


Fact�nding is one of America�s 
oldest activities. In the early 1600s, 
a census was taken in Virginia, and 
people were counted in nearly all 
of the British colonies that became 
the United States at the time of the 
Revolutionary War. (There also were 
censuses in other areas of the country 
before they became parts of the United 
States.) 

Following independence, there 
was an almost immediate need for a 
census of the entire Nation. Both the 
number of seats each state was to have 
in the U.S. House of Representatives, 
and the states� respective shares in 
paying for the war were to be based on 
population. Article I, Section 2 of the 
U.S. Constitution, adopted in 1787, 
provided: 

Representatives and direct Taxes 
shall be apportioned among the 
several States which may be included 
within this Union, according to their 
respective Numbers.... The actual 
Enumeration shall be made within 
three Years after the �rst Meeting of 
the Congress of the United States, and 
within every subsequent Term of ten 
Years, in such Manner as they shall by 
Law direct. 

Our Founding Fathers had 
concluded that the states� wishes to 
report few people in order to lower 
their shares in the war debt would 
be offset by a desire for the largest 
possible representation in Congress. 
Thus, the census would be fairly 
accurate. 

The First U.S. Census�
1790 

Shortly after George Washington 
became President, the �rst census was 
taken. It listed the head of household, 
and counted (1) the number of free 
White males age 16 and over, and 
under 16 (to measure how many men 
might be available for military service), 
(2) the number of free White females, 
all other free persons (including any 
Indians who paid taxes), and (3) how 
many slaves there were. Compared 
with modern censuses, this was a 
crude operation. The law required 
that the returns be made in a speci�ed 
form, but the enumerators (U.S. 
marshals and their assistants) had 
to furnish their own paper, using all 
sorts of books and sheets to record 
the information. It took 18 months to 
complete the census.

After the returns were completed, 

the enumerator was required to post 
them �at two of the most public 
places...to remain for the inspection 
of all concerned.� By contrast, 
modern-day censuses maintain strict 
con�dentiality of the information 
collected about individual persons or 
business �rms. 

The 1790 census counted 3.9 million 
inhabitants�a number which some 
people thought low�and raised 
membership in the U.S. House of 
Representatives from an original 65 to 
105. 

The Expanding Censuses... 
Down through the years, the 

Nation�s needs and interests became 
more complex. This meant that there 
had to be statistics to help people 
understand what was happening 
and have a basis for planning. The 
content of the decennial census 
(every 10-years) changed accordingly. 
For example, the �rst inquiry on 
manufactures was made in 1810; it 
concerned the quantity and value of 
products. Questions on agriculture, 
mining, and �sheries were added in 
1840; and in 1850, the census included 
inquiries on social issues�taxation, 
churches, pauperism, and crime. 

The censuses also spread 
geographically, to new states and 
territories added to the Union as 
well as to other areas under U.S. 
sovereignty or jurisdiction.

There were so many more inquiries 
of all kinds in the censuses of 1880 
and 1890 that almost a full decade 
was needed to publish all the results. 
Although the census furnished large 
quantities of statistics, it was failing 
to provide information when it was 
most needed. Accordingly, Congress 
limited the 1900 census to questions 
on population, manufacturers, 
agriculture, and mortality. Many of 
the dropped topics reappeared in later 
censuses as advances in technology 
made it possible to process and 
publish the data faster. 

The Census Bureau began using 
statistical sampling techniques in the 
1940s in order to gather data on most 
of the subjects the various censuses 
needed to cover without unduly 
burdening the respondents. Further 
assistance came through the  
use of electronic computers in the 
1950s and mail enumeration in the 
1960s. All of these made it possible 
to publish more data sooner and at a 

lower cost, and with less burden on 
the public that had to provide the 
information. 

... and Surveys 
As the Nation grew, changes in 

the economy became more frequent 
and far-reaching. Since government 
of�cials and businesses had to adjust 
their plans as these changes occurred, 
they needed more frequent reports on 
them. 

An effective way to provide current 
statistics is to collect data from 
samples of people and businesses, such 
as every 20th household or every 100th 
�rm. Using experts in sampling and 
survey techniques to plan the surveys, 
an ef�cient �eld organization to collect 
the data, and modern technology to 

process the results, the Census Bureau 
can publish some reports less than 2 
weeks after a nationwide collection 
of the data. It produces monthly, 
quarterly, and annual reports on 
population, housing, manufacturers, 
business, constructions, and 
governments.

Since 1941, the Census Bureau 
has had responsibility for compiling 
current statistics on foreign trade, 
and it publishes reports on exports, 
imports, and shipping. 

How the Census Bureau 
Came Into Being... 

U.S. marshals supervised their 
assistants� enumeration of the �rst 
nine censuses and reported to the 
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President (1790), the Secretary of 
State (18001840), or the Secretary 
of the Interior (1850-1870). Census 
Bureau work, however, was only a 
small part of their regular duties, and 
they could not give it adequate time 
and attention. For the 1880 census, 
Congress established a census of�ce in 
the U.S. Department of the Interior, 
with decennial census supervisors 
to be appointed by the President 
and con�rmed by the Senate. Each 
supervisor was to select, solely for 
their job �tness, the enumerators, 
who were forbidden to disclose any of 
the information they collected. These 
changes improved public relations 
and speeded the collection process. 
Nevertheless, the census organization 
still had to begin anew every 10 years; 
a large staff had to be recruited from 
�scratch,� learn its duties, and then be 
disbanded as soon as the results were 
announced. There was no continuity 
from one census to the next. In 1902, 
Congress authorized the President 
to set up a permanent Census Of�ce 
in the Interior Department. In 1903, 
the agency was transferred to the 
new Department of Commerce and 
Labor. When that Department was 
split in 1913, the U.S. Census Bureau 
was placed in the Department of 
Commerce. During World War II, in 
1942, Census Bureau headquarters was 
moved from downtown Washington, 
DC, to a nearby suburb, Suitland, MD. 

... and Its Present 
Organization 

The Census Bureau is headed by a 
Director, nominated by the President 
and con�rmed by the U.S. Senate, 
and is assisted by a Deputy Director 
and an Executive Staff composed 
of Principal Associate Directors, 
Associate Directors, and Assistant 
Directors, respectively. The Executive 
Staff oversees speci�c divisions, 
of�ces, and staffs that have to do with 
administration, planning, and subject 
matter; data collection, processing, 
and publication; and consultation 

within the Census Bureau, with other 
Federal, state, and local agencies, 
with interested organizations in the 
academic and private sectors, and with 
statistical establishments in foreign 
countries. 

The Census Bureau has 12 regional 
of�ces Atlanta, GA; Boston, MA; 
Charlotte, NC; Chicago, IL; Dallas, TX; 
Denver, CO; Detroit, MI; Kansas City, 
KS; Los Angeles, CA; New York, NY; 
Philadelphia, PA; and Seattle, WA�
and processing and support facilities 
in Jeffersonville, IN. The regional 
of�ces deal principally with data 
collection and assistance to data users. 
Additional processing centers are 
set up temporarily for the decennial 
censuses. 

The Census Bureau Works 
for the Government... 

If another Federal, state, or local 
government agency needs data not 
already provided by the Census 
Bureau, but doesn�t have the facilities 
for collecting or tabulating them, it 
may contract with the Census Bureau 
to do this work. The other agency 
then can concentrate its efforts on 
analyzing the resultant data according 
to its own program needs. Both 
agencies gain from this specialization. 
Random examples of such work at 
the Federal level are the American 
Housing Survey for the Department 
of Housing and Urban Development, 
the National Crime Survey for the 
Department of Justice, the Health 
Interview Survey for the Department 
of Health and Human Services, and 
the Consumer Expenditure Surveys for 
the Department of Labor. 

... and the Government 
Works for the Census 

To avoid duplication of effort and 
expense on the government�s part, as 
well as by individuals and companies 
who must respond, the Census Bureau 
makes extensive use of other Federal 
agencies� administrative records in 
compiling statistical data. In the 
economic censuses, for example, this 
virtually eliminates the need to collect 
data from approximately 2.5 million 
small establishments and 15 million 
non-employer establishments and the 
need for them to �ll out additional 
census reports. Once in the Census 
Bureau�s possession, these other 
agencies� records are protected by the 
same con�dentiality provisions of the 
census law as the Census Bureau�s own 
questionnaires. 

The Law States What 
the Census Bureau Shall 
Collect 

For many years, each census had 
to be authorized by a speci�c act of 
Congress. In 1954, that body brought 
together in Title 13 of the United 
States Code the laws under which 
the Census Bureau operates. This 
title spells out the basic scope of the 
censuses and surveys, the requirements 
for the public to provide information 
as well as for the Census Bureau to 

keep that information con�dential, 
and the penalties for violating any of 
these obligations. 

The Secretary of Commerce (and 
through him/her, the Census Bureau) 
is now directed by law to take censuses 
of population, housing, manufactures, 
mineral industries, other businesses 
(wholesale trade, retail trade, services), 
construction, transportation, and 
governments at stated intervals, and it 
also may take surveys related to any of 
these subjects. 

Reports Are Con�dential 
The sole purpose of the censuses 

and surveys is to secure general 
statistical information. Replies are 
obtained from individuals and 
establishments only to enable the 
compilation of such general statistics. 
The con�dentiality of these replies 
is very important. By law, no one�
neither the census takers nor any 
other Census Bureau employee�is 
permitted to reveal identi�able 
information about any person, 
household, or business. 

In current censuses, once the 
information, with individuals� names 
and addresses dropped, has been 

transferred to machine-readable 
form and processed through the 
computer to produce statistical tables, 
the original questionnaires can be 
destroyed and the waste recycled. 

Finally, before any census tabulation 
is published, it is carefully checked 
to make certain that no individual, 
household, or organization can be 
identi�ed, or information about it 
inferred by reading the table or by 
analyzing the �gures it contains. 

In the case of the population and 

housing census, the questionnaires 
are micro�lmed before destruction, 
and the micro�lm is stored under 
strict security conditions for use in the 
Census Bureau�s National Processing 
Center at Jeffersonville, IN. Here, 
people who need proof of age or 
residence (for example), or their heirs 
or legal representatives, may obtain 
this evidence in the form of an of�cial 
transcript. 

Copies of population census 
schedules from 1790 through 1930, 
usually on micro�lm, are available for 
appropriate research at the National 
Archives and at libraries in various 
parts of the country, but subsequent 
records are closed to the public for 
72 years to protect the con�dentiality 
of the information they contain. 
(The Freedom of Information Act, 
designed to make records available 
to individuals, does not apply to 
identi�able data the Census Bureau 
collects for statistical purposes.) 



The foundation of our American 
democracy is dependent on fair and 
equitable representation in Congress. In 
order to achieve an accurate assessment 
of the number and location of the people 
living within the nation�s borders, the U.S. 
Constitution mandates a census of the 
population every 10 years.

The census population totals determine 
which states gain or lose representation in 
Congress. It also determines the amount 
of state and federal funding communities 
receive over the course of the decade. 
2010 Census data will directly affect how 
more than $3 trillion is allocated to local, 
state and tribal governments over the 
next 10 years. In order for this funding 
allocation to be accomplished fairly and 
accurately, the goal of the decennial census 
is to count everybody, count them only 
once, and count them in the right place. 
The facts gathered in the census also 
help shape decisions for the rest of the 
decade about public health, neighborhood 
improvements, transportation, education, 
senior services and much more. 

Reaching an Increasingly 
Diverse Population 

The goal of the 2010 Census is to count all 
residents living in the United States on April 
1, 2010, also known as Census Day. The U.S. 
Census Bureau does not ask about the legal 
status of respondents in any of its surveys 
and census programs. To help ensure the 
nation�s increasingly diverse population 
can answer the questionnaire accurately 
and completely, about 13 million bilingual 
Spanish/English forms will be mailed to 
housing units in neighborhoods identi�ed 
as requiring high levels of Spanish assistance. 
Additionally, questionnaires in Spanish, 
Chinese (Simpli�ed), Korean, Vietnamese and 
Russian � as well as language guides in 59 
languages � will be available on request. 

Recruiting Census Workers 
In 2010, there will be an estimated 

310 million people residing in the United 
States. Counting each person is one of the 
largest operations the federal government 
undertakes. For example, the Census Bureau 

will recruit nearly 3.8 million applicants 
for 2010 Census �eld operations. Of these 
applicants, the Census Bureau will hire 
about 1.4 million temporary employees. 
Some of these employees will be using 
GPS-equipped hand-held computers to 
update maps and ensure there is an accurate 
address list for the mailing of the census 
questionnaires. 

10 Questions,  
10 Minutes to Complete 
With one of the shortest questionnaires 

in history, the 2010 Census asks for name, 
gender, age, race, ethnicity, relationship, 
and whether you own or rent your home. 
It takes only about 10 minutes for the 
average household to complete.  Questions 
about how we live as a nation our diversity, 
education, housing, jobs and more are now 
covered in the American Community Survey, 
which is conducted every year throughout 
the decade and replaces the Census 2000 
long-form questionnaire.  Responses to the 
2010 Census questionnaire are required 
by law.  All responses are used for statistical 

purposes only, and all are strictly con�dential.  
For more information, visit the 2010 Census 
Web site at www.census.gov/2010.

Census History
1787�Article 1, Section 2 of the U.S. 

Constitution requires that a census of the 
population be conducted every 10 years 
so that the representatives in Congress and 
direct taxes might be apportioned.

1790  Federal marshals conduct the �rst 
census by going door-to-door through the 
13 states plus the districts of Maine, Vermont, 
Kentucky, and the Southwest Territory 
(Tennessee). The marshals record the 
name of every householder and count the 
occupants in each house. African-American 
slaves are counted as three-�fths of a 
person, and American Indians not subject 
to taxation are excluded. The census is 
completed in 18 months at a cost of $44,000. 
The census counts 3.9 million people.

1810�Congress directs the federal 
marshals and their assistants to take an 

An Overview of the 2010 Census
Counting Everyone Once � and Only Once � and In the Right Place

Find the Information You Need by 
Visiting Us at www.census.gov

American FactFinder
Your source for population, housing, 
economic, and geographic statistics.

Census Product Update
Sign up for this FREE, biweekly, 

online newsletter with timely 
product news.

Maps and Cartographic Services
Detailed maps by county block, 

plus custom, online mapping.

Economic Census
Statistics on manufacturing, 

construction, retail, and other 
business sectors.

U.S. and World Population

American Community Survey
Access data from the Census Bureau�s 

Latest Economic Indicators
Get the most recent indicators of 

and industry.

State and County QuickFacts
Easy access to facts about people, 
businesses, and geographic entities 
in each state and Washington, DC.

FedStats

U.S. federal agencies.

Subjects A to Z
Start your information 
search here.

Search the Census Bureau 
site�powered by Google�
�and look for information 
by keyword.

Search FAQs�Answers to 

asked questions.

2010 Census
Find the latest information about the 

Education and Training

designed to help data users use 
information collected by the U.S. 
Census Bureau.

Are You in a Survey or Census?
See how to determine if you are in an 

your door is a U.S. Census Bureau 
employee.

Regional O�ces
Find out what�s happening 
at the U.S. Census Bureau�s 

12 regional o�ces.




