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Agenda 

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTIONS: Joan Naymark & Steve Jost

THE CANADIAN EXPERIENCE: Rosemary Bender & Kelly Asche 

US CENSUS BUREAU: Christa Jones & Beth Jarosz

Q&A: Howard Fienberg

WHAT YOU CAN DO: Howard Fienberg



Canadian Census vs. US Census

The strength of the Canadian Long Form Census and the American Community Survey is in 
the detailed demographic and socio-economic data they provide for communities, large 
and small.



Changes to Canadian Census

Happened twice

• 1986 : Census cancelled (cost)
• 2011 : Census Long Form changed from mandatory 

to a voluntary National Household Survey (privacy)



Why is a Mandatory Long Form Important? 

• Response rates much lower for voluntary surveys

• Non-respondents generally have characteristics that differ 
from those of respondents. 

• This can create biases in the data, affecting data accuracy 
and usefulness.



Impact on making Canadian Survey Voluntary: 
Significant Drop in Response Rates 

Resulting Headlines…



Who were the non-respondents? 

They tended to be:

• Rural
• Lower income
• Youth
• In need of social services
• Immigrants

These groups already run the risk of being underrepresented in census data



…This resulted in significant data suppression

Statistics Canada had to suppress data for about 25% of all 
municipalities and for certain immigrant, Indigenous and low-
income subgroups due to quality concerns.

Suppression was based on the Global Non-response Rate 
(GNR), a combination of total and partial non-response.



Canada’s rural and 
small 
communities (in 
orange) most 
affected by a 
voluntary National 
Household Survey



Less data 
published in 
more rural 
provinces



Pushback

• Government departments
• Media
• Municipalities
• Private sector
• Regional and economic development
• Housing, immigration, social program officials
• National rural development organizations
• Academia
• Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)

MESSAGE: These data are vital 
for municipal and regional 
planning for social and 
economic development in 
areas such as health, 
education, labour, poverty and 
immigration.



Stronger public outcry when Census cancelled

1986

• Canadians reacted immediately and strongly.  
They understood the importance of the Census 
(planning schools, hospitals, social programs, 
agriculture)

• Media amplified outcry from business 
associations, municipalities and NGOs

• Federal govt cited legislative requirements

2011

• Public reaction more muted, as changing to a 
voluntary survey more subtle, impact much less 
understood. 

• Less reaction from business community

• Strong reaction from public and private data 
users

The 1986 Census cancellation was 
reversed a month later

The 2011 Survey proceeded with a 
larger more costly sample to salvage 
data at provincial level (no benefit to 
rural and small communities)



Pushback from users continued post 2011

From data users
• Caution when using 2011 National Household Survey data
• Data not comparable to previous censuses or to other surveys, especially income 

data 
• Trend analysis not possible
• Hindered local planning and policy development

For suppressed areas
• No data available -  a vital data gap.
• The data cannot be deduced from larger regional or provincial data – the 

characteristics of the populations are too different.



Decision on voluntary NHS was reversed in 2015

• Mandatory Census Long Form reinstated in 2016 by new government  
in 2015

• Changes to legislation in 2017 ensure a permanent mandatory 
Census Long Form.

In 2017, changes to legislation also strengthened 
the independence of the Chief Statistician with 
regard to methodology and collection methods



In Closing

A voluntary national household survey cannot produce quality 
and useful data for municipal, rural and regional planning for 
social and economic development in areas such as health, 
education, labour, poverty, diversity and immigration.



Original purpose 
of the American 
Community 
Survey (ACS)

Replace the decennial long form with 
annual, reliable estimates for all states, 
counties, tracts, and census block groups

• Provides small area data—including small 
communities, neighborhoods, and rural areas

• Continuous measurement—see how 
communities change over time

• Data customization and exploration 
opportunities—combined with other data or 
alternative methods can provide enhanced 
insights



2004 ACS Voluntary Test Summary Results

VOLUNTARY TEST SUMMARY RESULTS –  2004 ACS

Initial Sample Interview Rate
Completed 
Interviews Total Cost

Voluntary Test 3.7 million 60 percent 2.2 million $214m

ACS Mandatory 3.0 million 72 percent 2.2 million $155m

Difference 0.7 million 
increase

12 percentage 
point decrease maintained $59m increase



if the American 
Community Survey 
was a voluntary 
survey it would 
become less 
reliable, more 
burdensome, and 
more expensive...

Under the voluntary methods, the percentage of households 
requiring more expensive in-person follow up rose from 
31.6 percent to 44.3 percent, over a 12 percentage point 
increase. 

The greatest relative increase in the sample collected by 
personal visit was for whites and non-Hispanics. 

Higher non-response rates would result in increased 
personal visits and/or loss of sample cases in the ACS, 
and either or both of these in effect would reduce reliability 
unless there would be an increase to the ACS 
sample.  Moreover, the impacts of these effects would have 
been differential.

An increase in the ACS sample would have been more 
expensive and more burdensome to the public.



Mandatory vs. Simulated Voluntary : Red = Danger

Comparison of mandatory vs simulated voluntary ACS at fixed budget acceptable quality data for 2006-2010



ALABAMA - Comparison of mandatory vs simulated voluntary ACS 2006-2010 

Mandatory vs. Simulated Voluntary : State Example



But what if the 
American 
Community Survey 
contact strategy was 
limited to only two 
contacts....



Simulated Voluntary Under 60% threshold

Blacked out areas under the 60% threshold for usability



What would be 
lost?



Q&A

Put your question in the Q&A section on your screen.   

Questions will be answered live or in the materials 
distributed after the webinar.



What can you do? 

• Share this webinar and the follow-up materials. 

• Contact your elected representative and senators – Section 605 is harmful to our 
communities.

• Visit the Census Project to learn more and join the growing coalition of businesses, 
organizations and individuals who are speaking out. 

• Support the Census Project funding request for the Census Bureau – FY2026 (see 
Census Project stakeholder recommendation)

• Sign up for updates with The Census Project. MN attendees can sign up for updates 
with MACS. 

https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member
https://www.congress.gov/members/find-your-member
https://thecensusproject.org/
https://www.insightsassociation.org/Portals/INSIGHTS/xBlog/uploads/2025/9/8/census-biz-groups-FY26-CJS-Sec605--9-8-25.pdf
https://www.amstat.org/docs/default-source/amstat-documents/pol-astatafy26_cjs_section605.pdf
https://dcjournal.com/protecting-a-tool-that-builds-an-efficient-thriving-economy/
https://thecensusproject.org/fy-2026/
https://thecensusproject.org/updates/
https://thecensusproject.org/updates/
https://macscensus.us8.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=c3ff735a880c56291e117312d&id=180bf17084
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