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The Decennial Census: What is it?

The census is a self-portrait of the 
nation, counting everyone living in 
the country once a decade.

Goal: Count everyone once—only 
once, and in the right place

When: April 1, 2020

Required by Law/Civic Duty
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Why does it matter?

Comes down to the THREE D’s…

 DEMOCRACY – Distribute political power by redrawing 
electoral boundaries 

 DATA – Plan where to build schools, roads, healthcare 
facilities, child care and senior centers and inform decision-
making of businesses and nonprofits

 DOLLARS…
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WA communities win!

• In 2016, federal government distributed more than $880 
billion for health, education, and infrastructure.

• Washington received $16.7 billion in federal funds, or 
$2,319 per person.

• $8.5 billion for health programs
• $2.4 billion for education
• $1.2 billion for housing
• $550 million for rural assistance programs
• Nearly $1 billion in bridge and highway maintenance & 

construction

• For each 100 households missed, WA could lose $5.8 
million over a 10-year period.
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2020 Census introduces online self-response

Respond online via 

• Computer

• Tablet

• Smartphone
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Invitations mailed in March 2020
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• Mailings staggered  
over several days in 
order to:
• Spread out the number of 

users responding online

• Provide better service to 
those who need phone help

• Special process for 
nontraditional 
households—university 
housing, senior care 
centers, homeless



Questionnaire – “10 questions in 10 minutes”

• Names, sex, age (including date of birth) of each 
person living at the residence

• Relationship of residents to person filling out form

• Race/ethnicity

• Asks if the residents own or rent

• Asks for a contact phone number for follow-up
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Multiple languages

• English and Spanish for paper questionnaires and field 
enumeration 

• Internet self-response in English and 12 non-English 
languages

• Phone self-response and assistance in English, 12 non-
English languages, and American Sign Language
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Strong Confidentiality Protections

• Census responses are governed by Title 13

• Can only be used for statistical purposes

• Cannot be used against someone

• Individual information cannot be disclosed for 72 years

• Census staff swear an oath for life 

• Violation of the oath could mean a $250,000 fine and/or 5 
years in prison
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Some people are hard to count

Hard to locate

Hard to 
contact

Hard to persuade

Hard to 
interview
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Participation hindered by 
language barriers, low literacy, 
lack of internet access

Housing units not in the 
frame and/or people 
wanting to remain hidden

Highly mobile, people 
experiencing homelessness, 
physical access barriers such 
as gated communities

Suspicious of government, 
low levels of civic 
engagement



Challenge: Historically Undercounted

• Young children
• Highly mobile persons
• Persons with complex living arrangements or 

crowded housing
• Low income persons
• Persons experiencing homelessness or not living 

in traditional house
• Racial and ethnic minorities
• Non-English speakers
• Undocumented (and documented) immigrants
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WA concerned about an undercount in 2020

• Fear and distrust of government

• General level of apathy (won’t matter to me so why 
bother)

• Complicated information scene

• Limited Internet access

• Federal funding cut for 2020 Census – tests, 
swag/advertising, nonresponse follow-up, and offices
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75%

GRASSTOPS MOBILIZATION
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 Raise awareness of what is at stake

 Mobilize communities to recruit 
and train trusted (and informed) 
messengers

 Dispel myths

 Maximize self-response (mid-
March to end of April)

9%

1%

15%



What Others Are Doing
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 Statewide CCC – Gary Locke

 State agency CCC

 Other subcommittees

 Philanthropy and Nonprofits – WCA/Equity Fund

 Counties, cities, tribes, and ethnic/linguistic CCCs

 Pierce

 King–East/South

 Seattle

 Snohomish

 Yakima

 Spokane

 Chelan/Douglas

 Tri-Cities

 Blue Mountain

 Whatcom

 Thurston

 Vancouver

 Puyallup

 Lummi

 Tulalip

 Chinese

 Filipino

 African-American



What can you do?

• Inform yourself – www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census

• Do a scan of your community

• Who might have difficulty or be afraid? And what can be 
done to overcome the obstacle?

• Make an inventory of mailing lists, newsletters, recurrent 
communications and events that can be used to spread the 
word and recruit trusted messengers

• Join other groups’ organizing efforts

• ID places with internet access and computers/tablets to host 
Census Assistance Centers for those who need help

• Recruit & educate volunteers who can staff assistance centers 
and go door-to-door
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http://www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census


One Stop Shop for Resources

www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census
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http://www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census


How can OFM help?

OFM 6/15/2021 17



Lisa McLean
2020 Census Coordinator
Email: Lisa.McLean@ofm.wa.gov

Website: 
www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census

FOR MORE 
INFORMATION

mailto:2020census@ofm.wa.gov
http://www.ofm.wa.gov/2020census
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