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American Indians and Alaskan Natives

• There are approximately 5.2 million 
AIAN in the United States, 
representing 1.7 % of the population

• The ACS is used to determine how $400 
billion in federal programs is distributed

• AIAN face some of the worst health 
outcomes and economic statistics of any 
race

Source: HAC



American Community Survey and American 
Indian / Alaskan Native Data Issues

Constraints on Data Collection

• 54% survey participation rates in 
counties with high AIAN populations

• Population undercount at 4.9% 
within reservations

• Estimate reliability: ¼ of 
reservations had an "unreliable" CV

Constraints on Data Usage

• High variability between 
reservations

• low comparability across 
researchers
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After 2011, the ACS increased sampling to 3.54 million households 
and added additional follow-up methods for AIAN populations



“To obtain federal recognition and protection, American 
Indians, unlike any other American ethnic group, must 

constantly prove their identity, which in turn, forces them 
to adopt whatever Indian histories or identities are needed 
to convince themselves and others of their Indian identity, 

and thus their unique cultural heritage.” 
(Schmidt, Journal of Anthropology 2011)



History of Tribal Identity in the Census

1790

Census begins

1860

first measure of American 
Indians race

1934

Indian Reorganization Act

1940

Alaskan Natives included in the 
decennial Census

2000

Census allows respondents for 
more than one race



ACS 1-Year: "AIAN Alone for Selected 
Tribal Groupings

Implications:
1. Limited policy use for tribal sovereignty
2. Instrument reliability and response rates



Selected American Indian and 
Alaskan Native Tables (2015)

• Includes 1,119 permutations, 
alone and alone or in 
combination > 573 tribes

• State-recognized tribes
• No year-to-year fluctuations
• Limited use



Comparing ACS Data Tables

Measuring cultural affiliation versus political affiliation

ACS 1-Year (2017) ACS Selected 5-Year 
Tables (2015)

Title "AIAN alone for Selected 
Tribal Groupings"

"5-Year Selected AIAN 
Tables"

Precision 55 different AI/AIN Groups 1,119 different tribes

Response rate 77% 76%



What is the perfect 
measure of tribal 
identity?



...there is a 
measure

Sources: Commonwealth Fund, Advancement 
Project CA, University of North Carolina



Alone or in combination? 
Hispanic or non-Hispanic?

Source: Housing Assistance Council tabulation of ACS data



Rural or Urban?

Source: Housing Assistance Council tabulation of ACS data



Example 1: Center for Indian Country Development

Source: Center for Indian Country Development



Example 2: Housing Assistance Council

Source: HAC tabulations of ACS data



Next Steps: Tribal 
Administrative Data



Data Producer

Data User

Public

Policy Implications

Questions? Contact evelyn@ruralhome.org
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