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WHAT’S THE HARM IN ASKING?



ADDING THE CITIZENSHIP QUESTION WILL INCREASE 
RESPONDENT BURDEN BECAUSE IT IS SENSITIVE



CENSUS BUREAU HAS OPPOSED 
INCLUDING THE QUESTION ON THE 

DECENNIAL CENSUS IN THE PAST

• “Obtaining the cooperation of a suspicious and 
fearful population would be impossible if the 
group being counted perceived any possibility of 
the information being used against them. 
Questions as to citizenship are particularly 
sensitive in minority communities and would 
inevitably trigger hostility, resentment and 
refusal to cooperate.”

• --Census Bureau argument in Federation for American Immigration 
Reform v. Klutznick, 486 F. Supp. 564 (D.D.C. 1980):



HIGH ITEM-
NONRESPONSE

O’Hare, William P.  2018.  Citizenship Question Nonresponse: Demographic 

Profile of People Who Do Not Respond to the American Community Survey 

Citizenship Question.   Georgetown Law Center on Poverty and Inequality.

More people skip the citizenship question 

than any other decennial census question



INACCURATE 
REPORTING

Brown, J. D., Heggeness, M. L., Dorinski, S. M., Warren, L., & Yi, M. (2018). 

Understanding the Quality of Alternative Citizenship Data Sources for the 2020 

Census (No. 18-38).

More than 1 in 3 non-citizens are 

incorrectly reported as citizens



SENSITIVITY HAS INCREASED 



CENTER FOR 
SURVEY 

MEASUREMENT 
2017 STUDY

Respondents had 
received advice not to 
open the door without 
warrant

Respondents deliberately 
omitted people from 
household roster or gave 
false names due to 
“political climate”

One man walked out 
when the immigration 
questions came up



“The possibility that the Census could 

give my information to internal 

security and immigration could come 

and arrest me for not having 

documents terrifies me.”



“Three years ago I 

didn’t have problems 

with the immigration 

questions.”   

-ACS interviewer



2020 CENSUS BARRIERS, ATTITUDES 
AND MOTIVATORS STUDY (OCT 2018)



ADDING THE CITIZENSHIP QUESTION 
WILL REDUCE RESPONSE RATES TO THE 

DECENNIAL CENSUS

• No random control trial done.  But Census 

attempted to estimate the effect

 Compared nonresponse on 2010 ACS with 

2010 Census

 Concluded self-response will decrease by 

5.8% for non-citizen households

 Did not account for current climate of fear

• Filings in recent court cases suggest it could 

decrease as much as 11.9%



LOW RESPONSE RATES
CANNOT BE EAS ILY 

F IXED

Census has large nonresponse 
follow-up operation.

• Proxy and imputed responses not as 
accurate

• Groups with high nonresponse also 
have high omissions rates

• Differential coverage error persists for 
hard-to-count groups

But it will not solve all problems



IT IS UNNECESSARY TO COLLECT 
DATA ON CITIZENSHIP IN THE 

DECENNIAL CENSUS

• The American Community Survey (ACS) already 

measures the citizenship voting-age population

• ACS provides both the Justice Department and 

researchers with sufficiently detailed data to 

study noncitizen populations, particularly when 

paired with other data sources



CONSEQUENCES FOR AMERICA



OVER THE NEXT 
DECADE…

Inaccurate data for 
apportionment and 
redistricting

Misallocation of $700 billion 
in federal and state funds

Lower quality data on all 
surveys, jeopardizing 
informed decision-making

Reduced public trust in 
Census Bureau and its data



TRUST MATTERS

• Required for collecting high-quality data

• Building relationships with communities

• Strictly adhering to privacy and 
confidentiality laws

• Required for legitimacy as data provider

• Transparent and open decision-making 
processes

• Staying out of politics 

• Why jeopardize this trust with a 
sensitive, untested, and unneeded 
question?

Parents at Funston Elementary in Logan 

Square received a brief training before 

heading out into the streets to spread the 

word.


