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Opportunities and Challenges



Overview

 What is the American Community Survey (ACS)?

 How is the ACS conducted?

 How do you access ACS data?

 What are the challenges to getting an accurate ACS count in Indian Country and
for urban Natives?

 How can we work together to overcome those challenges?

 Questions?
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What is the American Community Survey?

 An ongoing nationwide survey (it is conducted every month of the year)

 It covers the following topics:
 Social

 Economic

 Housing

 Demographic

 Available in one year and five year estimates
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What is the American Community Survey?
Data is provided from the following topics:
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What is the American Community Survey?
Comparing one year to five year estimates:
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What is the American Community Survey?
Comparing one year to five year estimates:
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What is the American Community Survey?
ACS one year estimates are limited for Indian Country
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How is the ACS conducted?

 Unlike the decennial Census, which surveys all households every 10 years, the
ACS surveys only a sample of U.S. households
 Each year the Census Bureau sends surveys to 3.5 million households out of the approximately 130

million U.S. households

 Attempts to survey about 2.7 percent of all U.S. households annually (not all households respond)

 Five year estimates aggregate the responses for a rolling five year period,
which covers:
 About 17.5 million U.S. households receive surveys in each five year period

 Attempts to survey about 13.5 percent of all U.S. households

 Because of non-responses, five year ACS estimates are based upon a sample
of approximately 11.5 to 12 percent of U.S. households
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How is the ACS conducted?

How respondents are selected for sampling:

 Random sampling: The Census Bureau selects households randomly from its
Master Address File

 Households generally only sampled no more than once in 5 years: The Census
Bureau takes steps to minimize randomly sampling of the same households so
most households are not surveyed multiple times in a five year period
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How is the ACS conducted?
ACS survey form
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 Includes 44 questions

 Questions must be answered for everyone in
the household

 It takes an average of 40 minutes to complete
the survey questionnaire

 The Census Bureau admits “Many households
will spend more time on this form, ensuring
that each question is given thorough
consideration and each answer is as accurate as
possible.”

 Limited-English Proficient Elders will take much
longer to complete the survey with assistance.



How is the ACS conducted?
Who is considered an American Indian or Alaska Native?
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How is the ACS conducted?
Who is considered an American Indian or Alaska Native?
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The 1997 OMB standards define American Indian or Alaska Native as a
person having origins in any of the original peoples of North and South
America (including Central America) and who maintains tribal affiliation
or community attachment.

Tabulated data for this category include people who:

 Indicate their race as “American Indian” or “Alaska Native”;

 Report the name of an American Indian tribe (for example, Navajo or
Blackfeet) or Alaska Native tribe (for example, Inupiat or Yup’ik); or

 Report entries such as Canadian Indian, French American Indian, or
Spanish American Indian.



How do you access ACS data?
My Tribal Area:    https://www.census.gov/tribal/
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How do you access ACS data?
Census Data:    https://data.census.gov
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Other Census and ACS resources?
NCAI Policy Research Center:
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NCAI’s Census Information Center:

https://www.ncai.org/policy-research-center/initiatives/projects/cic 



What are the challenges to an accurate ACS 
in Indian Country and for urban Natives?
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 Declining ACS completion rates

 Undercounts of those on reservations, renters, young children

 Distrust of the federal government

 Survey length and intrusiveness

 Data sovereignty

 Sample size has great impact on small populations

 Differential privacy (after 2025)

 Language and literacy barriers

 Lack of affordable and reliable broadband access

 Lack of traditional addresses to receive Census communications

What are the challenges to an accurate ACS 
in Indian Country and for urban Natives?



Need to Reverse Declining ACS Response Rates
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Historically Undercounted Populations:
Repeat of Pattern in 2020 Census



The Need to Eliminate the Persistent Undercount of 
American Indians and Alaska Natives on Reservations
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The Need to Eliminate the Persistent Undercount of Young 
Children (the AIAN population is greatly impacted)
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The Need to Eliminate the Persistent Undercount 
by Tenure of Housing (Owner vs. Renter)
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Distrust of Non-Tribal Governments / Federal Government
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Survey Length / Intrusiveness of Questions
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Tribal Data Sovereignty
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Decreased accuracy of less populated areas
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Application of differential privacy starting in 2025
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Language Needs of American Indians/Alaska Natives
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Language Needs of American Indians/Alaska Natives
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Lack of Broadband for American Indians/Alaska Natives



The Need to Address Lack of Broadband Access and 
Affordability in Indian Country and Rural Areas
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AIAN Households Are Disproportionately Affected by 
Lack of Mailing to Nontraditional Addresses
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Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Addressing Issues of American Indians/Alaska Natives
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Continuing challenges because of COVID 
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Summary of barriers during 2020 ACS

 The COVID-19 pandemic “significantly disrupted data collection for the Census
Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS)”

 The disruption caused those responding to the survey having “significantly different
social, economic, and housing characteristics than those who didn’t respond”

 Raised concerns of nonresponse bias

 It was not possible to adjust for nonresponse bias by giving more weight to responses from
underrepresented groups; would have resulted in lower quality data

 The Census Bureau decided to not release the standard 2020 1-year estimates

 The Bureau instead will release “1-year estimates using experimental weights”
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Summary of barriers during 2020 ACS
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 To illustrate, here is the impact on self-response rates for those in group
quarters:

 2019, Jan. 2020 and Feb. 2020: 92 percent

 March 2020: 55 percent

 April-June 2020: No surveys mailed

 July 2020: 64 to 70 percent across geographic areas

 Compare 2020 self-response rates to past ACS self-response rates:

 2018: 92 percent

 2019: 86 percent

 2020: 71 percent, the lowest in the history of the ACS

Summary of barriers during 2020 ACS
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Current need in Alaska

 The Census Bureau has asked us to help get the ACS count completed in the
Remote Alaska operations

 Pandemic closures are limiting the ability of Census enumerators to get counts in
the villages

 Please let us know if you can assist – I am working with the Alaska
Federation of Natives to schedule a meeting next week during NCAI’s mid-year



How to improve the count:
Organize Community Partnerships

• Expand partnerships between Census Bureau, CBOs and the 
business community

• Increased education and outreach about importance of ACS and 
completing the survey, to improve self-response rates

• Improve language resources for Limited-English Proficient 
households to complete the ACS

38



39

Natives Count Census Group

 Focus on improving the count in ACS and all Census surveys

 Improving:

 Messaging to American Indians and Alaska Natives

 Outreach and the means of communicating messaging

 Access by overcoming barriers to participation
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Responding to Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Census Initiatives (Office of Congressional and Intergovernmental Affairs)

Dee.A.Alexander@census.gov

Dee Alexander, Tribal Affairs Coordinator
(Cheyenne - Arapaho)
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Responding to Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Census Initiatives (Office of Strategic Alliances)



Tribal Relations Program

A Field Division Initiative

Responding to Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Census Initiatives (Tribal Relations Specialists)
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Responding to Barriers to Completing Census Surveys: 
Census Initiatives (Tribal Relations Specialists)



Jessica Imotichey
(Chickasaw)

Jessica.A.Imotichey@census.gov
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Shadana Sultan
(Oglala Lakota)

shadana.m.sultan@census.gov
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Charles Tippeconnic
(Comanche Nation)

charles.tippeconnic@census.gov
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Bottom Line:
Making Natives Count in all Census surveys
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Questions?
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Contact Information
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