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The U.S. population stood at
281,421,906 on April 1, 2000,
according to the decennial

census. The new total represented an
addition of 32.7 million Americans
since the 1990 Census—the largest
numerical increase ever between
censuses. The 2000 Census recorded
a population gain in every state dur-
ing the 1990s—the only decade in
the 20th century with such wide-
spread growth.

The 2000 Census was much more
than an enumeration of the popula-
tion on a specific spring day. It repeated
a national event carried out every 10
years since 1790, and ushered in a
third century of census-taking in the
United States. The census is required
by the U.S. Constitution to allocate
congressional representation, but its
significance extends far beyond this.
Nearly $200 billion in federal funds
($185 billion in 1998) are distributed
to the states each year based to some
extent on census counts. Geographic
boundaries of districts for members of
Congress, state legislators, and other
political leaders are redrawn using
census data. Census results also provide
information to thousands of people 
in the public and private sector who
make decisions about health, educa-
tion, transportation, protection of 
natural areas, pollution abatement,
community services, housing, con-
sumer marketing, economic planning,
and many other issues. Census results
measure progress and give direction

for future actions. Experts in demogra-
phy, economics, and many other fields
will spend years examining the 2000
Census data for clues about how the
U.S. population is doing and how it
has changed.

The latest census was full of sur-
prises even for demographers who
carefully track records of births and
deaths, and use sophisticated tech-
niques to estimate migration from
abroad and within the country.
Among the surprises were:
• The census counted nearly 7 mil-

lion more people than the U.S.
Census Bureau had estimated for
April 2000—and it still may have
missed as many as 3 million.

First Glimpses From 
The 2000 U.S. Census
by Mary M. Kent, Kelvin M. Pollard, John Haaga, 
and Mark Mather

The 2000 Census counted nearly 7 million more U.S. residents
than the Census Bureau had estimated. 

Photo removed for
copyright reasons.
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• The Census Bureau recommended
against adjusting the census for 
an undercount, contrary to 
expectations.

• The U.S. Hispanic population
apparently grew much faster than
anticipated—and edged past African
Americans to become the nation’s
largest racial or ethnic minority.

• New York, Chicago, and several
other major cities gained residents,
in some cases reversing a decades-
old trend of population decline.

• The shift in congressional appor-
tionment was greater than expected:
12 of the 435 seats in the House of
Representatives changed from one
state to another.

• The census cost less than anticipated.
• U.S. residents were more coopera-

tive than expected about return-
ing census questionnaires.

The 2000 Census broke new
ground by allowing Americans to iden-
tify with more than one race. It also
asked a new question about the role of
grandparents as caregivers for depen-
dent children. It was the first census
effort to use paid advertising to boost
response rates. And the results of this
census will be the most accessible ever
to Americans because of new com-
puter technologies and the Internet.

But the 2000 Census also raises
some questions that may defy solution
any time soon. Why was the count so
much larger than expected? Was this
number larger or smaller than the
actual number of U.S. residents on
April 1, 2000? Who was missed or
counted more than once? How will the
new racial categories play out in the
coming decade? Is this the beginning
of the end of the statistical category
“race” in this country? 

Several Western and Southern
states gained congressional seats at
the expense of states in the Northeast
and Midwest. Some metro areas saw
their populations shift toward outer
suburbs—and some suburbs turned
from majority white to predominantly
minority. How will these demographic
changes affect the U.S. political
scene? Will Census 2000 escape the

legal controversies of the 1980 and
1990 Censuses?

This Population Bulletin looks at
some of the major findings of the
2000 Census as of April 2001, and
considers the importance of these
trends not only to demographers,
journalists, business people, and
politicians, but to all Americans.

The U.S. Census
Tradition
At the fractious Constitutional Con-
vention in Philadelphia in 1787,
America’s Founding Fathers conceived
the idea of a national census to deter-
mine the number of representatives
each state would send to Congress.
The initial plan was to ensure no more
than one representative for every
30,000 free persons. A slave counted
for three-fifths of a free person.1

The idea of a complete population
enumeration was not new—the ancient
Romans conducted censuses to assess
taxes, for example, and William the
Conqueror ordered a census of people
and property in England and Wales in
1086, which was recorded in a “Domes-
day Book”—but the United States was
just the second Western country (after
Sweden) to conduct a complete census.
Most previous censuses were con-
ducted for military and taxation pur-
poses, while the U.S. census was
initiated as part of a revolutionary sys-
tem of representative government.2

Just as the form of government
hammered out at the Philadelphia con-
vention has withstood more than two
centuries of tumultuous change, the
tradition of the decennial population
census has also endured. The United
States has conducted a census every
10th year beginning with 1790. Except
during the 1920s, the results were used
to reapportion state representation in
the U.S. Congress once a decade, and
eventually for assessing taxes, gauging
potential military strength, and a myr-
iad of other purposes.

The first U.S. census was con-
ducted by 16 U.S. marshals and their
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650 assistants. It took them 18 months
to visit households and compile the
final tally of 3.9 million people,
including nearly 700,000 slaves.

The census questionnaires have
changed every decade—-in most cases
the changes involved requesting more
detail, but sometimes the changes
simply reflected the prevailing social
and political currents. The 1830 Cen-
sus collected information on whether
people were deaf and blind; the 1840
Census added columns to identify
“insane” or “feeble-minded” people
(later dropped).3 It was also the first
to ask whether people could read or
write—to gauge the literacy levels of
the population. The 1860 Census was
the last to mention slaves, but later
questionnaires requested separate
information on household servants.

Questions about color or race have
been different in every census. The
words and categories chosen each
time paint a fascinating and revealing
picture of how the concept of race has
evolved over two centuries. In the
past, race was understood as a biologi-
cal concept. Today, most social scien-
tists agree that race and ethnicity are
social constructions and that humans
cannot be classified by race according
to biological factors. Instead, certain
physical characteristics, such as skin
color, are used to separate people into
racial categories defined by society. 

The number of racial categories
used in the census has fluctuated
considerably over the years. Groups
identified by geography (for exam-
ple, Asians, Pacific Islanders, and
Aleutian Islanders) have been listed
as races, together with racial groups
defined by skin color (blacks and
whites). Data on people with varying
degrees of white and black ancestry
have also been collected by previous
censuses. And the racial categoriza-
tion of nationality groups is change-
able. Asian Indians were included in
the white race in the 1970 Census but
were counted in the Asian and
Pacific Islander category starting with
the 1980 Census.4

Enumerators for earlier censuses
were instructed to report a person’s

race based on observation. Since
1960, people have identified their
own race, and that of others in their
household, on census forms they fill
out themselves. In 2000, for the first
time, Americans were given the addi-
tional choice of marking all “race”
categories with which they identified
(see Box 1, page 6).

Only a few items on the census
forms are required by law. The first
census recorded limited information
about the age, sex, and race of house-
hold members. Slaves were counted
separately and were assumed to be
black.

Census forms got longer in subse-
quent censuses as more questions
were added. The Census Bureau
eventually introduced the use of
more than one questionnaire—one
for the majority of Americans that
asked just the handful of questions
required for congressional reappor-
tionment, and longer forms sent to 
a sample of households that asked
additional questions about housing
characteristics, birthplace, education,
occupation, recent change of resi-
dence, mother tongue, and other
items.

The 2000 Census asked just six
questions on the basic “short form”
that went to about 83 percent of U.S.
households: age, sex, race, Hispanic
origin, household relationship, and
owner/renter status. The “long
form,” in 2000, with these six ques-
tions and 46 additional items, was the
shortest since the 1940 Census. It was
mailed to a sample of about 17 per-
cent of households nationwide.

The way the government conducts
the census has evolved from nonstan-
dard forms filled out by a handful of
federal marshals and their assistants in
each state to a computer-readable
questionnaire mailed to a painstak-
ingly prepared address list of every
household in the United States. The
early censuses were not highly precise
and took months to administer. Spe-
cial enumerators were not used until
the 1880 Census, and the Census
Bureau did not become a permanent
government department until 1902. 

Questions 
about color or
race have been 
different in
every census.



In the 1990 Census, half a million people dis-
obeyed instructions to mark only one race and
checked two or more races instead.1 This mild act
of civil disobedience (or, for some, misunderstand-
ing) signaled a growing social acceptance of mul-
tiracial identities and dissatisfaction with the
current categories; it also coincided with a marked
increase in multiracial marriages and births.

The 2000 Census allowed multiple racial
responses for the first time (see figure). Nearly
seven million people were marked in more than
one racial category. The option of choosing more
than one race provides a more accurate, if com-
plex, portrait of diversity in America. Although
the people identifying themselves as multiracial
were just 2.4 percent of the U.S. population, their
numbers may grow faster than the total popula-
tion as interracial marriages increase and more
people acknowledge their multiracial back-
grounds. Already, children are much more likely
to identify themselves as multiracial than adults.
Four percent of the population under age 18 were
identified in more than one racial category in the
2000 Census, twice the percentage for adults.

The multiracial population is larger in certain
geographic areas and population groups. People
in urban areas, for example, are more likely to be
multiracial, as are residents of racially diverse
states such as Hawaii and California. The percent
of people reporting more than one race was rela-
tively high in Honolulu (15 percent), and the
Bronx, N.Y. (6 percent), and relatively low (less
than 1 percent) in Madison County, Miss., and
Luzerne County, Pa.2 In general, large urban areas
in the West and Northeast are likely to have a
higher percentage of multiracial people (because
of racially diverse populations and higher inter-
marriage rates), than smaller cities or rural areas
in the South or Midwest, which have less racial
diversity and lower rates of intermarriage.

Racial groups with relatively small populations
tend to include a higher percentage of multiracial
people partly because they have fewer potential
marriage partners within their own group and
higher rates of interracial marriage.3 American 
Indians, for example, make up only about 1 per-
cent of the U.S. population, and they have a long
history of intermarriage with non-Indians, espe-
cially whites. About 40 percent of American Indi-
ans reported at least one other race (usually

white) in the 2000 Census. Asian Americans, who
are about 4 percent of the U.S. population, also
have a substantial multiracial population. In 2000,
14 percent of Asian Americans reported at least
one other race (usually white), compared with 5
percent of blacks and 3 percent of whites.

Children are generally more likely to be mul-
tiracial, especially among some racial groups. A
majority of Asian American adults were born
abroad, for example, and immigrated to the
United States after 1965, when restrictions on
immigration from Asia were relaxed. Intermar-
riage among Asians and whites (and other

6

Box 1
Choosing More Than One Race

Reproduction of Questions on Race and
Hispanic Origin From Census 2000

➔ Note: Please answer BOTH Questions 5 and 6.

5. Is this person Spanish/Hispanic/Latino? Mark ✗ the 
“No” box if not Spanish/Hispanic/Latino

No, not Spanish/Hispanic/Latino Yes, Puerto Rican

Yes, Mexican, Mexican Am., Chicano Yes, Cuban

Yes, other Spanish/Hispanic/Latino — Print group

l l l l l l l l l l l l
6. What is this person’s race? Mark ✗ one or more 

races to indicate what this person considers 
himself/herself to be.

White

Black, African Am., or Negro

American Indian or Alaska Native – Print name of enrolled or principal tribe.

l l l l l l l l l l l l

Asian Indian Japanese Native Hawaiian

Chinese Korean Guamanian or Chamorro

Filipino Vietnamese Samoan

Other Asian — Print race Other Pacific Islander – Print race

l l l l l l l l l l l l

Other Asian — Print race

l l l l l l l l l l l l

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 questionnaire.
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groups) has been quite high in recent years, 
especially among native-born Asian Americans.4

The children of these fairly recent unions make
up the bulk of the multiracial Asian Americans
counted in the 2000 Census. About 24 percent of
Asian American children were identified as mul-
tiracial in the 2000 Census, compared with 10 per-
cent of Asian Americans age 18 or older. This age
difference is not as common among multiracial
American Indians and blacks, however, reflecting
the long history of intermarriage between Ameri-
can Indians and other races and low intermarriage
rates among blacks.

The relatively large number of Asian Americans
and American Indians who marked more than one
race in the 2000 census makes it difficult to calcu-
late the exact size of these groups and to measure
their growth or decline since 1990. The American
Indian and Alaska Native population could be as
low as 2.5 million or as high as 4.1 million, depend-
ing on how the multiracial American Indian popu-
lation is classified. In some geographic areas with
high rates of intermarriage, the single-race counts
of the American Indian and Asian American popu-
lations may show declines because of the new mul-
tiracial categories.

Although the new categories and combinations
may cause confusion among data users, the multira-
cial reporting did not substantially affect the rela-
tive distribution of the main racial populations.
These differences may increase as the multiracial
population grows, however, creating additional
challenges for demographers, journalists, and any-
one else using the census data on race. The Office
of Management and Budget has issued provisional
guidelines for federal agencies reporting racial 
and ethnic population data.5 Other consumers of
census data will probably use these guidelines as
well, but they will also be able to display the data
most relevant for an individual task: The total num-
ber of people who chose African American (alone
or with another race), for example, vs. people who
identify themselves as African American and noth-
ing else. The mission and goals of organizations
using race data, and the organization’s clientele
also determine the way data are tabulated.

The new options for reporting race are a chal-
lenge for data users, and it is not clear now what
standard categories will be used for race and eth-
nicity in coming decades. But if the “check all that

apply” option requires U.S. society to reconsider
what race is, this is an appropriate result.  After all,
race is best understood as a social construction,
subject to changing social and political influences
for its meaning and measurement. 

Adapted from Sharon M. Lee, Using the New Racial Cate-
gories in the 2000 Census, KIDS COUNT/PRB Report on
Census 2000, a joint publication of the Annie E. Casey Founda-
tion and the Population Reference Bureau (March 2001). Avail-
able online at www.prb.org.
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Over the years, the U.S. census 
has both benefited from and spurred
technological advances in statistical
sampling, operational methods, tabu-
lation technologies, and information
systems. Punch cards that could be
counted mechanically—an innova-
tion that played a role in the develop-
ment of electronic computers—were
first used in tabulating the 1890 
Census. The system was created by 
R. Herman Hollerith, a former
employee of the Census Bureau who
cofounded the company Interna-
tional Business Machines (later
known as IBM) in 1911. The Census
Bureau pioneered the use of comput-
ers for mass data processing.5

The changes in the procedures 
for collecting and disseminating cen-
sus data reflect the country’s growth
and westward expansion as well as
technological changes. During the
first century of census-taking, the
country’s population soared from 3.9
million clustered along the eastern
seaboard in 1790 to 63 million
spread across the continent in 1890

(see Figure 1). Census-takers realized
they were chroniclers of American
history. The official report from the
1890 Census begins: “This census
completes the history of a century of
progress and achievement unequaled
in the world’s history. The century
has witnessed our development into
a great and powerful nation.” The
report called the Atlantic states of
the early United States the “sources
of supply of a great westward migra-
tion. Their children have peopled
the great interior valley and the
mountains of the west. ...They have
swarmed from the Atlantic coast to
the prairies, plains, mountains, and
deserts by the millions during the
last century.”6

That first century of census-taking
also saw the growth of cities and
urban life. In 1790, just 5 percent of
the U.S. population lived in cities
and the overwhelming majority
worked in agriculture. New York was
the nation’s largest city with 33,131
residents; Philadelphia was close
behind with 28,522. Only four other
cities had as many as 8,000 people.
By 1890, more than one-third of the
U.S. population lived in urban areas;
nearly one-half worked in manufac-
turing, trade, transportation, mining,
or service industries. New York was
still the largest city, with 1.5 million
people, but scores of small and
medium-sized cities had grown up
along major transportation routes
throughout the country. The census
also documented a decline in the
average household size during the
19th century, from about six to about
five people, and an increase in the
median age of the population from
roughly 16 years to 22 years.

The second century of census-
taking recorded the phenomenal
increases and diversification of the
U.S population during the 20th cen-
tury. Advances in modes of transport,
communications, and industrial pro-
duction helped transform where and
how people lived and worked, and
massive immigration at the beginning
and end of the century infused new
ethnic variety into the resident popu-
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Figure 1
U.S. Resident Population, Decennial Censuses, 
1790–2000

Sources: M. Anderson, The American Census: A Social History (1988): Appendix table 1; and
U.S. Census Bureau. Accessed online at: www.census.gov, on April 16, 2001.
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lation. The 1920 Census was the first
to document the shift from a rural to
an urban majority. Politicians from
predominantly rural states feared a
loss of power to states with large and
growing cities and blocked the reap-
portionment of electoral votes after
the 1920 Census. The conflict
between the smaller, rural states and
larger, more urban states also
reflected unease with the influx of
millions of immigrants from southern
and eastern Europe in the early
1900s. Congress restricted immigra-
tion in the 1920s in an attempt to
prevent further shifts in the ethnic
makeup of the U.S. population.7

As the total population count soared
from 76 million in 1900 to nearly 250
million by 1990, the costs of conduct-
ing the decennial census rose from
about 16 cents per person to more
than $10 per person.8 The mail-
out/mail-back questionnaires, first
used extensively in the 1960 Census,
drastically cut back the need for enu-
merators to go door to door. In 2000,
questionnaires were mailed to nearly
all households, yet the Census Bureau
still employed nearly 1 million part-
time workers to help carry out the
2000 Census. Enumerators visited
some 12 million households that did
not mail back a census questionnaire,
and other Census Bureau employees
scanned more than 1.5 billion pages
of questionnaires. The 2000 Census
cost about $4.5 billion, which was
slightly less than expected, but still
about $16 per capita.

Preliminary results of the 2000
Census are being released on a flow
basis in 2001 and 2002. Details about
education, occupation, ancestry,
changes in residence, and other vari-
ables will be released later—in 2002
and 2003—but even the few variables
already available for states, counties,
and census tracts provide a wealth of
data. Because the census is the only
source of nationwide data for small
geographic areas, it is the primary
source of information about popula-
tion gains or losses, and changes
within urban neighborhoods for mar-
keters, politicians, and social scien-

tists. These consumers of census data
will be mining the 2000 Census for
years to come (see Box 2, page 10).

How Accurate/ 
How Complete?
As the costs of and expectations for
the census have increased, the com-
pleteness of the count and accuracy
of the information collected have
come under increased scrutiny. For
recent censuses, demographers have
used two methods—postcensus sur-
veys and demographic analysis—to
estimate the number of people missed
or overcounted by the census. From
1940 to 1990, the total number
missed exceeded the number who
were counted more than once.9 The
demographic analysis method showed
that the net percentage undercounted
declined from 5.4 percent of the popu-
lation counted in the 1940 Census to
1.2 percent in the 1980 Census, only
to rise to 1.8 percent in the 1990 Cen-
sus. The postcensus survey had a simi-
lar result for the 1990 Census. It showed
that 8.4 million people were missed
and 4.4 million people were counted
twice, yielding a net undercount of
about 4 million people (1.6 percent).

The undercount has always been
much greater for the black popula-
tion than for other Americans; this

The Census Bureau pioneered the use of computers for processing massive
amounts of data. These workers are using punch-card readers to tabulate
1940 Census results.

Certain 
population
groups are 
consistently 
difficult to 
enumerate.

Photo removed for
copyright reasons.
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The census provides more detail for
smaller geographic areas than just
about any other data source. People
use these data for a variety of activities
in the public and private spheres—
often in conjunction with data from
administrative records or surveys. In
interviews with the Population Refer-
ence Bureau’s Bingham Kennedy, Jr.,
April 2001, Barron Holmes of the
South Carolina KIDS COUNT Project,
and Ken Hodges, Claritas Inc., offered
their perspectives and experiences
using census data.

Barron Holmes, KIDS COUNT Project
Director, South Carolina State Budget
Control Board, Columbia, S.C.

My work involves understanding and
reporting the condition of children in
South Carolina. The census helps us do
that in several ways. The first thing is
that when you’re working with census
data, you don’t have to worry about
sampling error. So that’s an advantage
that it has over surveys. In addition,
the census data gives you information
about the subcounty level. That helps us
understand things like poverty and
family situations—the number of one-
parent families, for example—in a very
local kind of way.

It’s less helpful when we’re trying to
understand things like the educational
levels of parents. The census will tell you
how many people between the ages of 25
and 29 have less than a high school
degree, but it won’t tell you whether or
not they have kids. And...there’s no way
to match up kids with fathers....

...The information that comes out of the
census on things like disability and
cohabitation rates tends to be less accu-
rate than what you would get from a pro-
fessional survey. That’s simply because
the census relies on people to fill out
forms, rather than responding to ques-
tions from a professional survey-taker.

Ken Hodges, Director of Demography,
Claritas Inc., Ithaca, N.Y.

Claritas provides marketing information
resources for business applications. The
company was founded after the 1970
Census, which was the first to make data
available to the public in computer-read-
able form. The census provides the small-
area data needed for business
applications, but the census tape files
were huge and contained far more infor-
mation than most companies needed.
The initial role of the private suppliers
was to provide value-added access to cen-
sus data. Only from a private supplier
could a company acquire selected vari-
ables for selected areas-such as income for
selected census tracts. We added further
value by aggregating small-area data to
areas relevant to business applications,
such as ZIP Codes or a three-mile radius
around a store location.  

Since those early years, the value-added
component has grown immensely. We
supplement the census with small-area
demographic estimates, estimates of con-
sumer demand, and industry specific
data resources. Lifestyle cluster systems
link small-area demographic data with
consumer behavior and media usage sur-
veys to provide powerful consumer seg-
mentation applications. 

Our customers include businesses in a
wide range of industries, including
retail, financial services, media, adver-
tising, automotive, telecommunications
and health care. Increasingly, our prod-
ucts are tailored to the specific needs of
these industries, and are disseminated
through sophisticated desktop and online
retrieval systems. But whether the appli-
cations involve site evaluation or con-
sumer segmentation, small-area data
remain a critical element, and the census
remains an indispensable source of
small-area data for these applications.   

Box 2
Public and Private Uses of Census Data
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gap has not narrowed substantially
since 1940 (see Figure 2). Certain
other population groups are also
consistently difficult to enumerate.
Children, urban residents—espe-
cially in low-income central-city
areas—people with limited English-
language skills, and racial and ethnic
minorities all are much more likely
to be missed in the census or in sur-
veys than other people. These
groups are less likely to have a regu-
lar address, may fear cooperating
with government authorities, or may
face language or cultural barriers to
complying with the census. Where
these population categories over-
lap—-for example, for minority
immigrant children living in poor
urban neighborhoods—the under-
count tends to be especially high.

Other population groups are fre-
quently overcounted, because they
fill out or are included on more
than one census form. Retirees with
both a summer and winter residence
may receive and fill out a census
form for both addresses, for exam-
ple, and college students may be
counted at college as well as at their
parents’ home. Likewise, military
personnel, prisoners, nursing home
residents, and other people who are
temporarily living away from their
usual residence are especially subject
to overcount.

The 2000 Census undercount and
overcount have not been fully investi-
gated, but the Census Bureau’s Accu-
racy and Coverage Evaluation (A.C.E.)
Survey conducted to evaluate the 2000
Census indicated that between 1.0
percent and 1.4 percent of the popu-
lation was missed in the census. A.C.E.
results show a 2.85 percent national
undercount rate for the Hispanic 
population, for example, equivalent 
to another 1 million Hispanics. This
evaluation also suggested a slight 
overcount among Americans ages 50
or older, as well as a large undercount
of men ages 18 to 29 and American
Indians and Alaska Natives.10

Using the second method to evalu-
ate census coverage—demographic
analysis—the Census Bureau reported

evidence of a net overcount of 0.7 per-
cent, that is, the census counted 4
million more Americans than actually
live here. If subsequent analysis sup-
ports this result, it will be the first
ever net overcount for a U.S. census.
The discrepancy between the survey
and demographic analysis methods
for evaluating census coverage also
led the Census Bureau to recommend
against adjusting the census count
pending further analysis.11

Advocacy groups and state and
local governments, among others,
have sued the federal government to
adjust the census numbers for the
estimated undercount. They argue
that population groups that are
under-represented in the census may
fail to receive a proportionate share
of the federal dollars allocated
according to population. Also, the
undercounted groups do not factor
in the redrawing of political districts,
which means they get less than their
share of political representation at
the local, state, and national level.12

By April 2001—one year after the
census—the state of Utah and the
cities of Chicago, Los Angeles, San
Antonio, Stamford, Conn., and
Inglewood, Calif., had filed suit
against the federal government
because they disputed the census
results for their area.13
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Net Census Undercount by Race, 1940–1990
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Source: B. Edmonston and C. Schultze, eds., Modernizing the U.S. Census (1995): Table 2.1.



Editor’s note:
Demographic analysis conducted after the 2000 Census sug-
gested a net overcount of about 1.8 million, or 0.7 percent.
Yet a report of the Census Bureau’s Accuracy and Coverage
Evaluation Survey (A.C.E.) released in March 2001 sug-
gested that the 2000 Census count was too low and had
missed a net total of 3.3 million people (1.2 percent). As of
May 2001, the Census Bureau had not settled the issue of
whether the count was higher or lower than the actual popu-
lation. Another report on the census undercount is expected
in late 2001.

In the text below, University of Michigan demographer
Reynolds Farley discusses the possible reasons why the census
count may have exceeded the estimates.

On December 28, 2000, the Census Bureau
announced an unexpectedly large count from the
2000 Census. The 281,422,000 residents enumerated
were 6.9 million more than expected for April 1,
2000. The census count exceeded estimates in every
state and the District of Columbia. In Washington,
D.C., the count was 12 percent greater than the esti-
mate, in Nevada, 7 percent greater, and in Rhode
Island, 6 percent greater. In an additional 26 states,
the count was more than 2 percent above the esti-
mated population (see map).

In contrast, the population counted in the 1990 
Census exceeded the Census Bureau’s estimate in just
15 states and it fell at least 1 percent short of the esti-
mates in 26 states.1 Subsequent analyses showed that
the 1990 Census had a net undercount (the number
missed minus the number counted more than once)
of about 5.25 million people—or 1.8 percent.2

Did the 2000 Census eliminate the net undercount
that has plagued previous U.S. censuses?3 The Census
of 2000 appears to have done an excellent job enu-
merating the population. The Census Bureau con-
ducted an effective advertising campaign and
especially targeted populations known to be difficult
to count, including people in inner cities, the poor,
minorities, and people with limited English-speaking
ability. The percentage of households that mailed
back their census forms rose from 65 percent in 1990
to 67 percent 2000—again, higher than expected.4

The Bureau also had sufficient funds allocated by
Congress to hire enough enumerators to visit the
households that did not send back forms. When
recruitment lagged, the Census Bureau was able to
quickly raise the enumerator wage rate. In the San
Francisco area, it eventually went above $20 per hour.

The Census Bureau also may have been more effec-
tive in 2000 than previously in reaching immigrants

and people with limited English skills. Thousands of
immigrant and community organizations developed
partnerships with the Bureau, in part to demonstrate
their large numbers to local government officials. The
census form was distributed in six languages in 2000 in
contrast to only Spanish and English in 1990.

But the better response rates and coverage do not
explain why the count was so much larger than esti-
mated. The 2000 Census count was 2.6 million higher
than the estimated population even after adjusting
for the undercount in 1990 and projecting the
adjusted count forward to April 1, 2000 based on
recorded births and deaths and estimated net immi-
gration. There are several possible explanations. First,
the Census Bureau may have underestimated popula-
tion growth during the decade. While births and
deaths are almost completely enumerated, it is possi-
ble that current demographic procedures overesti-
mated emigration from the United States and
underestimated undocumented immigration.

A second possible explanation is that the Census
Bureau estimate of the net undercount in 1990 was
too low. This seems unlikely. There are two methods
to determine how many people were missed or
counted more than once in the census: demographic
analysis and the Post Enumeration Survey (PES).
Demographic analysis takes into account births,
deaths, and net migration in the decades before the
census to estimate how many “should” be counted at
each age and in each race. Using this procedure,
1.85 percent of U.S. residents were missed in 1990.5

The second method, the PES, is based on the careful
and thorough revisiting of a sample of housing units
included in the census to ascertain who was missed
and who was counted at two or more locations. For
1990, this procedure estimated a net undercount of
about 1.6 percent (plus or minus 0.2), about the
same as the demographic procedure.6

Third, it is possible the population was over-
counted in the Census of 2000. Preliminary results of
demographic analysis suggest the census count was
1.8 million too high—yielding a net overcount of 0.7
percent.7 Evaluation of the 1990 Census found that
certain groups were overcounted, even though there
was a net undercount nationwide. The white popula-
tion was overcounted in five states, for example.8 At
the same time African Americans consistently were
undercounted. The count for African Americans was
most complete in Alabama and Michigan, which still
had net undercounts of 3.3 percent in 1990. At the
other extreme, 8 percent of blacks living in Arizona,

Box 3
The 2000 Census Count: Exceeding Expectations?
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California, Colorado, and Nevada were missed by the
1990 enumeration.

Whether the census overcounted or undercounted
the total population, the issue of the differential inclu-
sion of specific population groups must still be
addressed. Minorities, children, the urban poor, and
other population groups that are consistently under-
counted may plausibly claim that their share of repre-
sentation in elected bodies or their fair share of
federal spending allocated according to population
was diminished by the undercount.

This key constitutional issue was discussed by 
Justice Sandra O’Connor in her majority decision in a
Supreme Court case, Department of Commerce v. U.S.
House of Representatives in 1999.9 Writing for a 5 to 4
majority, Justice O’Connor observed that throughout
recent history, minorities, children, renters, and other
specific groups were undercounted in the census. She
then described sampling and demographic procedures
that would likely produce more complete counts. 
Justice O’Connor concluded that the constitution
requires an actual enumeration of the population for
determining congressional representation. But, the
Supreme Court decision neither called for nor prohib-
ited the use of adjusted census data for drawing con-
gressional or other legislative districts within states, or
for allocating federal spending to local governments.
This allows legislatures to use either actual census
counts or adjusted counts to draw congressional and
other legislative districts. States could use adjusted data
effectively to level the playing field—local areas that
were overcounted would lose representation and 
allocations while those that were undercounted would
gain. And when appropriating federal funds, Congress
could use adjusted census data to make sure that net

over and undercount do not send excess dollars
to some localities while shortchanging others.

There is continuing controversy about the
quality of this census. To rectify long-standing
social inequities that spring from a differential
undercount, state legislatures need census data
adjusted for net census over- or undercount.
However, the Department of Commerce and
the Census Bureau will not release adjusted
data until they complete further studies of the
quality of the enumeration. The City of Los
Angeles and other local governments have gone
to federal courts demanding immediate release
of the best estimates of adjusted census counts
but, thus far, have not obtained those data.
Quite likely the federal courts and, perhaps, the
Supreme Court, will adjudicate this issue in
Summer 2001.

Adapted from Reynolds Farley, “The Unexpectedly Large
Census Count in 2000 and Its Implications,” Research
Report 01-467 (Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan
Population Studies Center, 2001).
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Population Change
The 2000 Census recorded an addi-
tion of 32.7 million U.S. residents
during the 1990s. It was the greatest
increase in population ever between
two censuses, and the largest per-
centage increase since the 1960s.
The 2000 Census marked the only
decade in the 20th century in which
every U.S. state gained population.
The national count was 6.9 million
higher than estimated for April 2000
based on the 1990 Census count and
demographic analyses of births,
deaths, and migration trends over
the decade (see Box 3, page 12).

Shifting South and West
The Western and Southern states
increased the fastest in population
and the Northeastern states grew slow-
est—continuing demographic trends
evident since the 1950s. The South
has emerged as the most populous of
the four regions defined by the Cen-
sus Bureau. Its share of the U.S. popu-
lation expanded from 31 percent in
1950 to 36 percent in 2000. But the
westward movement of the population
has been the most dramatic shift over
the past few decades, and this trend
was still evident in the 2000 Census
results. In 1950, just 13 percent of
Americans lived in the West; in 2000,
22 percent lived in the West—up
slightly from 21 percent in 1990.
Although the Midwest and Northeast
have gained population in the past
five decades, their growth has been
overshadowed by the rapid gains in
the West and South. The share of the
U.S. population living in the North-
east fell from 26 percent in 1950 to 19
percent in 2000, while the Midwest’s
share declined from 29 percent to 23
percent. The population living in the
Midwest, which includes such big
states as Ohio, Michigan, and Illinois,
just barely outnumbered those living
in Western states in 2000. With its con-
sistently faster growth, the West is
likely to overtake the Midwest before
the next census, just as it overtook the
Northeast after the 1990 Census.

Nevada, Arizona, Colorado, Utah,
and Idaho—all in the West—were the
five fastest growing states over the
decade (see Appendix Table, page
38). Nevada, which had just 1.2 mil-
lion people in 1990, surged 66 per-
cent over the decade to reach nearly
2 million. Arizona grew 40 percent
to 5.1 million, for a much larger
numerical gain. Hawaii, Montana,
and Wyoming were the only Western
states with relatively slow growth.
Montana’s increase was just under the
national growth rate of 13.2 percent,
while Hawaii and Wyoming grew just
9 percent. Georgia, Florida, Texas,
and North Carolina were the fastest
growing Southern states, and among
the top 10 gainers nationwide. The
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Table 1
U.S. Population by Race and Hispanic Origin, 
1980, 1990, and 2000

Population in thousands

Population group 1980 1990 20001

Total 226,545 248,710 281,422
Non-Hispanic
White 180,603 188,128 194,553
Black 26,092 29,216 33,948
Asian 2 3,551 6,968 10,477
American Indian 1,433 1,794 2,069
Some other race 264 249 468
Two or more races NA NA 4,602

Hispanic3 14,603 22,354 35,306

Percent of total

Non-Hispanic
White 79.8 75.6 69.1
Black 11.5 11.7 12.1
Asian 2 1.6 2.8 3.7
American Indian 0.6 0.7 0.7
Some other race 0.1 0.1 0.2
Two or more races NA NA 1.6

Hispanic3 6.4 9.0 12.5

NA: Not applicable
1 The 2000 figures are not comparable to the other years because respondents could mark more

than one race.
2 Includes Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders.
3 More than 2 million Hispanics marked two or more races in 2000.

Sources: U.S. Census Bureau, 1980 Census of Population PC80-1-C1 (1983): table 233;
1990 Census of Population 1990-CP-1-1 (1992): table 3; and Census 2000 Redistricting
Data (P.L. 94-171), accessed online at www.census.gov/population/www/cen2000/
phc-t1/tab01.xls, on April 21, 2001.



populations of all four of these South-
ern states increased more than 20
percent between 1990 and 2000.

Population growth was much
slower in the Midwestern and North-
eastern states. New York grew by just
5.5 percent—although it added
nearly 1 million people—and Pennsyl-
vania increased by just 3.4 percent.
North Dakota barely grew at all over
the decade, and had the slowest rate
and smallest numerical growth of any
state. It added just 3,400 people to
bring its population total to 642,000.

Although California is not growing
as rapidly as in the past, it still logged
the largest numerical increase over
the decade—4.1 million people—to
reach a population of 33.9 million.
The volume of new residents was
nearly as high in Texas, which added
3.9 million and pushed past New York
to become the nation’s second most
populous state. Florida gained 3.0
million people over the decade, the
third largest increase. Wyoming
remained the least populous state
with 493,782 residents. It gained
40,194 residents over the decade.

Increase in 
Hispanics
One of the biggest surprises of the
2000 Census was the phenomenal
growth in the U.S. Hispanic popula-
tion. The number of people who 
identified themselves as Hispanic
increased from 22 million to 35 million
between 1990 and 2000; the number
of Hispanics edged past the number
of non-Hispanic African Americans
for the first time (see Table 1). The
Hispanic population has grown faster
than the U.S. black population
because Hispanics have higher birth
rates and immigration rates than
blacks. Although many blacks immi-
grated from Africa and the Caribbean,
the flow is minor compared with the
entry of Hispanic immigrants from
Latin America.

Other explanations for the rapid
growth of the Hispanic population

revolve around the census itself. The
Census Bureau made special efforts to
count undocumented immigrants
(many of whom are from Latin Amer-
ica), and it moved the question on His-
panic origin to a more user-friendly
location, preceding the race question,
to encourage a greater response. Many
analysts thought people were confused
in past censuses by being asked their
race first, then whether they were His-
panic. And many Americans do not dis-
tinguish between race and ethnicity as
defined by the federal government.14

Previous analyses have estimated that
about 90 percent of Hispanics would
be considered white by current Census
Bureau definitions, yet 42 percent of
U.S. Hispanics said they were “some
other race,” in the 2000 Census (see
Figure 3). Another 5 percent said they
were “some other race” and white,
black, or some other multiracial combi-
nation. Similarly, nearly 40 percent of
Hispanics checked “other race” in the
1990 Census.

The U.S. Hispanic population has
been highly concentrated in the
Southwest and West, and in a few
metropolitan areas outside these
regions, such as Miami, New York
New Jersey, and Chicago. One of 
the big demographic stories of the
decade has been the dispersion 
of Hispanics out of these areas to

15

Some 
other race

42%
Two or more races 6%

American Indian or Asian* 2%

Black 2%

White
48%

U.S. Hispanic Population by Race, 2000

One race only

Two or more races

Figure 3
U.S. Hispanic Population by Race, 2000

* American Indian, Alaska Natives, Asians, and Native Hawaiians and other Pacific Islanders.

Source: E.M. Grieco and R.C. Cassidy, “Overview of Race and Hispanic Origin,” 
Census Brief 2000 (March 2001): Tables 10-11.
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smaller cities and even rural areas in
the Midwest, South, and Northeast.
These areas saw the largest percent-
age increases in Hispanics between
1990 and 2000, as shown by the
darker areas in Figure 4. Long-term
residents in many Midwestern towns
and Southern cities had little inter-
action with immigrants, or in some
cases with minorities, before the
arrival of Hispanic workers and fami-
lies in the 1990s. This dispersion of
Hispanics means that many more
Americans are seeing and experienc-
ing the country’s new racial and 
ethnic diversity.

The 2000 Census documented
anecdotal evidence that the His-
panic population is getting more
diverse. U.S. Hispanics of Mexican
origin—the largest Hispanic
group—added more than 7 million

people over the decade. They
account for nearly 60 percent of all
Hispanics. And, while Central and
South Americans were the second
largest group in 1990, they were
superceded by an amorphous “other
Spanish/Hispanic/Latino” group in
the 2000 Census.15 This surprising
shift may reflect confusion with the
questionnaire; it may also be con-
nected to the inability to mark more
than one national origin. However,
some demographers and social com-
mentators suggest that it may signal
the gradual assimilation of Ameri-
cans from diverse national origins in
Latin America to a “pan-Latino”
identity. The term Hispanic was cre-
ated as catchall statistical category
for people from Spanish-speaking
countries, but was not widely
embraced by the people it meant to

Percent change in
Hispanic population,
1990 to 2000

100% or greater
 50%–99%
 0%–49%
 less than 0%

Figure 4
Hispanic Population Growth in U.S. Counties, 1990–2000

Source: Created by the Population Reference Bureau based on data from the 2000 Census.
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identify. Many identified with their
national origin rather than as “His-
panic.” This may be changing for
U.S.-born Hispanics, who may feel
less affinity with the country of their
forebears than they do with other
Spanish-speaking Americans, who
increasingly include high-profile ath-
letes, politicians, and entertainers.
Hispanics whose parents are from
different origins (Puerto Rican and
Dominican, for example, or Salvado-
ran and Mexican) might also favor
the more general term.16

After the country of birth and
other variables from the 2000 Census
are released in 2002 and 2003,
demographers will have additional
clues about why the Hispanic, Span-
ish, or Latino category surged over
the past decade.

Racial and Ethnic
Diversity
The number of Asian Americans also
soared during the 1990s, continuing a
trend of recent decades spurred by
high levels of immigration from Asian
countries. In 1990, 6.9 million non-
Hispanic Americans identified them-
selves as Asian (including Pacific
Islanders). By 2000, the number was
nearly 10.5 million. Survey data and
immigration records indicate that
most Asian Americans (about 60 per-
cent) are foreign born, and many set-
tled in the United States after 1980.17

Asian Americans were also less concen-
trated geographically in the 1990s than
they previously had been. While 36
percent live in California, large com-
munities of Asian Americans are now
found in Georgia, Pennsylvania, Min-
nesota, and several other states. This
dispersion reflects the settlement of
refugee populations that entered the
United States in the 1980s and 1990s,
and the arrival of new Asian immi-
grant groups from, for example, India
and Pakistan, which do not have the
thriving communities that Chinese or
Filipino immigrants already had in the
United States. 

Asian Indians were the fastest
growing major Asian American group
during the 1990s. Among Asian
Americans who identified with one
race, Asian Indians are now the third-
largest U.S. Asian group, after Chi-
nese and Filipinos. They were the
fifth-largest group in 1990. Many
Asian Indians are settling where they
find jobs rather than where there are
existing communities of the same eth-
nic origin. The result, again, is more
diversity in the country’s heartland
and small cities.

The African American population
increased faster than the non-His-
panic white majority, but lacked the
additional push from immigration to
keep up with the Hispanic or Asian
American growth rates. African
Americans remain the predominant
minority group in the South, how-
ever. Blacks made up 19 percent of
the population of the South in 2000,
while they made up about 12 percent
of the total U.S. population.
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U.S. Population Under Age 18 and Age 18 or Older
by Race and Hispanic Origin, 2000

Note: Hispanics may be of any race. White, black, Asian, and other exclude Hispanics. The “other”
category includes people who chose more than one race.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, table accessed online at: www.census.gov/population/
www/cen2000/phc.11/tab01.xls, on April 24, 2001.
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Although Hispanics outnumbered
blacks nationally, Hispanics made up
just 12 percent of the South’s popu-
lation in 2000. During the 1990s,
record numbers of blacks moved to
the South from other regions, which
reversed a pattern that prevailed for
most of the 20th century. More than
90 percent of African Americans
lived in the South in 1900, but the
percentage dropped to 53 percent by
1970, reflecting an African American
exodus to Northern and Midwestern
cities. The 1970s saw a reversal of
this trend, and the flow south inten-
sified during the 1990s. Demogra-
phers suggest that blacks have been
attracted to Southern states by the
region’s booming economy, attrac-
tive life style, improved racial cli-
mate, and the historic African
American roots.18

The racial and ethnic diversity of
the U.S. population is most evident
among children. The 2000 Census
found that nearly 40 percent of the
population under age 18 was African
American, Asian American, Hispanic,
American Indian, or another minor-
ity, while 61 percent was non-Hispanic
white (see Figure 5, page 17). One of
the big news stories from the 2000
Census was that California is now a
“minority majority” state, meaning
that non-Hispanic whites make up less
than one-half the state population.
But minorities already make up more
than one-half of the population
under age 18 in five states (Arizona,
California, Hawaii, New Mexico, and
Texas), and in selected counties
throughout the country (see Figure
6). In some cases, minority majority
counties are clustered around large

Percent of population
under age 18 identified
as minority

50% or more
25%–49%
10%–24%
less than 10%

Figure 6
Minority Share of the Population Under Age 18 in U.S. Counties, 2000

Source: Created by the Population Reference Bureau based on data from the 2000 Census.
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urban areas; in other cases, these
counties identify Indian reservations
or nonmetropolitan counties with
large black or Hispanic populations.

Tracking changes among racial and
ethnic groups is more difficult with
the 2000 Census: This was the first to
allow people to mark more than one
race. The federal government added
this option because of increasing rates
of interracial marriage and the grow-
ing population that identifies with
more than one race, especially among
children. Of the 281.4 million people
counted in the census, about 6.8 mil-
lion (2.4 percent) identified with two
or more races. About 4 percent of
children were identified as multiracial,
compared with 2 percent of adults.

The multiracial population included
3.2 million people who reported “some
other race” in combination with one or
more other races. About 41 percent of
these respondents were Hispanic. They
often use the “some other race” desig-
nation to express their nationalities—
for example, Mexican or Salvadoran or
Nicaraguan—which for them have
more meaning than the category 
Hispanic. Those who chose some other
race along with white, black, or Asian
were the most common multiracial
combinations in the 2000 Census. Next
to these came white and American
Indian and Alaska Native (1.1 million),
white and Asian (868,000), white and
black (785,000), and black and Ameri-
can Indian and Alaska Native
(182,000) (see Figure 7).

The new options for answering the
race question on the census form have
made it difficult to measure the size of
racial groups and to track trends over
time, especially for groups with high
rates of intermarriage. The American
Indian and Alaska Native population,
for example, could number as low as
2.5 million or as high as 4.1 million,
depending on how the multiracial
American Indian population is classi-
fied. It is also a challenge to measure
the growth or decline of racial groups
since 1990. Using the single-race defin-
ition, the American Indian and Alaska
Native population grew by 26 percent,
but under the alternative definition,

which combines single-race and mul-
tiracial American Indian groups, the
population grew by 110 percent.

Metropolitan Growth
The vast majority of Americans live
in metropolitan areas—urban coun-
ties surrounding a city (or urbanized
area) with a population of at least
50,000. The 2000 Census has painted
a broad-brush picture of the 276
metro areas that are the center of
American society. Eighty percent of
the population lives in metropolitan
areas, a slight increase over the 1990
share. The metro area population
increased by 14 percent between
1990 and 2000, much faster than the
population in nonmetropolitan coun-
ties, which grew about 10 percent
over the decade.

Most of the nation’s metropolitan
areas saw their populations increase
in the 1990s, but growth was much
faster among metro areas with popu-
lations between 1 million and 5 mil-
lion: They grew 19 percent during the
1990s, while larger and smaller metro
areas grew by 11 percent and 12 per-
cent respectively.

Metro areas in the West and South
grew fastest—by about 20 percent on
average—while metro areas in the
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Americans Who Identified With More Than 
One Race, 2000

Total multiracial Americans = 6,826,228
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for States Tables PL1.
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Midwest and Northeast increased by
less than 10 percent. Las Vegas, Nev.,
saw its population soar from 853,000
in 1990 to nearly 1.6 million in 2000
(an 83 percent increase). Such major
regional hubs as Phoenix, Atlanta, and
Denver grew at least 30 percent during
the last decade as did emerging areas
like Austin, Tex. (see Table 2). The
faster growth in the South and West
continues overall regional trends evi-
dent for the last 40 years that have
shifted the U.S. population away from
the Midwest and Northeast. In the
1960 Census, for example, the South
and West accounted for 46 percent of
the U.S. population; by 2000, these
two regions accounted for 58 percent. 

Most of the 24 metropolitan areas
that lost population between 1990 and
2000 included smaller, aging cities in
the Northeast and Midwest—Pitts-

burgh, Pa., Buffalo, N.Y., and
Youngstown, Ohio, for example—that
have been losing population for
decades. But some metro areas cen-
tered on small manufacturing towns
in the South—such as Anniston,
Ala.—also lost population. Counties
within the same metropolitan areas
grew at varying rates (see Figure 8).

What is behind these trends? The
2000 Census data slated for release in
2002 and 2003 will allow more detailed
analyses, but the existing data suggest
some explanations.

First, fast-growing metropolitan
areas tended to be “job magnets,”
assisted by rapid growth in one or
more economic sectors. Las Vegas, for
example, has continued to emerge as a
major entertainment and tourism cen-
ter; tourists alone pumped $22.5 bil-
lion into the local economy in the late
1990s.19 Other fast-growing metropoli-
tan areas—such as Austin, Tex.,
Phoenix, and the Research Triangle
area of Raleigh-Durham-Chapel Hill,
N.C.—were high-tech boom areas.20

Conversely, many slow-growing and
declining metropolitan areas suffered
recent or long-term economic down-
turns. The loss of population in the
areas surrounding Buffalo, Pittsburgh,
and the eastern Ohio cities of Youngs-
town and Steubenville, for example,
continued a trend initiated by losses of
manufacturing jobs decades earlier.21

Economic factors are not the only
explanation for metro area population
change. Several booming metro areas
have emerged as retirement Meccas,
including Naples and Ocala in Florida;
Yuma, Ariz.; Myrtle Beach, S.C.; Wilm-
ington, N.C.; and Las Cruces, N.M.22

International migration also influ-
ences metro area population growth.
While 2000 Census data on migration
will not be released until 2002, an
analysis of demographic trends from
1990 to 1998 by demographers William
Frey and Ross DeVol suggests that
“gateway” metros such as New York,
Los Angeles, Miami, and Chicago were
top destination choices for immigrants.
Many immigration magnets lost native-
born residents to other states and
metro areas. Among the 10 metros that

Table 2
Ten Fastest Growing and Fastest Declining 
Metropolitan Areas,1990–2000

Change 1990–2000

2000 Population Number
Rank Metropolitan Area (thousands) (thousands) Percent

Fastest Growth
1 Las Vegas, NV/AZ 1,563 711 83.3
2 Naples, FL 251 99 65.3
3 Yuma, AZ 160 53 49.7
4 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, TX 569 186 48.5
5 Austin-San Marcos, TX 1,250 404 47.7
6 Fayetteville-Springdale-Rogers, AR 311 100 47.5
7 Boise, ID 432 136 46.1
8 Phoenix-Mesa, AZ 3,252 1,013 45.3
9 Laredo, TX 193 60 44.9
10 Provo-Orem, UT 369 105 39.8

Fastest Decline
267 Anniston, AL 112 -4 -3.3
268 Johnstown, PA 233 -9 -3.6
269 Wheeling, WV/OH 153 -6 -3.8
270 Alexandria, LA 126 -5 -4.0
271 Elmira, NY 91 -4 -4.3
272 Pittsfield, MA 85 -4 -4.5
273 Binghamton, NY 252 -12 -4.6
274 Utica-Rome, NY 300 -17 -5.3
275 Grand Forks, ND 97 -6 -5.5
276 Steubenville-Weirton, OH/WV 132 -11 -7.4

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. Table accessed at:
www.census.gov/population/cen2000/phc-t3/tab02.xls, on April 17, 2001.
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Frey and DeVol listed as high immigra-
tion magnets, only Dallas, Houston,
and Miami grew significantly faster
than the national average over the
1990s, partly because eight of those 10
(Dallas and Houston were the excep-
tions) had a net loss of native-born resi-
dents.23 Frey, among others, suggests
that U.S.-born residents left because
the growing immigrant population
held down wages.

Patterns of Growth
Metropolitan areas usually encompass
one or more central city areas sur-
rounded by an inner ring of suburban
counties, and often an outer ring of
less densely settled suburban counties.
In recent decades, central cities have
lost population to suburban counties
as middle-class families moved out to
suburbs under the assumption that the
schools were better, neighborhoods
safer, and property values more stable.
But the 2000 Census documented a

surprising population gain in most
central cities, especially in newer met-
ropolitan areas, and drew the outlines
of at least three general patterns of
metropolitan growth: increasing den-
sity in the central counties; sprawling,
less concentrated urban growth; and a
declining urban center, surrounded by
slower-growing inner suburbs and
faster-growing outer suburbs.

Eight of the nation’s 10 largest cities
(Detroit and Philadelphia were the
exceptions) gained population between
1990 and 2000.24 While many smaller
cities in the Northeast and Midwest lost
population during the 1990s, the
declines generally were less steep than
expected and less severe than the
declines of the 1980s. Baltimore’s popu-
lation total was down 11.5 percent;
Cleveland was down 5.4 percent; New
Haven, Conn., lost 5.2 percent, and
Philadelphia lost 4.3 percent of its pop-
ulation. Other cities in the Northeast
and Midwest actually grew, notably
Chicago (up 4.0 percent) and New

Percent change in�
county population�
1990 to 2000

30% or greater
15%–29%
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less than 0%

Figure 8
Population Growth in Metropolitan Area Counties, 1990–2000

Note: Alaska and Hawaii (not shown) each have one metropolitan area county that increased by 0% to 14% between 1990 and 2000.

Sources: Created by the Population Reference Bureau based on data from the 2000 Census.
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York City (up 9.4 percent). New York
City, as defined by five constituent
counties, topped 8 million in 2000, just
above its previous high count of 7.9 mil-
lion in 1970. 

Demographers will know more
about who moved into these metro
areas after census data on place of
birth and migration are released in
2002. But it appears likely that cen-
tral-city population growth was fueled
mainly by increasing numbers of
international migrants who offset a
continuing exodus of the U.S.-born
population out of central cities to
surrounding suburbs or to other
metro areas and states. Chicago, for
example, had fewer black and white
non-Hispanic residents in 2000 than
in 1990. However, an increase in His-
panic residents, many from abroad,
more than offset the losses and
allowed the city to grow.

Suburbs in many metropolitan
areas also gained population from
international migration. More inter-
national migrants lived in the sub-
urbs than in central cities during the
1990s, according to Census Bureau

estimates. Stories about high schools
in which dozens of languages are spo-
ken or about hospitals needing emer-
gency-room translators have been
familiar fare in newspapers for
decades. What changed during the
1990s is that these stories were writ-
ten about inner suburbs like
Wheaton, Md., outside Washington,
D.C., or Marietta, Ga., outside
Atlanta, rather than traditional immi-
grant gateways like lower Manhattan
or downtown Los Angeles. 

Three Patterns of 
Metro Growth
The patterns of growth across metro-
politan areas are difficult to compare
using only the census concepts of
“central city” and “suburb.” Some city
boundaries, especially in the West, 
are large and still encompass areas 
of low-density settlement, and some
cities like Houston and Indianapolis
can annex new land as the metropoli-
tan area grows. But maps of population
growth linked with aerial photos or
remote-sensing images of land use,
confirm that “sprawl” is not a uniform
nationwide phenomenon. Population
densities and growth rates vary across
metropolitan areas, and even within
suburbs of metropolitan areas, as
illustrated by Kansas City, Atlanta, 
and Los Angeles.

The Kansas City metropolitan area,
which includes four counties in
Kansas and seven in Missouri, showed
a pattern common for slow-growing
metropolitan areas in the North and
Midwest. The central cities grew little
or lost population: Kansas City, Mo.,
grew 1.5 percent for the decade;
Kansas City, Kan., lost almost 2 percent
of its population. The inner metropol-
itan counties grew slowly (less than 
10 percent during the decade), while
the outlying counties grew rapidly
(more than 20 percent). The metro-
politan area as a whole grew 12 percent,
just below the growth rate for the
nation as a whole.

Many fast-growing metropolitan
areas, especially in the South, followed
a more haphazard growth pattern. In

The census results documented a resurgence
of downtown populations in some metro
areas—reversing decades of decline.

Photo removed for
copyright reasons.
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this prototypical “sprawl,” rapid devel-
opment occurs at the outer fringes of
metropolitan areas, often leaping
over low-density areas and following
major highways. The Atlanta metro-
politan area exemplifies this pattern
as its population surged by 39 percent
during the 1990s. Forsyth County, Ga.,
on the northeast border of the Atlanta
metropolitan area, and Henry County,
southeast of central Atlanta, more
than doubled in population during
the 1990s (see Figure 9). Major high-
ways run through both counties. Por-
tions of several of the Atlanta metro
area’s western and southern counties
also saw their populations increase by
50 percent or more, while adjacent

areas both closer and further from
the center had relatively slow growth.

Atlanta’s central-city population, in
portions of Fulton and DeKalb Coun-
ties, grew less than 6 percent. Even
this low growth rate was higher than
expected—the city had lost popula-
tion during the 1970s and 1980s.

Fast-growing metropolitan areas in
the West followed another pattern as
their populations became more con-
centrated during the 1990s. Suburbs
in Western metro areas gained popu-
lation, but did not expand in land
area as rapidly as in the South. Physi-
cal geography was one reason these
areas became more densely settled—
many Western metropolitan areas are

Percent change
by census tract
1990 to 2000

75% or greater
50%–74%
25%–49%
0%–24%
less than 0%

Pickens

Cherokee

Forsyth

Gwinnett
Barrow

DeKalb

Bartow

Paulding

Fulton

Cobb

Clayton

ATLANTA*Douglas

Carroll

Coweta
Fayette

Spalding

Henry

Newton
Rockdale

Walton

Figure 9
Population Growth in the Atlanta Metropolitan Area, 1990–2000

* Atlanta central city area.

Source: Created by the Population Reference Bureau using data from the 2000 Census.



24

physically limited by coastlines,
desert, or mountain ranges. Their
outlying areas are seeing more devel-
opment than in past years, but still
cannot support the densities of settle-
ment that “exurbs” in other parts of
the country can.25

Changing Neighborhoods
Population shifts within metropoli-
tan areas are altering the racial and
ethnic makeup of cities and suburbs.
In previous decades, metro areas
have experienced “white flight”:
White families would move from 
central-city areas to the suburbs,
which concentrated minorities and
urban poverty in the inner cities.
Neighborhoods and schools were
highly segregated; central cities were
predominantly minority, suburbs
were predominantly white. Immi-
grant groups typically settled in cen-
tral cities and created unique ethnic
communities. Some of this same phe-
nomenon occurred during the
1990s. The non-Hispanic white per-
centage of the population in the 100
largest cities dipped from 52 percent

to 44 percent, according to a recent
report from the Brookings Institu-
tion.26 But some cities, including
Washington, D.C., and Atlanta, saw
the non-Hispanic white share of
their populations increase. In Wash-
ington, this reflected a larger exodus
of blacks than whites; but in the city
of Atlanta, the increase captured an
influx of non-Hispanic whites during
the decade. Atlanta was one of a few
rapidly growing cities, including
Austin, Tex., and Las Vegas, Nev.,
that saw an increase in their non-His-
panic white population, according to
census results and the Brookings
Institution study.

The 2000 Census data show high
levels of racial segregation in residen-
tial areas of metropolitan America,
and only a slight decline in segrega-
tion since 1990. White Americans
tend to live in neighborhoods that
are overwhelmingly white; minorities
live in neighborhoods with other
minorities. 

A recent study shows that the aver-
age white American in a metropoli-
tan area lives in a neighborhood that
is about 83 percent white and about
7 percent black, 6 percent Hispanic,
and 3 percent Asian. In 1990, whites
lived in neighborhoods that were 86
percent white. The 2000 Census
showed the average black person lives
in a neighborhood that is 33 percent
white and 51 percent black. Com-
pared with 1990, blacks were more
likely to have Hispanic and Asian
neighbors in 2000, but they were no
more likely to have white neighbors.27

Asian and Hispanic populations—
which include large numbers of
recent immigrants—were somewhat
more isolated from other racial and
ethnic groups in 2000 than they were
in 1990.

Older, large metro areas in the
Northeast and Midwest, like Newark,
N.J., and Detroit, tend to be the most
segregated, while newer, rapidly grow-
ing areas in the West and South are
least segregated. Metropolitan areas
with large military populations, such
as Norfolk, Va., and San Diego, also
tend to be less segregated.

City neighborhoods were only slightly more racially integrated in 2000 than
they were in 1990.

Photo removed for
copyright reasons.
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One of the distinctive patterns of
the 1990s was the movement of middle-
class minority families from cities to
suburbs, and in some areas, the emer-
gence of immigrant communities in
the suburbs rather than city neighbor-
hoods. This has introduced ethnic and
racial diversity into what once were 
all-white communities. But minorities
who move to the suburbs do not 
necessarily live in integrated neighbor-
hoods. The decade saw an increase in
“minority suburbs” in such places as
Atlanta and Washington, D.C.

In some suburban areas, neighbor-
hoods evolve over time from predom-
inantly white, to mixed
white/minority to predominantly
minority—similar to the progression
that took place in central city areas in
the last half of the 20th century.
Washington, D.C., for example, was
two-thirds white and about one-third
black in 1950. In 2000, the city was
two-thirds black and one-fourth non-
Hispanic white. In suburban Prince
George’s County, Md., just across the
district line, the population was about
85 percent white in 1970. In 2000, the
county’s population was 24 percent
non-Hispanic white and 63 percent
black, reflecting the movement of
blacks from the District of Columbia
into the county.

Herndon, Va., a suburban com-
munity in the Washington, D.C.
metro area, attracted many immi-
grants from Asia and South and Cen-
tral America during the 1990s.
Hispanics increased from nearly 10
percent to 26 percent of Herndon’s
population; and Asian Americans
increased from about 8 percent to 14
percent of the population.28

In Atlanta’s metro area, minority
suburbs have emerged in newly devel-
oping areas. Middle-class black fami-
lies moved from the central city to
suburban areas in Clayton County.
Between 1990 and 2000, the county
population rose by 30 percent, and
the percentage of residents who were
black more than doubled, from 24
percent to 51 percent. The percent-
age who were Hispanic rose from 2
percent to more than 7 percent in

Clayton county over the decade.29 In
contrast, the explosive suburban
growth in neighboring Henry County
primarily involved white families,
although the county also saw an
increase in blacks and Hispanics.
About 80 percent of Henry County’s
population was white in 2000, down
from 88 percent in 1990.

Political 
Implications
The legal requirement to conduct a
census is rooted in the American sys-
tem of representative government.
The law requires that the total popu-
lation for each state, as determined by
the census, be given to the president
by December 31 of the census year
and that this population be used to
reallocate the number of seats held by
the states in the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives. The 2000 Census reappor-
tionment will take effect when the
108th Congress is elected in Novem-
ber 2002 and convenes in 2003.

The new census numbers also
determine the number of electoral
votes each state will wield in the 2004
and 2008 presidential elections.
Because the U.S. Constitution grants
all states at least one representative
and two senators, each state has at
least three electoral votes (equal to its
number of representatives plus the
two senators). The number of elec-
toral votes was fixed at 535 during the
apportionment following the 1910
Census; three more were added in
1961 when the District of Columbia
was granted three electoral votes
(although the District has no voting
representation in Congress). The
number of votes held by an individual
state increases or decreases depend-
ing on its relative share of the total
U.S. population at each census (see
Box 4, page 26).

The census figures reported to the
president in December 2000 added
congressional seats to eight states,
and subtracted seats from 10 states
(see Figure 10). Arizona, Florida,



The framers of the U.S. Constitution were vision-
aries who created a legal foundation for a new form
of government. Incredibly, the document they cre-
ated has stood the test of time exceedingly well for
more than two centuries. The system for electing a
national president was a compromise they ham-
mered out to limit federal power and maintain the
power of states. The U.S. president would be
selected by electors from each state, not by direct
vote of the people. The system was meant to ensure
that small states would always have a say in national
elections, and many argue that presidential candi-
dates today would bypass small states altogether if
they did not need their electoral votes.1

But many Americans now seem to feel either
that the Electoral College was a mistake or that it
has outlived its usefulness. A Gallup poll conducted
after the 2000 presidential election found about
three in five Americans, 61 percent, in favor of
abolishing the Electoral College and replacing it
with a direct popular vote. 

Why do so many people want to scrap the 
Electoral College? One reason is that it challenges
our notions of fairness. It allots each state a number
of electors equal to the number of its representa-
tives plus its senators, creating a bias in favor of
states with small populations. Although this bias is
well-known, the extent of bias introduced by this
system is probably not widely appreciated. Each of
Wyoming’s three electors represent some 122,000
members of the voting-age population, according
to the 2000 Census. By contrast, New York’s 31
electors each will represent a voting-age population
of some 461,000 people. Thus, the Electoral College
gives each voter in Wyoming nearly four times as
much weight as a voter in New York. 

The problem is broader than the extreme cases
of Wyoming and New York: In six small states and
in the District of Columbia, each elector repre-
sents fewer than 200,000 potential voters, while 
in 14 large states each elector represents more
than 400,000 using the new apportionment figures.
This disparity, according to Lawrence Longley, 
co-author of The Electoral College Primer 2000,
departs from the one-person, one-vote rulings 
of the U.S. Supreme Court in the 1960s. These 

rulings mandated that each congressional district
represent essentially the same number of citizens. 

If the Electoral College is unfair and obsolete,
what system should replace it? Seven Gallup sur-
veys dating back to 1966 show that most Americans
believe the president should be elected by popular
vote. France, Mexico, and many other countries
elect their leaders by direct popular elections,
although Canada, the United Kingdom, and sev-
eral other parliamentary systems do not.

It would be nearly impossible to get rid of the
Electoral College, however, because doing so would
require amending the Constitution. Traditionally,
amending the Constitution requires a two-thirds
majority of both houses of Congress plus ratifica-
tion by three-quarters of the states. Obtaining
approval of three-quarters of the states would be
the harder of the two, because small states are
clearly advantaged by the current system. And
there are enough small states to insist on retaining
the status quo.

Twelve small states plus the District of Columbia
have either four or fewer electoral votes. Five other
states have just five electoral votes each. These states
had only 7 percent of the national voting-age pop-
ulation in 2000, yet any 13 of them could block any
change in the Electoral College.

With most potential amendments—for example,
a flag burning amendment or a balanced budget
amendment—small states may share the same inter-
ests as large states. But in the case of the Electoral
College, the small states have a clear interest in 
protecting their advantage in electing the president.

Adapted from Theodore D. Fuller, “A Demographic 
Perspective on Replacing the Electoral College,” Popula-
tion Today February/March 2001.
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Georgia, and Texas will each gain two
seats in the 108th Congress, while Cal-
ifornia, Colorado, Nevada, and North
Carolina will each pick up one seat.
New York and Pennsylvania will lose
two seats each, while Connecticut, Illi-
nois, Indiana, Michigan, Mississippi,
Ohio, Oklahoma, and Wisconsin will
lose one seat each.

The population totals used to
reapportion congressional seats
include the resident population of
each state plus military and U.S. gov-
ernment civilian employees from
that state (and their dependents)
who are posted overseas. Overseas
populations were included in the
apportionment population after the
2000, 1990, and 1970 Censuses, but
were not included in other census
years. If only the current state resi-
dent population totals had been

used in 2000, North Carolina would
not have gained an additional seat—
that seat would have gone to Utah.
North Carolina’s substantial overseas
military population pushed up the
state total just enough so it could
claim another seat. Utah has con-
tested the result, arguing that if the
Census Bureau had included the
11,000 Utah residents serving tempo-
rary tours as missionaries overseas,
Utah’s apportionment population
would have been enough so that
Utah rather than North Carolina
would have gained a seat.30

Even with the expected gains for
the South and West, the new appor-
tionment numbers contained some
surprises. Apportionment projections
based on 1999 Census Bureau esti-
mates had indicated that Florida and
Georgia would each gain only one

Gain
No change
Loss

Figure 10
Electoral Votes by State, 2000

Source: U. S. Census Bureau. Accessed online at www.census.gov/population/www/censusdata/apportionment.html, on April 21, 2001.



28

seat, while Indiana, Michigan, and
North Carolina would remain the
same. Those projections also mistak-
enly predicted that Montana would
regain the second House seat that it
had lost in the 1990 apportionment.

Because the states vary tremen-
dously in population size—from just
under 500,000 in Wyoming to nearly
34 million in California—and the
total number of House seats stays at
435, this system guarantees a wide
disparity among states in how many
people each state delegation repre-
sents. Montana has one member in
the U.S. House of Representatives,
who represents 902,000 state resi-
dents, for example, while Wyoming’s
one member represents 494,000 peo-
ple. Under the new apportionment,
New York has 29 members, or one for
every 654,000 New York residents.
This disparity among states will be
reflected in the 108th Congress when
it convenes in 2003.

How will the 2000 Census affect
the U.S. political scene in the next
decade, and what are some of the
political implications of the popula-
tion changes captured by the census?
In general, states like New York and
Pennsylvania that have gone for
Democrats in recent presidential
elections lost ground, while states
like Texas and Arizona that have
tended to support Republican presi-
dential candidates in recent elections
gained electoral votes. This shift
reflects the general population
movement to Southern, Western,
and Mountain states—from abroad
and from Midwestern and Northeast-
ern states. The 2000 Census results
reaffirm these trends.

The increasing percentage of the
U.S. population in states that were
Republican-leaning in the 1990s, how-
ever, does not guarantee a long-term
dominance of the Republicans or any
other party. The population moving
into these high-growth states may not
have the same political leanings as the
population already living there.

The political future is especially
uncertain in states that are gaining
large immigrant populations. Immi-

grants tend not to vote: Most recent
immigrants are not citizens and many
are young, poor, and have little for-
mal education—population groups
that have low rates of voter turnout.31

But over time, some become politi-
cally involved: They may naturalize,
vote, and even run for office. Recent
legal changes have accelerated the
transition in some areas. The number
of immigrants seeking U.S. citizen-
ship surged in the late 1990s, in part
because of changes in the procedures
for obtaining immigrant visas and
because welfare and other public 
services for noncitizens were limited
by the Personal Responsibility and
Work Opportunity Reconciliation 
Act of 1996.32

In New York City, this increase in
the number of naturalized citizens
coincided with the imposition of term
limits that forced out two-thirds of the
incumbent city council members,
which created opportunities for politi-
cal newcomers. At least a dozen for-
eign-born New Yorkers ran for city
council in 2001.33 The U.S.-born chil-
dren of immigrants—citizens by
birth—are much more likely than
their parents to participate in elec-
tions, which could shift the political
balance in some areas.

The major political parties are well
aware of the potential for political
support or opposition from the grow-
ing Hispanic population. Hispanics
are underrepresented in the U.S.
Congress: They are 12 percent of the
U.S. population, yet hold just 4 per-
cent (19 voting seats) in Congress in
2001. African Americans, also about
12 percent of the national popula-
tion, hold 36 seats. Asian and Pacific
Islanders hold 6 voting seats, while
non-Hispanic whites occupy 472
seats.34 Hispanics have long been
prominent in the political parties in
states like California, Florida, New
Mexico, and Texas, however, and
their influence is expected to increase
elsewhere. During the 1990s, the His-
panic population doubled in many
states, including Iowa, North Car-
olina, and Oregon, and rose sharply
in fast-growing states like Georgia.
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Political candidates in Hispanic dis-
tricts may increasingly champion
issues of special concern to Hispanics,
such as combating high school
dropout rates and providing health
care for uninsured workers.35

African Americans make up nearly
the same percentage of the U.S. pop-
ulation as Hispanics, but they make
up a larger percentage of the popu-
lation that is eligible to vote. And
African Americans are bucking the
national decline in voter turnout. In
the last two national elections, the
percentage of blacks who voted has
increased or held steady, while the
percentage has slipped for whites.36

Blacks have not been particularly
successful at winning elected office
in majority white districts, but they
wield considerable power in many
states and metropolitan areas. In the
November 2000 presidential elec-
tion, the black share of the vote was
greater than their share of the vot-
ing-age population in five states:
Florida, Mississippi, Missouri, Ten-
nessee, and Texas.

Although Asian Americans remain
a relatively small proportion of the
U.S. population, they have become
increasingly active politically. Even
more than blacks and Hispanics,
Asian Americans must gain the sup-
port of other racial and ethnic groups
to win elected office, but several have
achieved this.37 Political analysts have
noted that coalitions among minority
voters can sway an election even when
the size of a specific population is rel-
atively small. In 1998, black, Hispanic,
and Asian coalitions were instrumen-
tal to the U.S. Senate race in New
York and the governor’s race in the
California, and a coalition may be
emerging among Hispanics and
blacks in New York City.38

The growing share of minorities in
the U.S. population—and their
increasing involvement in politics—
all but guarantees to raise their visi-
bility on the political landscape. The
major political parties are positioning
themselves to woo more of the
minority vote. Recently, one analyst
calculated that if George W. Bush

Table 3
Selected 2000 Census Population Data to be Released

If you want data on: It will be released:

Race and ethnicity for the March–April 2001
total population and the 
population age 18 or older

100-percent characteristics 
(asked of every person and housing unit in the U.S.)

• Age June-September 2001
• Family structure/ for states.

household relationship November-December 2001
• Gender for advance national data.*
• Hispanic origin May-June 2002 for
• Race final national data.*

The above population September-December 2001 
characteristics for many for states.
detailed race and Hispanic March-April 2002 for
categories, American Indian advance national data.*
and Alaska Native tribes, and June-July 2002 for
ancestry groups. final national data.*

Sample population characteristics 
(from long form, which represents about one-sixth of U.S. population)

• Ancestry 
• Citizenship 
• Disability 
• Educational attainment and 

school enrollment
• Grandparents as primary 

caregivers
• Income and poverty
• Labor force status June-September 2002
• Language ability
• Marital status
• Migration
• Occupation/industry
• Place of birth
• Place of work/journey to work
• Veteran status

The above characteristics for 
many detailed race and 
Hispanic categories, American October 2002–February 2003
Indian and Alaska Native tribes,
and ancestry groups.

These data will be available on the Census Bureau website, 
http://www.census.gov and http://factfinder.census.gov, and in CD-ROM and
DVD formats.

* Urban/rural data are on the final national file.

Copyright © 2001 Population Reference Bureau. 
Available online at: www.prb.org/press/census2000/ScheduleCensus2000DataReleases.
html, May 2001.
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wins the same percentage of the
minority vote in 2004 as he did in
2000, he would lose the popular vote
by 3 million votes because minorities
will account for a larger share of the
voting-age population in 2004.39 The
rate of minority participation in elec-
tions will be increasingly important
for candidates’ success.

More From the
2000 Census
The flurry of news stories generated
by each new release of data from the
2000 Census is unparalleled. The
news value stems from the surprises
and mysteries associated with the

Box 5
Media Coverage of the 2000 Census
Steve Doig, Professor and Knight Chair
in Journalism, Walter Cronkite School 
of Journalism and Telecommunication,
Arizona State University, was interviewed
about 2000 Census media coverage by
the Population Reference Bureau’s 
Bingham Kennedy, Jr., on April 17, 2001. 

PRB: How does the media coverage of the
2000 Census compare with coverage of
previous ones?

Doig: There’s been much wider interest
among the media in the 2000 Census.

I was very familiar with the 1990 Cen-
sus, which I covered while working at the
Miami Herald. Back then, I thought there
would be widespread competitive rush to
get the good stories coming out of the
census, but there wasn’t in 1990. The
only news organization besides Knight-
Ridder papers like the Miami Herald that
was aggressive about using the 1990 Cen-
sus data was USA Today, with its interest
in demographics and so on. I finally real-
ized that part of the reason was that the
computer revolution was just getting
underway in news organizations. There
weren’t that many people who were pro-
ficient at using computers, the equip-
ment was much harder to work with, the
software required more programming
skills, and things like that. So there were
maybe half a dozen reporters who were
actually ready to do big stories on the
census back then.

...There are now hundreds of news
organizations—not just newspapers, but
TV and radio stations, too—that are
doing major census stories. Several
things happened to spark such wide-
spread interest. One, computer-assisted
reporting has really spread across the

industry: The idea of reporters using
social science methods to do much more
precise stories is much more of a reality
these days. Also, the equipment is much
easier to work with—back in 1990, I had
to use a mainframe computer to work
with census data.

...The Census Bureau has really
gone out of its way to make its data
more accessible this time. Not only
have they put it on the Internet with
American FactFinder, which makes it
easy for even very small papers to work
with the data, but you can also get the
bulk data on CD-ROM.

At the same time, we reached a criti-
cal mass of computer-assisted reporting
in newsrooms around the country. Given
the competitive nature of reporters,
once it became apparent that the census
was a story that some of us were inter-
ested in, nobody else dared ignore it.
And so everyone said, “Oh my god, we
have to be ready!” There was also the
realization that, because of the height-
ened skills, that everybody would have to
do it on deadline, too. So there’s really
been an incredible improvement in the
quality of the stories that can be done
with each wave of data...

...The Los Angeles Times had an eight-
page special section that was out the
morning after the California data came
out. You have to be in the news business
to appreciate what a testament that is to
planning, flexibility, and commitment by
the higher management that this is an
important story. Not every news organiza-
tion can match that kind of production,
but papers of all kinds of sizes have made
really wonderful use of the information.
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census, but it also reflects a more
sophisticated approach by the news
media and the easier availability of
information through the Internet
and other technologies (see Box 5).
A wealth of additional and even
more detailed information about the
American people—some of it down
to the census-tract level—will be

released over the next few years 
(see Table 3, page 29).

What will the legacy of the 2000
Census be? Kenneth Prewitt, director
of the Census Bureau during the 2000
enumeration, cites the new approach
to classifying race as a watershed
event in 2000 (see Box 6). Legal bat-
tles that are brewing over adjustment,

PRB: Where do you think there is room
for improvement in the media’s coverage
of the census?

Doig: It will be interesting to see how
well they learn to go back to the data
when other stories come along. Right
now, the data is coming out, and we’re
treating that as an event—pulling stories
out of it and telling those stories. 
I think the best use of the data will be
when other kinds of stories need to be
told, and the reporters hopefully will
be familiar enough with the demo-
graphic data that they will see it as
another source, another way of adding
precision to all those other stories.

Another thing that journalists 
certainly can do better is that we can
learn more about some of the good 
statistical tools that academic researchers
use. We won’t turn journalists into 
academics, but greater use of these 
statistical tools can help keep the
media from drawing conclusions that
aren’t there and other pitfalls that 
journalists sometimes fall prey to when
you need to tell a story right away.

PRB: What kinds of stories do you think can
really benefit from greater use of census data?

Doig: Any of the issues that revolve
around change, whether its growth, 
ethnic tensions, education, whatever.
Journalists have known forever how to
tell those stories anecdotally...but it
really adds credibility to the story to
show that the specific examples are not
isolated instances but part of a broader
pattern. If we can show that the pattern
is there using census data, it really adds
credibility to the journalism.

PRB: What are the main difficulties
that remain for journalists in reporting
census data?

Doig: The Census Bureau in releasing
the data isn’t really thinking of journal-
ists as their primary audience—and no
one expects them to think of journal-
ists that way—so it is often difficult to
do a story on very short notice on data
that is coming out on any given day.

There are also a variety of technical
problems in dealing with census data.
Once you get to the sample data, for
example, you have to make sure you
understand things like error margins.
You don’t want to make a big thing out
of a small thing that is actually within
the margin of error.

One other thing to keep in mind is
that there are very few journalists today
who make use of the full-range of 
Census Bureau products. There are a
lot of information products that come
out between censuses, such as the 
Current Population Survey or Census
of Agriculture. These are every bit as
rich in information as the census about
the communities that we cover, but
most journalists are only dimly aware
that these things exist, if they know
about them at all. Maybe one of the
good things about all this coverage of
the 2000 Census, and the interest that
readers have shown in it, is that smart
reporters will start turning their skills
in computer-assisted reporting to 
making better use of these other 
products and more complicated data.
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coverage, and redistricting may lead
to precedent-setting court rulings.
And the press attention and easy
accessibility of census data may well
expand the use of these data far
beyond the traditional business, acad-
emic, and public consumers. 

The Next Census
The 2000 Census followed in the 200-
year tradition of enumerating each
American to comply with the Consti-
tutional requirement for political
apportionment. It may have been the
most complete and accurate census
ever administered, and it may have
been the last “traditional” U.S. cen-
sus. The rising costs of conducting a
census and and growing concerns
about personal privacy have
prompted a search for alternative
ways of getting the same information.
One strategy is the American Com-
munity Survey (ACS), which is slated
to replace the long census form that
went to about 17 percent of the popu-

lation in 2000. Assuming it is fully
implemented in 2003, the ACS would
be conducted nationwide for the rest
of the decade and would track
changes over time and measure rela-
tive differences among population
groups and communities (see Box 7,
page 34).

New technologies for storing and
transferring data and for making
maps are likely to make more infor-
mation available to the public. But
aside from the technological issues,
a number of ethical and governance
issues will remain important in the
third century of census-taking. Ken
Prewitt highlights—and distin-
guishes between—the issues of pri-
vacy and confidentiality: “Privacy
really has to do with the question
‘what does anyone have the right to
know about me?’ irrespective of
whether that information is held
confidentially or not.” Many Ameri-
cans are concerned that so much
detailed personal information is
available for marketers and others,
and view the census as another gov-
ernment invasion of privacy.

The Census Bureau is required 
to ensure the confidentiality of the
data it collects. It does not release
information that can identify spe-
cific individuals or households enu-
merated in recent censuses. The
Census Bureau will release house-
hold information for genealogical or
other research only 72 years after
the census was taken (records from
the 1920 Census are the most recent
available in 2001, for example).

Because the census and related
surveys involve collecting information
on individuals, Prewitt says that the
Census Bureau, which “has a practi-
cally impeccable record on confi-
dentiality can still be vulnerable to
charges of ‘you’re invading my pri-
vacy,’” and concedes, “There’s no
easy solution to that one.”

The census will probably continue
to be a political lightning rod, just as
it has been for the last two centuries.
The advances in methodology and
technology will probably encourage
more lawsuits because they expand

Only 2.4 percent of the U.S. population identi-
fied themselves with more than one race in
2000, but many demographers say that per-
centage could mushroom in the coming decade.

Photo removed for
copyright reasons.
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Box 6
The Legacy of the 2000 Census
Kenneth Prewitt was director of the U.S. Census
Bureau, October 1998 to January 2001, and oversaw
the execution of Census 2000. He is currently dean
of graduate faculty of political and social science at
the New School for Social Research in New York.
Prewitt was interviewed by the Population Reference
Bureau’s Bingham Kennedy, Jr., on April 28, 2001.

PRB: What are the implications for social policy of the
opportunity to register more than one race on the cen-
sus? What about the implications for how we think
about race in America?

Prewitt: I think that’s the most important thing that
happened in the 2000 Census. I think when the his-
torians write about Census 2000 in 70 or 80 years,
the sampling debate will be a footnote, the
improved coverage will be noticed, but the books
will be about the multiple race item.

From 1790 to 1990, the Census Bureau collected
race data in terms of a small number of discrete
categories. Throughout that entire 200-year history,
a lot of social policy was based upon those discrete
categories. From 1790 to roughly 1960, the social
policies were essentially detrimental to racial
minorities, that is they were first about slavery and
sustaining the slave system, and then in the late
19th century, they became about trying to establish
the principles of racial superiority and inferiority...

Then in 1960, those policies shifted 180
degrees. ...You get equal opportunity programs,
quota programs, affirmative action programs, the
Voting Rights Act—a whole series of public poli-
cies that are trying to right some wrongs that have
been in place for the entire nation’s history. The
classification system was still important because
you did this with the basic principle of statistical
proportionality. If there is 12.5 percent of the pop-
ulation that is African American, but they make up
only 2 percent of the college population, then
something is wrong...

That’s not going to work anymore. First, once
you go to 63 race categories (or 126 if you include
Hispanic origin), there is no upper limit. ...You
cannot design public policy that depends upon a
racial classification system when the number of cat-
egories is just exploding like that.

The other thing that is going to happen is that
the scientific community—which already knows
it’s hard to measure race and that it doesn’t mean
anything biologically or anthropologically—is
going to get more restless with even the attempt

to measure race. And I think the public will get
more restless.

I think the multiple race issue is a tremor in
2000 for what is going to become a political earth-
quake that is coming down the road. It will take a
while, but if this works its way through the system,
the number of categories will continue to expand.
...The pressure to expand will be intense, and the
statistical agencies will accommodate that pressure.

PRB: What do you see as the upside and the downside
to this development? 

Prewitt: The downside is that there is still discrimi-
nation in this country. We have now weakened—
and I think will eventually eliminate—one of the
tools that our political process has to correct for
discrimination...

The upside is that it is very healthy for a coun-
try to be beyond placing people into discrete cat-
egories. The fact that we’re going to have to
dismantle and construct other ways to deal with
discrimination and lack of opportunity for certain
individuals is no easy task, but it was not easy to
do the affirmative action and civil rights work in
the first place...

In the long run, if we quit thinking in racial
categories, that is nothing but good, nothing but a
positive development for our country. We got mul-
tiple race responses from 2.4 percent of the popu-
lation this time, which is a reasonable level. But I
think it will grow enormously... as older people
who never [identify themselves as multiracial] die
off and younger people who are more comfort-
able with it take their places.... It will also grow
because it has now been legitimated. ... I don’t
know where it will level out, but in 15 to 20 years,
I would expect to see about a quarter of the popu-
lation identifying themselves as multiracial. 

PRB: Because the implications are so big, do you think
some people with a stake in the old system will push to
go back to the old system or push to make multiracial a
discrete category?

Prewitt: Absolutely. I think there will be a push in
that direction and I think it will be unsuccessful. I
just don’t think you can put this genie back in the
bottle.  It will now be thought of as racist. Trying
to put all multiracial people into one category will
cause people to say things like I’m Indian-Black
and this person is native Hawaiian-Japanese and
we belong in different groups. 
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the number of possible interpretations
and expose possible errors or incon-
sistencies. Based on his experience
with the 2000 Census, Prewitt urges an
early agreement among the contend-
ing political interests about what
methodology to use so the profes-
sional staff has time to gear up. Not-
ing that he testified before Congress
17 times in less than two years, Prewitt
commented that “You would never
run a military campaign that way.
...[General Norman] Schwartzkopf,
when he was running Desert Storm,

wasn’t going back and forth to Capitol
Hill to get permission for every step. 
I understand the politics, and I under-
stand they are intense, but resolve it if
at all possible.”

The census was created by and for
politics, and is not likely to be able to
remain aloof from it. At the same
time, the census remains a gold stan-
dard for social science research and a
valuable venue for developing new
communication and data technologies.
It also provides a fascinating portrait of
Americans at the end of each decade.

Box 7
The American Community Survey
The census provides a snapshot of the
U.S. population once every 10 years.
But the few questions that are asked
of all Americans—age, sex, race, and
a handful of other items—can only
draw the outlines of the picture. The
rich details emerge from the “long
form” questionnaire that goes to
between 15 percent and 25 percent of
households, depending on the com-
munity. While some people complain
that the long form is too long and
intrusive, those who use these data
maintain that the data are collected
too infrequently, especially consider-
ing the nation’s rapidly changing
demographics. The U.S. Census
Bureau has been developing an alter-
native to the long form that will col-
lect information more frequently, with
a better response rate. Assuming con-
tinued funding from Congress, the
Census Bureau plans to update the
picture that emerges from the 2000
Census with an ongoing American
Community Survey “video.”

The American Community Survey
(ACS) is slotted to replace the decen-
nial census long form by collecting
essentially the same information
throughout the decade rather than
once every 10 years. With updated

information, local officials and resi-
dents will be able to track changes in
their communities. In addition, the
ACS will allow researchers to compare
differences among communities and
over time.

The Census Bureau has been devel-
oping the ACS since 1996, when it was
tested in just four sites. The ACS has
since expanded to 31 diverse sites, col-
lecting data that can be compared with
Census 2000 results. These compar-
isons are laying the groundwork for
the transition from the long form to
the ACS. The plan is to fully imple-
ment the survey in 2003 and continue
data collection every year thereafter.

The basic design of the survey is
self-enumeration through mail-out and
mail-back operations in every county to
a representative sample of about 3 mil-
lion addresses (households and group
quarters) across the country. The ques-
tions are essentially the same as those
on the decennial census long form.
Follow-up of those who do not mail
back their forms is conducted first by
telephone and then through face-to-
face interviews with one-third of the
remaining nonrespondents.

The results have been encouraging.
Effective final response rates for the
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ACS have been about 97 percent even
during the Census 2000 period when
response rates for the census long
form dropped. ACS field staff work
full-time in their areas and can explain
to local communities how the ACS
benefits them. Because of this, the
ACS has not encountered the kind of
resistance from respondents that the
census long form has engendered.

Since 1996, Census Bureau staff
have been meeting with users of the
decennial census long form to ensure
that the new survey will meet their
needs. Among these is a need for reli-
able data on small areas. The ACS
accumulates samples for small areas
such as rural areas and census tracts
(statistical subdivisions of counties)
over multiple years to provide data
quality similar to that obtained from
the long form. For areas with fewer
than 20,000 people, collecting a suffi-
cient sample to provide reliable data
will take five years. The first such data
release is planned for 2008, and the
five-year “moving averages” will be
updated every year thereafter to pro-
vide, for the first time, the ability to
track trends for small areas. Data users
have testified to Congress that such
updated multiyear averages will show

general trends that are more valuable
than out-of-date long-form data.

Information updated every year
also will open new possibilities for
using data. Researchers are consider-
ing how the updated trends provided
by the ACS can be used to improve
needs assessment, predictive models,
and estimates of characteristics such as
disability and poverty. Geographic
Information Systems (GIS) can use the
current population and housing infor-
mation to help community officials
monitor and evaluate programs.

As an ongoing survey, the ACS is 
a flexible vehicle, capable of adapting
to changing customer needs. Once 
it is fully implemented, it can be
expanded to accommodate questions
of national policy interest and even
specialized supplements to help 
identify the characteristics of special
population groups.

Adapted from an article by Cynthia Taeuber,
U.S. Census Bureau, in Population Today
(Washington, DC: Population Reference Bureau,
November/December 2000). Detailed informa-
tion about the American Community Sur-
vey is available on the Census Bureau’s
website at www.census.gov/acs/www/.
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Appendix Table.
Population and Electoral Votes for U.S. States in 2000 & Population Change Since 1990

Change April 1, 2000 VAP per
Census population in 1000s 1990 to 2000 Voting-age pop. 2000 electoral

(VAP) in 1000s Electoral vote 
Area April 1, 2000 April 1, 1990 Numeric Percent (Ages 18+) votes (in 1000s)

United States 281,422 248,710 32,712 13.2 209,128 538 389
Alabama 4,447 4,041 407 10.1 3,324 9 369
Alaska 627 550 77 14.0 436 3 145
Arizona 5,131 3,665 1,465 40.0 3,764 10 376
Arkansas 2,673 2,351 323 13.7 1,993 6 332
California 33,872 29,760 4,112 13.8 24,622 55 448
Colorado 4,301 3,294 1,007 30.6 3,200 9 356
Connecticut 3,406 3,287 118 3.6 2,564 7 366
Delaware 784 666 117 17.6 589 3 196
District of Columbia 572 607 -35 -5.7 457 3 152
Florida 15,982 12,938 3,044 23.5 12,336 27 457
Georgia 8,186 6,478 1,708 26.4 6,017 15 401
Hawaii 1,212 1,108 103 9.3 916 4 229
Idaho 1,294 1,007 287 28.5 925 4 231
Illinois 12,419 11,431 989 8.6 9,174 21 437
Indiana 6,080 5,544 536 9.7 4,506 11 410
Iowa 2,926 2,777 150 5.4 2,193 7 313
Kansas 2,688 2,478 211 8.5 1,975 6 329
Kentucky 4,042 3,685 356 9.7 3,047 8 381
Louisiana 4,469 4,220 249 5.9 3,249 9 361
Maine 1,275 1,228 47 3.8 974 4 243
Maryland 5,296 4,781 515 10.8 3,940 10 394
Massachusetts 6,349 6,016 333 5.5 4,849 12 404
Michigan 9,938 9,295 643 6.9 7,343 17 432
Minnesota 4,919 4,375 544 12.4 3,633 10 363
Mississippi 2,845 2,573 271 10.5 2,069 6 345
Missouri 5,595 5,117 478 9.3 4,168 11 379
Montana 902 799 103 12.9 672 3 224
Nebraska 1,711 1,578 133 8.4 1,261 5 252
Nevada 1,998 1,202 796 66.3 1,486 5 297
New Hampshire 1,236 1,109 127 11.4 926 4 232
New Jersey 8,414 7,730 684 8.9 6,327 15 422
New Mexico 1,819 1,515 304 20.1 1,310 5 262
New York 18,976 17,990 986 5.5 14,286 31 461
North Carolina 8,049 6,629 1,421 21.4 6,085 15 406
North Dakota 642 639 3 0.5 481 3 160
Ohio 11,353 10,847 506 4.7 8,465 20 423
Oklahoma 3,451 3,146 305 9.7 2,558 7 365
Oregon 3,421 2,842 579 20.4 2,575 7 368
Pennsylvania 12,281 11,882 399 3.4 9,359 21 446
Rhode Island 1,048 1,003 45 4.5 800 4 200
South Carolina 4,012 3,487 525 15.1 3,002 8 375
South Dakota 755 696 59 8.5 552 3 184
Tennessee 5,689 4,877 812 16.7 4,291 11 390
Texas 20,852 16,987 3,865 22.8 14,965 34 440
Utah 2,233 1,723 510 29.6 1,514 5 303
Vermont 609 563 46 8.2 461 3 154
Virginia 7,079 6,187 891 14.4 5,340 13 411
Washington 5,894 4,867 1,027 21.1 4,380 11 398
West Virginia 1,808 1,793 15 0.8 1,406 5 281
Wisconsin 5,364 4,892 472 9.6 3,995 10 399
Wyoming 494 454 40 8.9 365 3 122

Note:  Population change 1990–2000 and VAP per electoral vote were based on unrounded numbers.

Sources:  U.S. Census Bureau. Tables accessed online at: www.census.gov/population/cen2000/tab01.txt, www.census.gov/population/www/
cen2000/phc-t2/tab03.xls, and www.census.gov/Press-Release/www/2001/tables, various files, on April 30, 2001.
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