the past 12 months reported at the time of the survey that
they were living in someone else’s home”. In another analysis (Gooding 2008) shows
that 13% of mothers were not co-residing with their biological child under age 1 and
rates are higher for Blacks and Hispanics where the net undercount of people is also
higher. This may help explain the high omissions rate for young children (O’Hare
2015).
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13.8 Large and Complex Households

People living in large households may be missed for many different reasons. First,
large households are often complex households and people may be left off the ques-
tionnaire for reasons described in the previous section. Martin (1999, 2007) shows
that being closely related to the respondent in a survey greatly decreases ambiguity
related to residential attachment and complex households are more likely to have
occupants who are not closely linked to the householder.

Examination of survey data taken prior to the 2010Census shows that havingmore
than two people in the household lowers the likelihood of respondents saying they
will participate in the 2010Census independent of other factors (Walejko et al. 2011).
Data from the 2010 Census show that 84% of 2-person households mailed back their
Census questionnaire compared to only 72% of 7-person households (Letourneau
2012).

Larger households are likely to contain children and child care demands may
interfere with completing the Census questionnaire. This is a point made by Hillygus
and colleagues (2006, p. 103) who note,

Respondents who are married with children have a lower mail-back rate (83 percent) than
those who are married without children (90 percent), suggesting that the time demands of
child care work against taking on this particular duty.

In a poll conducted just prior to the 2010 Census (Pew Research Center 2010)
about a third of those who said there were not planning to participate in the 2010
Census cited “too busy or not enough time” as the reason.

13.9 Confusion About What Types of People Should Be
Included in the Census

Another reason people are missed in the Census is because respondents may believe
theCensusBureau does notwant some categories of people included in theCensus. In
a series of short surveys by the Census Bureau (Nichols et al. 2014a, b, c) respondents
were asked, “What information do you think the Census typically collects every
10 years?” and were offered several choices. The percentage who thought the Census
Bureau collects “Names of children living at your address” was 7–9 percentage
points lower than the percentage who thought the Census Bureau collects, “Names
of adults living at your address”. While this question asks about names rather than
about information on individuals, it suggests that some people think the Census does
not request information on children.

A recent report (Vargas 2018) based on a nationwide survey of Latinos conducted
by theNationalAssociation ofLatinoElectedOfficials found that 15%of respondents
who had a child under age 5 in the home would not count them in the Census or do
not know if they would count them. These attitudes help explain why young children
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have a higher omissions rate than any other age group in the 2010 Census (O’Hare
2015). Also, in their qualitative study of 2010 Census respondents Schwede and
Terry (2013) indicated many respondents do not believe the Census Bureau (or the
federal government) wants children included in the Census count.

Young children are not the only group some people think are not supposed to
be included in the Census. Data from the Census Barriers Attitudes and Motivators
Survey done in 2008, indicates only 76% of the people interviewed think the Census
Bureau wants non-citizens included in the Census (U.S. Census Bureau 2009, p. 88).
In a similar study in 2018 (U.S. Census Bureau 2018b) only 55% of respondents
were sure that noncitizens were supposed to be counted in the Census.

13.10 People Deliberately Concealed

There is evidence to support the idea that some people may be left off Census ques-
tionnaires on purpose. In some situations, there may be an effort to conceal an entire
household, and in other situations the effort may be focused on concealing selected
individual(s) within a household.

Some peoplemay also be purposively left off census questionnaires based on rules
about the housing unit where they are living. People could be left off because there are
too many people living in the housing unit relative to rules about maximum capacity.
If a housing unit is only supposed to have four people, by rule, but there are five
people who regularly live there, one may be left of the census questionnaire because
the respondent fears reporting five people in the unit might jeopardize continued
occupancy.

Some people may be left off a census questionnaire because of the types of people
who are allowed to live in a housing unit. For example, the report of theCensusBureau
Task Force on the Undercount of People (U.S. Census Bureau 2014, p. 16) states one
of the reasons people are left off forms is, “Respondents deliberately not mentioning
kids for fear of some reprisals or bad outcomes from landlords, immigration agencies,
social service agencies, etc”. West and Robinson (1999, p. 7) also conclude,

Listing some members of the households may have other negative consequences. For exam-
ple, a respondent may fear that disclosure of certain members of the household will affect
eligibility for social services, that people illegally in the country will be deported, or that the
whereabouts of a child in hiding from a custodial parent will be detected.

Pitkin and Park (2005) also mention “systematic concealment” as a potential
reason children are undercounted in the Census.

Concealment may be driven by lack of trust in the Census Bureau and/or the fed-
eral government. Despite assurances from the about the confidentiality of responses
to the Census (Congressional Research Service 2018), many people believe that data
given to the Census Bureau may be shared with other government agencies. A poll
(Pew Research Center 2010, p. 5) conducted just prior to the 2010 Census indicated
that among those who said they were not planning to participate in the 2010 Census,
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18% cited distrust of government and 8% cited privacy concerns. In the 2010 Cen-
sus Barriers Attitudes and Motivators study (U.S. Census Bureau 2011) researchers
classified 10% of the population as cynical and 14% as suspicious of the Census
Bureau.

Census Bureau staff report growing number of respondents are refusing to coop-
erate because of fear (Meyers and Goerman 2018; U.S. Census Bureau 2017a, b).
There is growing distrust of the federal government and for most people the Census
Bureau is seen as another branch of the federal government. Abowd (2018) indicates
that fear among undocumented population is also likely to be have an impact onmany
of the people who are in the country legally because they live in a household where
undocumented people are living. One recent report concludes (Alsan and Yang 2018,
p. i). “Though not at personal risk of deportation, Hispanic citizens may fear their
participation could expose non-citizens in their network to immigration authorities”.
This report was focused on participation in safety net programs, but I think it applies
to the Census as well.

Such distrust affects certain populations more than others. Immigrants are one
population where concealment may be common because of fear of the federal gov-
ernment. The 2016 ACS (Table S0501) shows there are 43.7 million foreign-born
residents in the U.S. and 22 million noncitizens. The Pew Research Center (2018)
reports that there were about 11 million unauthorized immigrants in the U.S. in
2015. The estimate from the Pew Research Center is similar to estimate for January
2014 fromHomeland Security (2018) of between 10.8 million and 12.1 million. This
impacts not only noncitizens and undocumented immigrants but the people living in
a household with them. There are 6.4 million children living in a household with at
least on undocumented immigrant. Abowd (2018, p. 6) states, “From the 2016 ACS
we estimate that 9.8% of all households contain at least one noncitizen”. Almost all
children less than 5 years old are citizens but 20% of children in this age range live
with at least one noncitizen (Population Reference Bureau 2018).

13.11 Barriers Posed by Questionnaire Design

There are couple of aspects of the design of the Census questionnaire that may
contribute to omissions in the Census. Both are related to rostering or listing all the
people in the housing unit.

The first step in the Census-taking process is getting a respondent to list all the
people in the household. This is called rostering. There is a lot of evidence indi-
cating that the way rostering is done can impact who is included in the roster. For
example, West and Robinson (1999, p. 6) conclude, “Coverage errors are likely to
occur because the respondent has difficulty rostering his or her household”. A recent
paper by Battle and Bielick (2014) suggests that the inclusion of children may be
particularly sensitive to the way rostering is done. An experiment by Tourangeau
and colleagues (1997) found substantial variation in persons who were deemed to
live at a given address with differing rostering instructions. Other researchers (Lin
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et al. 2004; Waller and Jones 2014) found rostering instructions very important in
determining who is included in a given household. As stated earlier, the rules for
whether someone should be listed as part of the household are not always clear to
respondents. One perspective on themismatch between the Census questionnaire and
changing American families is provided by Jacobsen (2017) who contends, the Cen-
sus Bureau’s data collection methods have not kept pace with the rapidly changing
American family.

It should be recognized that alternative ways of rostering households often have
tradeoffs. Some rostering methods result in higher respondent burdens and rostering
methods that impose a higher burden on respondents are likely to reduce response
rates.

On the Mailout/Mailback Census questionnaire that was used in the 2010 Census
there was only room for complete demographic information for six people in the
household. There is limited room for the names and a few characteristics for the 7th
through the 12th person. If more than 12 people lived in the household, the Census
Bureau had to follow up to get information for these people. For people living in
the largest households (13 or more people) they may be missed because there is not
enough room on the questionnaire for everyone in the household to be listed and
follow up failed.

When incorrect or incomplete information is provided on the 2010 census ques-
tionnaire, the Census Bureau followed up with the household to get complete infor-
mation for persons. But followup was often problematic, and the Census Bureau was
only able to contact a little more than half the people in the 2010 Census followup
operation (U.S. Census Bureau 2012d). The fact that followup was only done by
telephone (not face to face follow up) also hampered data collection. Flaws in the
followup operation may result in an omission. Heavy use of the internet for data
collection in the 2020 Census may help lessen this issue because followup will be
immediate on the internet.

13.12 People Missed Because of Estimation and Processing
Errors

In addition to whole households being missed and people being left off census ques-
tionnaires, some people may not be reflected in the Census count because of process-
ing errors in theCensus operations. In particular, the final census counts includemany
people who are imputed and a large number who are included by proxy responses.

Imputations take several forms. The simplest form is item imputation. If a respon-
dent leaves a census question (an item) blank, say race, the Census Bureau uses data
from the person, the household, and the neighborhood to impute a race for the person.
This might impact omissions figures for certain groups. For example, if a person who
is really Black had their race imputed as White, the omissions for Blacks would look
higher and the omissions for Whites would look lower.
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A bigger issue in terms of omissions is whole-person imputation. In the 2010
Census there were about 6 million persons imputed (U.S. Census Bureau 2012c,
Table 9). This also takes several forms. If the Census Bureau enumerator has failed
to find someone at home after repeated attempts, they may ask a proxy respondent
such as a landlord of neighbor about the people living in the housing unit. It is not
difficult to imagine a neighbor or landlord saying there are three people living in
the housing unit when in fact they are four which results in an omission. Proxy
responses provide low-quality data compared to self-reporting. The U.S. Census
Bureau (2012b, Table 12) reports that 93% of responses from household members
were correct compared to only 70% of those from proxies. The imputation methods
of the Census Bureau have been refined over many censuses, but still may result in
errors.

If after repeated visits when the Census Bureau enumerator found no one was at
home, and no proxy respondent can be found, and the occupancy status of a housing
unit is unclear, the Census Bureau imputes an occupancy status (occupied or vacant).
If the imputed occupancy status is “occupied” the Census Bureau, then imputes the
number and characteristics of people for the housing unit. It is easy to imagine a
housing unit that really has four people living there, only gets three people imputed,
and thus one person is omitted. It is also possible that several squatters may be living
in a building that is imputed as vacant, so they are all missed in the census.

13.13 Summary

Several potential explanations for census omissions were examined and statistical
data were provided for most potential explanations. While there is more support
for some potential explanations that for others, no single reason or theory seems
completely compelling. Perhaps the most fundamental conclusion from the material
reviewed in this Chapter is that there are many different reasons why people are
missed in the Census.

Some people are missed because the housing unit where they live is not included
in the Census and others are missed because they are not captured in the Census even
though others in the housing unit where they live are. Other findings include:

• People may be missed because they are more likely to live in complex or non-
traditional households where their status in the household is unclear.

• Some people are missed because respondents are confused about who should be
included on their Census questionnaire.

• People may be missed because respondents want to conceal them from the gov-
ernment, in part, because of fear or reprisals or negative outcomes.

• Some aspects of the census-taking process (like the construction of the question-
naire) result in some people being missed.
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