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Figure 1: Interactive National Map of Urban Indian Organization (UIO) Service Areas
showing the Distribution of American Indian/Alaska Natives (AI/AN) and Self-Response
Rate (SRR)

There have been concerns for growing inaccuracies in the U.S. Decennial Census in recent decades,
particularly affecting marginalized communities.  The most recent Decennial Census seems to have
continued these inaccuracies, undercounting Black, Hispanic and American Indian and Alaska
Native (AI/AN) peoples.i,ii The undercount for the AI/AN population living on reservation in the 2020
Decennial Census was reported in several publications after Census results were first announced by
the Census Bureau .iii,iv, v,vi However, the undercount of the off-reservation AI/AN population, which
includes urban AI/AN people, did not receive similar coverage by  the mainstream media, despite
similar effects. Failure to report on the undercount of the urban AI/AN population contributes to the
existing research gap and may impact federal health policy relating to this population.

Background: Undercount on Reservations and in the U.S.
Balance
 After the Decennial Census, the U.S. Census Bureau conducted a Post-Enumeration Survey, to
estimate the accuracy of the census, and estimating over- or undercount by state and demographic
groupvii. In a demographic analysis of the undercount, the U.S. Census separated the nation’s AI/AN
population into three groups:viii

“On Reservation”: “the AI/AN population living within a federally or state recognized Indian1.
reservation”
“American Indian Areas Off Reservation”: “populations of AI/AN on lands not considered a2.
reservation” This includes trust lands, tribal jurisdiction statistical areas, tribal designated
statistical areas, Alaska Native Regional Corporations, and Alaska Native village statistical
areas.
“Balance of the United States”: everything else, including the many large cities across the3.
county.

The Census undercount report found that in 2020, there was a statistically significant undercount of
AI/AN people in both “On Reservation” and “Balance of the United States” populations. This
undercount is shown in Table 4 from the U.S. Census Demographic Analysis which is provided in
Figure 2 below. We recognize that “Balance of the United States” is not precisely the same as urban
areas, since it also includes many non-urban areas that are not part of Tribal lands.  This adds
another layer of inaccuracy, since inaccuracies specific to the urban AI/AN population count is
hidden within the “Balance of the United States” undercount.  The majority of AI/AN people (over
70%) live in the “Balance of the United States”, including in the 38 metropolitan areas where Urban
Indian Organizations (UIOs) are present.ix, x
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Figure 2: Net Coverage Error Rates for Household Populations in the United States by Race
and Hispanic Origin from the U.S. Census Post-Enumeration Survey Demographic Analysis.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau: Decennial 2020 Census: Post-Enumeration Survey Demographic
Analysis.

The undercount for the “Balance of the United States” AI/AN population, which includes urban
AI/AN populations, was mostly unreported by mainstream media sources. These sources pointed to
the large undercount in the African-American, Hispanic, and the AI/AN population living “On
Reservation”, but they failed to mention the statistically significant undercount among the AI/AN
population in the “Balance of the United States”. In fact, one institution published “the American
Indian or Alaska Native population not living on reservations was not miscounted.” This statement is
incorrect, since the U.S. Census Demographic Analysis showed a statistically significant undercount
of 0.9% in the AI/AN population in the “Balance of the United States” in 2020.xi This dismissal
continues the erasure of the urban AI/AN population in data, news, and the consciousness of the
public.

Census Enumeration Process: Self-Response Rate
To understand better how undercounting can occur we must take a closer look at the process of
collecting data for the Census.  The first stage of the Census is the self-response operations. This is
when each household in the country is sent the US Census survey to fill out and return. The 2020
Decennial Census was the first-time respondents were allowed to return their census online instead
of by phone or mail. Self-response is considered the “gold standard” of census taking because of its
high accuracy.xii Some areas followed an Update/Enumerate (UE) method, where census
enumerators were sent to interview households and update the address frame, or an Update/Leave
(UL), where the enumerator goes to the location to update the address frame and then leaves census
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forms there. These areas included Remote Alaska areas and American Indian areas that requested
for initial interviews to be done by an enumerator. After the period for self-response expires, the
U.S. Census undergoes Non-Response Follow-Up (NRFU) operations which include sending
enumerators to confirm vacancies, conduct in person interviews and using administrative records to
impute demographic information about incomplete enumerations.xiii Despite efforts to improve
accurate coverage during NRFU, enumerations from NRFU increase the chance of erroneous
enumeration and omission compared to enumerations from the self-response phase.xiv

NCUIH Self-Response Rate Analysis
NCUIH analyzed the cumulative self-response rate (SRR) by census tract within the 38 cities served
by UIOs and compared it against the AI/AN population in those tracts.xv,xvi We chose to limit our
analysis to UIO service areas in order to focus on an urban AI/AN population with access to the
culturally competent healthcare and community services provided by these UIOs. In this analysis, we
combined those who identified as AI/AN alone as well as those that identified as AI/AN in
combination with other races, henceforth referred to as “AI/AN alone or in combination”.  To protect
identification of AI/AN people, census tracts with fewer than 20 AI/AN people were excluded.
Additionally, census tracts where the population was less than 0.5% AI/AN were also excluded for
the same reason. Finally, to respect the sovereignty and privacy of Tribes with land in UIO service
areas, census tracts with American Indian land in them were also excluded. In all, 20,423 census
tracts were included in our analysis, while 1,228 census tracts were excluded for any of the
previously listed reasons.

In our analysis we used graphs and linear regression to determine the association of AI/AN
population concentration and SRR, for all UIO service areas aggregated as well as for each service
area separately.  We also used maps to show the distribution of AI/AN population within these UIO
service areas, and the relationship with SRR.

SRR Results
Our regression analysis indicated a statistically significant negative association between AI/AN
population and SRR. For every 1% increase in the AI/AN percentage of the tract population, the self-
response rate decreases by 0.68 percentage points.

In the data tool below, Figure 3, a scatter plot with a line-of-best fit is plotted relating the
percentage of AI/AN people and the SRR for each UIO service area. Each point in the scatter plot
represents each census tract. You can change the UIO service areas by clicking on the arrow tabs at
the top of the tool. Additionally, the data tool includes a drop-down menu to select a specific service
area of interest.

Figure 3: Interactive Graph showing Association between AI/AN Population Concentration
and SRR in UIO Service Areas

The map data tool at the top of the page, Figure 1, can be used to explore service areas in more
detail.

To view one of the infocards about a particular UIO service area, click on one of the circles
where a UIO is located, and the tool will zoom into a card showing information about self-
response rates and the AI/AN population in the service area.

Each card includes the total AI/AN alone or in combination population in that area as of



the 2020 Decennial Census as well as two maps, one showing the self-response rates by
census tract and another showing the AI/AN population percentage by census tracts.
Census tracts that were excluded in the analysis were not shown in these maps.
The card also includes the average self-response rate for the tracts in the area in
addition to the percentage of tracts with low SRR (<60%) and the percentage with high
SRR (80%+).
Each card includes the percentage of the AI/AN population that lives in the low SRR
tracts and the percentage that live in the high SRR tracts.

There are two hidden zoom areas for western Montana and northern California to select a UIO
more precisely in those regions.
To return to the entire map, click on the “home” button on the right side of the data tool, or
scroll out with the mouse wheel.
The data tool also includes a glossary of terms and data sources used to do this analysis at the
bottom right of the “home” map.

In sixteen UIOs service areas, AI/AN population is more strongly associated with lower self-response
rate, which you can see where the percentage of AI/AN population in low SRR tracts is higher than
the tracts with an SRR less than 60%.

Discussion of NCUIH SRR Analysis Results
Others have demonstrated the relationship between low self-response rate and increased inaccuracy
in the U.S. Census.xii,xvii,xviii Between the significant undercount of AI/AN people in cities and the
underreporting of the undercount, the urban AI/AN community remains partially hidden from the
general population’s and decision maker’s view. The implications of this undercount to the urban
AI/AN community are many, including inaccurate reference data needed to inform survey design
aiming to record urban AI/AN respondents.19xix This will only exacerbate the gap in research on this
overlooked population. Additionally, this undercount could jeopardize health in the population, as
federal spending calculations, including the budget for the Indian Health Service, are affected.xx,xxi,xxii

As the U.S. Bureau of the Census undergoes its planning of the 2030 Census procedures, we need to
have voices and evidence showing the arbitrary inequities in enumeration. Research such as this
shows the need for changes, as we cannot forget that urban AI/AN people exist and thrive, and
issues and inequities that affect this community cannot be overlooked.
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