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Introduction

The 2020 Census will have ramifications for 
every person in the United States, urban and 
rural residents alike.1 Interest in the Census is 

growing2 and the Census Bureau’s plans are becoming 
more concrete,3 but little has been written about the 
special challenges that will make some rural areas and 
populations difficult to enumerate accurately. 

This brief identifies rural areas where special 
outreach and operations will be needed to get a 
complete and accurate count. It also addresses key 
Census-related issues that will be important for rural 
leaders to monitor between now and April 1, 2020.

Hard-to-Count Places and Populations 
in Rural America
The Census is intended to be a complete count of 
everyone in the country, but people are always missed, 
that is, undercounted, and people in some places 
and groups are more likely to be missed than others. 
Groups most likely to be missed are called hard-to-
count (HTC) populations, and places most likely to  
be missed are called hard-to-count areas. 

Hard-to-Count Characteristics in Urban and  
Rural Areas 
The Census Bureau has identified twelve characteristics 
associated with low mail response rates and census 
undercounts.4 Ten of these are shown in Table 1, along 
with percentages for urban and rural areas based on 
the Census Bureau’s 2015 American Community 
Survey.5 A higher value in Table 1 indicates that the 
population is more difficult to count.

Values for five of the HTC characteristics indicate 
that the population in rural areas should be easier to 
count than the urban population:

•	 The share of single detached homes is higher in 
rural areas. 

•	 The share of renters is smaller in rural areas.
•	 Fewer households in rural areas are linguistically 

isolated (linguistically isolated refers to households 
where no one over age 14 speaks English well).

•	 The share of people living in married-couple house-
holds is higher in rural areas.

•	 The percent of people who have not moved in the 
last year is higher in rural areas.

One characteristic suggests that rural areas will be more 
difficult to count accurately:

•	 Poverty rates are higher in rural areas.

Rural and urban areas are about the same in terms of:
•	 The percent of the population without a telephone
•	 The percent of people receiving cash public assistance
•	 The unemployment rate 
•	 Adults who are not high school graduates



The data in Table 1 provide 
good background information for 
assessing how the 2020 Census will 
unfold in urban and rural areas. 

Hard-to-Count Areas and 
Populations in Rural America 
The Census Bureau does not produce 
undercount rates for rural areas, but 
its calculation of 2010 Census mail 
return rates for counties can serve as 
a proxy for Census accuracy.7 Places 
with low mail return rates are usually 
counted less accurately.  

The Census Bureau defines the 
mail return rates as “[t]he number 
of mail returns received out of the 
total number of valid occupied 
housing units (HUs) in the Mailout/
Mailback universe which excludes 
deleted, vacant, or units identified 

as undeliverable as addressed.”8 Of 
the 3,112 counties that had a mail 
return rate calculated by the Census 
Bureau in 2010, the 10 percent 
with the lowest mail return rates 
(returns of less than 72.7 percent) 
are considered HTC counties in this 
analysis. This threshold is consis-
tent with the county-level threshold 
used in a 2010 study by the author.9 
Using this criterion yields a total of 
316 HTC counties. 

Examining the HTC counties from 
two different perspectives provides 
contrasting views of how the 2020 
Census will unfold in rural America. 
Table 2 shows the distribution of the 
population and counties for the HTC 
county dataset. The majority of the 
population living in HTC counties 

(71 percent) are in urban areas, but 
the majority of HTC counties (79 
percent) are in rural areas. 

The metro and nonmetro catego-
ries used in Table 2 are relatively 
gross or aggregated categories— 
a county is either urban or rural. 
Figure 1 shows the distribu-
tion of HTC counties along the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
(USDA) rural-urban continuum, 
which separates counties into nine 
categories from most urban to most 
rural. The figure illustrates that the 
more rural a county is, the higher 
the likelihood that it is among the 
hard-to-count. Only 4 percent of the 
most urban counties fall in the HTC 
category, compared to 16 percent of 
the most rural counties. 

This pattern is not new. Based on 
data from the 2000 Census, 99 of 
the 126 U.S. counties where more 
than half the population lived in 
HTC areas were located outside of 
metropolitan areas.10 

Racial Overlay to Hard-to-Count 
Rural Areas 
Census studies conducted over the 
past fifty years have consistently 
shown that the undercount has been 
greater among racial and ethnic 
minorities than among whites. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that a 
substantial share of the HTC coun-
ties are ones where blacks, Hispanics, 
or American Indians are more than 
50 percent of the population. Many 
of these majority-minority counties 
are in rural areas. 

Of the 316 HTC counties, 
forty-three were black-majority 
counties, thirty-seven were 
Hispanic-majority counties, 
twelve were American Indian/
Alaska Native-majority counties, 
and one was an Asian-majority 
county. Of these ninety-three 

Box 1: Why the Census Is Important    

Because Census data have countless applications in political, business, 
and social welfare arenas, Census accuracy is critical. Examples of the 
important uses of Census data include:
•	 Allocation of political power through reapportionment of seats in 

Congress and drawing of new legislative districts
•	 Distribution of federal funds through funding formulas
•	 Civil rights enforcement through fair housing laws, the Voting Rights 

Act, and other legislation
•	 Business site selection when companies are deciding where to expand 
•	 Population estimates and projections derived from Census counts
•	 Weights for sample surveys
•	 Denominators for rates
•	 Community planning for schools and hospitals
•	 Economic and social science research

Recent research finds that Census-derived data are used to distribute 
more than $600 billion a year to states and localities,6 or more than $6 
trillion over the ten-year period of the Census cycle. Table A on page 6 
shows data for the 16 largest federal programs that use Census-derived 
data to distribute funds. State-by-state data are available at http://civil-
rights.org/census.

Undercounted communities do not receive their fair share of public 
funds for things like schools, hospitals, day care centers, and roads. Rural 
communities that are already struggling economically can ill afford to 
lose federal money because they are not fully counted in the Census. 
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in Georgia, five in Alabama, four in 
Arkansas, and two in Louisiana. 

 Of the thirty-seven Hispanic-
majority HTC counties, twenty-nine 
were located in rural areas, mostly 
in the Southwest: twenty in Texas, 
five in New Mexico, and two each 
in Colorado and Kansas. Some 
of the hard-to-count counties are 
home to “colonias” along the U.S. 
southern border. According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau,11 colonias “are 
generally unincorporated and low 
income residential subdivisions, 
lacking basic infrastructure and 
services along the border between 
the U.S. and Mexico.” 

Table 3 shows the net undercount 
rate in the 1990, 2000, and 2010 
Censuses for American Indians 
living on reservations. Data for 
American Indians not living on 
reservations, non-Hispanic whites, 
and the total U.S. population are 
provided for comparison. The net 
undercount rate for American 
Indians living on reservations was 
very high in 1990 and 2010, but 
there was a small overcount in 2000. 
Part of the unevenness of the under-
count estimates for 1990 to 2010 
may stem from the sampling error 
for this relatively small group. 

Since many of the conditions 
that led to high net undercounts on 
American Indian reservations in 
the past, such as high poverty, low 
educational attainment, and high 
unemployment, still exist, there is no 
reason to believe this problem will 
disappear in 2020. 

All of the twelve HTC counties 
where the majority of the population 
was American Indian or Alaskan 
Native were rural, with seven in 
Alaska and one each in Arizona, 
New Mexico, North Dakota, 
Oklahoma, and South Dakota.

 
Rural (Out-
side Metro 

Areas) 

Urban (In-
side Metro 

Areas)

Percent of housing units that are not single detached units 24.7 34.6

Percent of housing units that are renter-occupied units 27.9 37.3

Percent of households that are linguistically isolated households 1.7 5.5

Percent of population who moved into housing unit in the last year 13.4 14.9

Percent of persons who are not in married-couple households 32.3 33.6

Percent of persons below poverty level 20.1 16.3

Percent of adults age 25 plus who are not high school graduates 32 31.2

Percent of housing units without a telephone 2.7 2.0

Percent of households receiving cash public assistance income 1.4 1.4

Unemployment rate 6.5 6.3

FIGURE 1. PERCENT OF COUNTIES IN GROUP THAT ARE HARD-TO-COUNT  
COUNTIES

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census Bureau 2014 Planning database

TABLE 1. HARD-TO-COUNT CHARACTERISTICS IN RURAL AND URBAN AREAS

Note: In this analysis, rural/urban status (metro status) was based on Public Use Micro Data Areas.  
Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s 2015 American Community Survey, accessed through 
IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www. ipums.org.

Number of 
counties

Percent of 
counties

Population  
(in 1000s)

Percent of 
population

Urban (inside metro areas) 65 21 11,904 71

Rural (outside metro areas) 251 79 4,819 29

Total 316 100 16,723 100

TABLE 2. HARD-TO-COUNT* COUNTIES BY URBAN/RURAL STATUS

Note: *Counties where the 2010 Mail Return Rate was 72.7% or less. Metro definitions are from 2013 and data 
are from the 2010 Census. Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census Bureau 2014 Planning Database.

majority-minority counties, 
seventy-five were rural. In other 
words, about a quarter of all the 
HTC counties in the nation are 
rural majority-minority counties. 

Most of the rural black-majority 
HTC counties are located in the 
Deep South. Of the thirty-four black-
majority HTC rural counties, there 
were sixteen in Mississippi, seven 
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Hard-to-Count Populations  
in Appalachia
The Appalachian region contains 420 
counties and runs from lower New 
York State to the northern parts of 
Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. 
A recent report shows that 34 per-
cent of the population in Appalachia 
lives in nonmetro counties, twice 
the national level.12 Historically 
Appalachia has been one of the 
poorer regions of the country. 

The most remote rural areas 
of Appalachia, defined here as 
nonmetropolitan counties that are 
not adjacent to a metro area, have a 
higher percentage of their popula-
tion living in HTC areas than any 
other type of area in Appalachia.13 
In West Virginia, which is entirely 
in the Appalachian region, nearly 
one-quarter of the population lives 
in HTC census tracts, a higher share 
than any other part of Appalachia and 
higher than the national average.14 

Migrant and Seasonal 
Farmworkers
One other largely rural population 
that will be difficult to enumerate in 
the 2020 Census is migrant and sea-
sonal farmworkers. It has been esti-
mated that there are about 3 million 
migrant and seasonal farmworkers 

in the nation,15 with a substantial 
portion residing in the rural parts 
of Arizona, California, New Mexico, 
and Texas.16

There are no data from the 
Census Bureau on the coverage 
of migrant farmworkers in the 
decennial Census. But migrant 
farmworkers have many of the 
characteristics that are associated 
with Census undercounting—
high poverty rates, high mobility, 
nonstandard living quarters, 
language problems, illiteracy, and 
distrust of outsiders.17

Several studies have suggested 
that migrant farmworkers are 
undercounted in the Census.18 In 
2003, the U.S. General Accounting 
Office (now the Government 
Accountability Office) concluded: 

One of the U.S. Census Bureau’s 
(Bureau) long-standing chal-
lenges has been counting 
migrant and seasonal farm 
workers. Although the Bureau 
takes extra steps to count these 
individuals, its efforts are ham-
pered by the frequent moves, 
temporary and unconventional 
housing arrangements, over-
crowded dwellings, and language 
barriers that often accompany 
this population.19

There is little to lead us to expect 
that the housing conditions and living 
arrangements of migrant farmworkers 
will improve in time for the 2020 
Census in ways that will improve 
the count of this population. In fact, 
recent increases in suspicion and fear 
of the federal government in some 
populations is already decreasing 
their willingness to respond to Census 
Bureau surveys.20

Potential Problems With 
the American Community 
Survey and Census
With less than two-and-a-half years 
until the 2020 Census commences, 
many Census watchers are worried 
about possible developments that 
could undermine data quality. It will 
be important for rural advocates 
to keep an eye on Washington to 
ensure rural interests are not com-
promised. A few of the key issues 
are described below.

Threats to American Community 
Survey Funding and Reliability 
Starting in 2005, topics that previ-
ously appeared on the long-form 
decennial Census were moved to an 
ongoing Census Bureau sample sur-
vey called the American Community 
Survey (ACS). Thus, the ACS is part 
of the decennial Census. 

The ACS sample must be combined 
over five years to provide a large 
enough size to produce reliable 
estimates for smaller places, and the 
small sample size in many geographic 
areas makes the ACS different for 
rural areas than for urban areas. 

There are two main threats to the 
ACS, and both would have impor-
tant consequences for rural areas. 
The first threat relates to funding. 
Census Bureau funding has been 
unusually unreliable in the past 

2010 
Undercount  

rate

2000 
Undercount  

rate

1990  
Undercount 

rate

American Indians on reservation          -4.9  0.9 -12.2

American Indians off reservation 2.0          -0.6 -0.7

Non-Hispanic white 0.8 1.1 -0.7

U.S. total 0.0 0.5 -1.6

TABLE 3. NET UNDERCOUNT RATES FOR AMERICAN INDIANS, NON-HISPANIC 
WHITES, AND TOTAL POPULATION IN THE U.S. CENSUS, 1990, 2000, AND 2010

Note: In this table, a negative sign denotes an undercount. This signage was changed from the original report to 
keep signs consistent in this report. Figures in bold are statistically significantly different than zero. Source: U.S. 
Census Bureau, DSSD 2010 Census Coverage Measurement Memorandum Series #2010-G-01, Table 7.
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few years,21 and Congress could 
potentially cut money from the 
ACS directly or cut 2020 decennial 
Census funding to the point where 
the Census Bureau needs to take 
money away from ACS to conduct 
the decennial Census. If this 
happens, one likely scenario would 
be a reduction in ACS sample size, a 
move that would impact rural areas 
disproportionately.

A second threat to the ACS has 
to do with the mandatory nature of 
the survey. Since the ACS is part of 
the decennial Census, respondents 
are required by law to participate. 
If Congress requires the Census 
Bureau to make the ACS voluntary 
rather than mandatory, response 
rates could fall, and the impact of 
the reduced effective sample size 
would hit rural areas the hardest. 

If the ACS sample size is reduced 
for either of these reasons, the 
Census Bureau could not produce 
reliable estimates for many small 
counties, small towns, and villages 
across the nation. Such was the 
outcome in Canada, when it made its 
ACS-like survey voluntary in 2011.22 
One study shows that if the ACS 
were to become a voluntary survey, 
most of the counties that would be 
hit the hardest in terms of loss of 
data quality are in rural America.23 
With respect to reducing ACS 
sample size, the U.S. Census Bureau 
concludes: “This would dispropor-
tionately affect the accuracy of the 
results that we produce for many 
small areas and small population 
groups throughout the nation.”24 

Concerns About Use of the 
Internet for the 2020 Census 
Counting every person in the 
nation—once, just once, and in the 
right location—is a huge and com-
plex task, and the Census Bureau 
has already documented many 

of the challenges facing the 2020 
Census.25 Some have suggested that 
the 2020 Census may be the most 
difficult in our country’s history.26

As we move into fiscal year 2018, 
funding for the Census Bureau 
appears to be a major problem. The 
bureau had planned to ramp up 
preparations for the 2020 Census 
in fiscal year 2018, but it has had 
to curtail many of its tests because 
of budget shortfalls or budget 
uncertainty.

Current Census plans call for 
about 80 percent of the country to 
receive communications that will 
urge a response via the internet, and 
about 20 percent of the population, 
mostly in rural areas, will be offered 
a choice of internet response or a 
paper questionnaire.

Yet heavy reliance on the internet 
in the 2020 Census has important 
implications for rural areas because 
there are lower internet access and 
use rates in rural areas. As illus-
trated in Figure 2, 21 percent of 
rural residents do not have internet 
service at home compared to only 
13 percent of urban residents, 
based on the 2015 ACS. Even when 
rural residents have internet avail-
able, it is often slower.27 One report 
summarized this issue by noting: 
“the problem with pushing online 
self-response is that many rural 
areas lack broadband or any internet 
service, and those people may be 
undercounted.”28 

Concerns about the lower internet 
penetration rate in rural America 
are compounded by budget issues. 
The Census Bureau had planned 
to conduct an “end-to-end” test 
in April 2018 at three sites—rural 
West Virginia, suburban Tacoma, 
WA, and Providence, RI—but for 
budget reasons the tests in rural West 
Virginia along with Tacoma, WA 
were cancelled. The end-to-end test 
is critical because it is the only time 
the Census Bureau will be able to 
test all of the operations, procedures, 
systems, and field infrastructure 
to ensure proper integration. The 
cancellation of the West Virginia 
portion of this test is crucial because 
a test conducted in an area with weak 
internet access like the rural West 
Virginia site could reveal problems 
with internet data collection plans 
for the 2020 Census that might be 
more prevalent in rural areas. Recent 
congressional testimony from the 
U.S. Government Accountability 
Office suggests that weak internet 
access at the West Virginia site may 
compromise some components of 
the 2020 Census.29 

Many vulnerable groups in rural 
America have very low rates of 
internet access at home. According 
to the 2015 ACS, about 40 percent 
of impoverished blacks in the rural 
South and impoverished Hispanics 
in the rural Southwest do not have 
internet access at home. Among 
American Indians/Alaska Natives, 
“Some tribes reported that internet 
response is currently not a viable 
option for members.…”30

To be clear, the Census methods 
proposed for 2020 call for sending 
out paper questionnaires in areas 
where there is little or no high-speed 
internet available, and households 
that do not respond by internet 
or mail will be visited by a Census 

FIGURE 2. PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS 
WITHOUT INTERNET ACCESS AT HOME

Source: Author’s analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s 
2015 American Community Survey, accessed through 
IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www. ipums.org.
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enumerator. But the paper mode of 
data collection will not be empha-
sized like the internet response will 
be, and Census Bureau research 
shows that the self-response rates 
for some groups decrease when 
an internet mode of response is 
added.31 It is difficult to assess what 
the emphasis on internet response 
will mean for rural areas in terms 
of overall response rates, but it is an 
area of concern. 

Conclusion
The 2020 Census is a little more than 
two years away, and careful planning 
and adequate budgeting are needed 
now. The consequences of poor 
planning or inadequate funding will 
be serious, and there are potential 
problems that may affect rural areas 
more than urban areas.

Generally, rural residents are less 
likely than urban residents to live in 
areas that will be the most difficult 
to enumerate in the 2020 Census, 
but some groups and some places in 
rural America will nevertheless be 
very difficult to enumerate accurately. 
Special attention is needed for popu-
lations and places, such as:

•	 Blacks in the rural South 
•	 Hispanics in the rural 

Southwest 
•	 American Indians on 

reservations
•	 Alaska Natives
•	 Residents of deep Appalachia 
•	 Migrant and seasonal 

farmworkers

The heavy reliance on the internet 
in the 2020 Census may pose a special 
concern for rural residents. Data show 
that good internet access is less likely 
to be available in rural areas, and a 
test that might reveal difficulties with 
the 2020 Census in rural areas has 
recently been cancelled. 

It is important that rural scholars, 
rural leaders, and rural advocates 
monitor Census Bureau funding and 
Census planning over the next two 
years to make sure there are adequate 
resources for a complete and accu-
rate count of all rural residents in the 
next U.S. decennial Census. 

 
Dollars  

in Billions 
Program Name U.S. Total 

Medical Assistance Program (Medicaid) $312.0

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) $69.5

Medicare Part B (Supplemental Medical Insurance) – Physicians Fee 
Schedule Services  

$64.2

Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers $38.3

Highway Planning and Construction $19.1

State Children’s Health Insurance Program (S-CHIP) $13.9

Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies $11.6

National School Lunch Program $11.2

Foster Care (Title IV-E) $11.1

Special Education Grants (IDEA) $9.2

Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) $8.3

Head Start/Early Head Start $6.3

Section 8 Housing Assistance Payments Program (Project-based) $4.6

Health Center Programs (Community, Migrant, Homeless, Public Housing) $4.2

Child Care and Development Fund- Entitlement $3.4

Low Income Home Energy Assistance (LIHEAP) $2.9

Total   $589.7

TABLE A. DISTRIBUTION IN FISCAL YEAR 2015 OF LARGEST FEDERAL 
ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS THAT DISTRIBUTE FUNDS ON THE BASIS OF 
DECENNIAL CENSUS-DERIVED DATA

Source: Andrew Reamer, “Counting for Dollars,” George Washington University, Washington, DC, available online 
at http://civilrightsdocs.info/pdf/census/CountingForDollars-Intro.pdf.
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