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January	
  26,	
  2018	
  
	
  

The	
  Honorable	
  Wilbur	
  L.	
  Ross	
  
Secretary	
  of	
  Commerce	
  
U.S.	
  Department	
  of	
  Commerce	
  
14th	
  St.	
  and	
  Constitution	
  Avenue,	
  NW	
  
Washington,	
  DC	
  20230	
  
	
  
Dear	
  Secretary	
  Ross:	
  
	
  

As	
  former	
  directors	
  of	
  the	
  U.S.	
  Census	
  Bureau,	
  serving	
  under	
  both	
  Republican	
  and	
  Democratic	
  

administrations,	
  we	
  want	
  to	
  thank	
  you	
  for	
  the	
  care	
  for	
  the	
  future	
  of	
  the	
  Census	
  Bureau	
  you	
  have	
  displayed.	
  	
  

We	
  were,	
  however,	
  troubled	
  to	
  learn	
  that	
  the	
  Department	
  of	
  Justice	
  has	
  recently	
  asked	
  the	
  Bureau	
  to	
  add	
  a	
  

new	
  question	
  on	
  citizenship	
  to	
  the	
  2020	
  census.	
  We	
  are	
  deeply	
  concerned	
  about	
  the	
  consequences	
  of	
  this	
  

possible	
  action	
  and	
  hope	
  that	
  our	
  objective	
  observations	
  provide	
  a	
  useful	
  perspective	
  before	
  a	
  final	
  decision	
  is	
  

made	
  on	
  this	
  issue.	
  

We	
  were	
  encouraged	
  by	
  your	
  testimony	
  before	
  the	
  Census	
  Bureau’s	
  House	
  and	
  Senate	
  authorizing	
  

committees	
  last	
  October.	
  Your	
  frank	
  assessment	
  of	
  the	
  status	
  of	
  2020	
  Census	
  preparations	
  and	
  your	
  

acknowledgment	
  that	
  the	
  Bureau	
  will	
  need	
  more	
  resources	
  to	
  conduct	
  an	
  acceptably	
  accurate	
  enumeration	
  

were	
  correct.	
  Undoubtedly,	
  your	
  substantial	
  private	
  sector	
  experience	
  has	
  informed	
  your	
  approach	
  to	
  the	
  

Bureau’s	
  mission.	
  Similarly,	
  your	
  experience	
  as	
  a	
  census	
  enumerator	
  many	
  years	
  ago	
  may	
  have	
  helped	
  to	
  

shape	
  your	
  appreciation	
  for	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  the	
  fair	
  and	
  accurate	
  census	
  our	
  Constitution	
  envisions,	
  free	
  

from	
  partisan	
  influence	
  and	
  guided	
  by	
  sound,	
  well	
  documented,	
  scientifically	
  driven	
  decisions.1	
  

There	
  is	
  a	
  well-­‐proven	
  multi-­‐year	
  process	
  to	
  suggest	
  and	
  test	
  new	
  questions.	
  We	
  strongly	
  believe	
  that	
  

adding	
  an	
  untested	
  question	
  on	
  citizenship	
  status	
  at	
  this	
  late	
  point	
  in	
  the	
  decennial	
  planning	
  process	
  would	
  put	
  

the	
  accuracy	
  of	
  the	
  enumeration	
  and	
  success	
  of	
  the	
  census	
  in	
  all	
  communities	
  at	
  grave	
  risk.	
  Your	
  observation	
  

at	
  the	
  House	
  Oversight	
  and	
  Government	
  Reform	
  Committee	
  hearing	
  on	
  October	
  12,	
  2017	
  —	
  that	
  adding	
  

untested	
  questions	
  could	
  reduce	
  response	
  rates	
  —	
  suggests	
  that	
  you	
  have	
  carefully	
  considered	
  respondent	
  

burden	
  and	
  other	
  factors	
  that	
  contribute	
  to	
  public	
  acceptance	
  of	
  censuses	
  and	
  surveys,	
  as	
  the	
  window	
  of	
  

opportunity	
  to	
  lock	
  down	
  census	
  methods,	
  operations,	
  content,	
  and	
  infrastructure	
  closes	
  quickly.	
  

As	
  you	
  fully	
  appreciate,	
  planning	
  a	
  decennial	
  census	
  is	
  an	
  enormous	
  challenge.	
  Preparations	
  for	
  a	
  

census	
  are	
  complex,	
  with	
  each	
  component	
  related	
  to	
  and	
  built	
  upon	
  previous	
  research	
  and	
  tests.	
  The	
  critical	
  

                                       
1 We	
  think	
  you	
  will	
  enjoy	
  recalling	
  that	
  Kenneth	
  Prewitt,	
  a	
  signer	
  of	
  this	
  letter,	
  was	
  your	
  crew	
  leader	
  in	
  1960.	
  You	
  were	
  in	
  
the	
  Harvard	
  Business	
  School,	
  and	
  he	
  in	
  the	
  Harvard	
  Divinity	
  School;	
  like	
  you,	
  he	
  wanted	
  to	
  make	
  some	
  extra	
  money	
  over	
  
spring	
  break.	
  Ken	
  was	
  appointed	
  a	
  crew	
  leader	
  and	
  recruited	
  enumerators	
  only	
  from	
  the	
  HBS,	
  knowing	
  that	
  they	
  would	
  
carry	
  out	
  their	
  duties	
  efficiently.	
  Indeed,	
  they	
  (you)	
  did	
  —	
  your	
  crew	
  finished	
  first	
  in	
  Boston,	
  with	
  the	
  highest	
  accuracy	
  
score	
  in	
  the	
  city.	
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‘dress	
  rehearsal’	
  for	
  the	
  2020	
  Census	
  (the	
  2018	
  End-­‐to-­‐End	
  Census	
  Test)	
  is	
  starting	
  in	
  Providence	
  County,	
  RI.	
  

Adding	
  a	
  citizenship	
  question	
  without	
  a	
  testing	
  opportunity	
  in	
  a	
  contemporary,	
  census-­‐like	
  environment	
  will	
  

invalidate	
  the	
  results	
  and	
  lessons	
  learned	
  from	
  the	
  End-­‐to-­‐End	
  test.	
  Key	
  assumptions	
  underlying	
  estimates	
  of	
  

self-­‐response,	
  staffing	
  needs,	
  local	
  office	
  sites,	
  and	
  communication	
  strategies	
  will	
  no	
  longer	
  be	
  sound,	
  calling	
  

into	
  question	
  cost	
  projections	
  that	
  we	
  know	
  you	
  have	
  worked	
  hard	
  to	
  validate	
  and	
  update.	
  In	
  addition,	
  the	
  

Census	
  Bureau	
  would	
  need	
  to	
  modify	
  data	
  capture	
  and	
  processing	
  systems,	
  language	
  assistance	
  and	
  

enumerator	
  training	
  materials,	
  and	
  web-­‐based	
  instructions	
  for	
  completing	
  the	
  census	
  in	
  the	
  time	
  remaining	
  

before	
  the	
  2020	
  Census	
  starts	
  –	
  all	
  without	
  the	
  benefit	
  of	
  field	
  testing.	
  	
  

	
   There	
  are	
  sound	
  reasons	
  that	
  the	
  Census	
  Act	
  requires	
  the	
  Bureau	
  to	
  submit	
  to	
  Congress	
  the	
  topics	
  and	
  

actual	
  questions	
  it	
  will	
  include,	
  three	
  and	
  two	
  years,	
  respectively,	
  before	
  Census	
  Day.	
  	
  It	
  is	
  highly	
  risky	
  to	
  ask	
  

untested	
  questions	
  in	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  the	
  complete	
  2020	
  Census	
  design.	
  There	
  is	
  a	
  great	
  deal	
  of	
  evidence	
  that	
  

even	
  small	
  changes	
  in	
  survey	
  question	
  order,	
  wording,	
  and	
  instructions	
  can	
  have	
  significant,	
  and	
  often	
  

unexpected,	
  consequences	
  for	
  the	
  rate,	
  quality,	
  and	
  truthfulness	
  of	
  response.	
  The	
  effect	
  of	
  adding	
  a	
  citizenship	
  

question	
  to	
  the	
  2020	
  Census	
  on	
  data	
  quality	
  and	
  census	
  accuracy,	
  therefore,	
  is	
  completely	
  unknown.	
  Also	
  of	
  

import,	
  overcoming	
  unexpected	
  obstacles	
  that	
  arise	
  as	
  2020	
  Census	
  operations	
  unfold	
  would	
  add	
  to	
  the	
  cost,	
  

without	
  assurances	
  that	
  such	
  efforts	
  would	
  yield	
  a	
  more	
  accurate	
  outcome.	
  

	
   In	
  summary,	
  we	
  believe	
  that	
  adding	
  a	
  citizenship	
  question	
  to	
  the	
  2020	
  Census	
  will	
  considerably	
  

increase	
  the	
  risks	
  to	
  the	
  2020	
  enumeration.	
  Because	
  we	
  share	
  your	
  goal	
  of	
  a	
  “full,	
  fair,	
  and	
  accurate	
  census,”	
  

as	
  the	
  Constitution	
  requires,	
  we	
  urge	
  you	
  to	
  consider	
  a	
  prudent	
  course	
  of	
  action	
  in	
  response	
  to	
  the	
  Justice	
  

Department’s	
  untimely	
  and	
  potentially	
  disruptive	
  request.	
  

	
   Please	
  let	
  us	
  know	
  if	
  we	
  can	
  answer	
  any	
  questions	
  or	
  be	
  of	
  further	
  assistance.	
  

	
  

Sincerely,	
  

	
  

Vincent	
  P.	
  Barabba	
  (1973-­‐1976;	
  1979–1981)	
  

Martha	
  Farnsworth	
  Riche	
  (1994-­‐1998)	
  

Kenneth	
  Prewitt	
  (1998–2001)	
  

Steven	
  H.	
  Murdock	
  (2008-­‐2009)	
  

Robert	
  M.	
  Groves	
  (2009–2012)	
  

John	
  Thompson	
  (2013–2017)	
  

	
  

	
  


