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The U.S. Census Bureau (Bureau) 
estimates that it will spend at least 
$2 billion to enumerate households 
that did not return census forms 
during the 2010 Census. Increasing 
the response rate would reduce the 
number of households that Bureau 
field staff must visit. To address 
concerns about reducing the cost 
of enumerating these households, 
GAO (1) analyzed how the Bureau 
develops, supports, and updates 
the response rate estimate, and the 
extent to which the Bureau uses 
the estimate to inform its 2010 
planning efforts; (2) described the 
methods the Bureau considered for 
increasing response in 2010 and 
how it tested these methods; and 
(3) assessed how the Bureau 
identifies and selects for testing 
methods to increase response rate, 
including considering other 
surveys’ methods.  
 
To meet these objectives, GAO 
analyzed the Bureau’s 
documentation for estimating the 
response rate and selecting for 
testing methods to increase 
response, and interviewed experts 
from other survey organizations. 

What GAO Recommends  

GAO recommends that the 
Secretary of Commerce direct the 
Bureau to establish procedures for 
developing, documenting, and 
reevaluating the response rate 
estimate and for selecting for 
testing methods to increase the 
response rate. In commenting on a 
draft of this report, Commerce 
generally agreed with GAO’s 
recommendations and committed 
to take action for the 2020 Census. 

The 2010 Census response rate estimate is not fully supported, systematically 
reevaluated, or clearly incorporated into the life cycle cost estimate and 
planning efforts for nonresponse follow-up—where census workers visit 
households that do not return their census forms. Specifically, the Bureau 
could not demonstrate support for one component underpinning the 
estimate—a general decline due to decreasing public participation in 
surveys—because it did not document its decisions or data sources when 
developing the estimate. The two other estimate components that affect 
responses are the short-form-only census and the replacement questionnaire. 
In 2001, the Bureau estimated the 2010 Census response rate to be 69 percent. 
However, from 2001 through 2008, the Bureau did not systematically 
reevaluate the estimate or consider test results from this decade to determine 
if the estimate should be updated. Although the Bureau revised the estimate to 
64 percent after a major redesign of its nonresponse follow-up operation in 
2008, the Bureau still lacks procedures for establishing when and how to 
reevaluate and, if necessary, update the estimate. To estimate costs and plan 
for nonresponse follow-up, the Bureau relies on response rate estimates for 
local census office types because these estimates reflect geographic 
differences. Officials said that the local estimates reflect components of the 
national estimate. However, only one of the three components from the 
national estimate—the replacement questionnaire—was clearly reflected in 
the local census office type estimates. 
 
Through various national and field tests and experiments, the Bureau tested 
nine methods to increase 2010 Census response and currently plans to 
implement two of these methods—the replacement questionnaire and two-
column bilingual form. The Bureau also plans to use a communications 
campaign to increase response and plans to test campaign messages in 2009. 
In July 2006, the Bureau decided not to include an Internet response option in 
the 2010 Census. However, the Bureau recently announced that it is again 
considering including the Internet option in 2010, although it has not 
developed further plans for testing it. 
 
For 2010, the Bureau established test objectives and research questions to 
identify methods to test for increasing response. However, Bureau officials 
did not document the methods that they considered but decided not to test or 
the rationale behind those decisions. Although officials said that they 
considered cost, complexity of the test, and compatibility of experiments in 
their decisions, they did not specify how they weighed these factors to select 
and prioritize the nine methods they chose to test. Officials said that they 
consider the experiences of other survey organizations to identify potential 
methods to increase response, but they, along with some experts, noted that 
such methods may only be indirectly applicable to the decennial census. 
Nonetheless, testing modifications to methods the Bureau has previously 
considered or tested, such as testing a variety of telephone reminder 
messages, may yield additional opportunities for increasing response. 

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-1012. 
For more information, contact Mathew J. 
Scirè at (202) 512-6806 or sciremj@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-1012
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-1012


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


