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Why is the census important? 

The decennial census is the most inclusive civic activity in our country, covering every person in every 

household. The U.S. Constitution requires an accurate count of the nation's population every 10 years. 

Moreover, the census is integral to our democracy. The data collected affect our nation’s ability to ensure 

equal representation and equal access to important governmental and private sector resources for all 

Americans, including across racial and ethnic lines. Census results are used to allocate seats and draw 

district lines for the U.S. House of Representatives, state legislatures, and local boards; to target more 

than $800 billion1 annually in federal assistance to states, localities, and families; and to guide community 

decision-making affecting schools, housing, health care services, business investment, and much more. 

These functions depend on a fair and accurate census. 

Unfortunately, certain population groups – referred to as “hard-to-count” – are at a higher risk of not 

being fully counted in the census. Some of these groups have been historically underrepresented in the 

census for decades; some may experience new or increased vulnerability due to major changes in 

methodology, such as relying on the internet as the primary way for households to respond to the 2020 

Census; and some may be reluctant to respond due to concerns about data confidentiality.2 Being hard-to-

count can lead to unequal political representation and unequal access to vital public and private resources 

for these groups and their communities. 

 

Asian American and NHPI households are at risk of being undercounted. 

Asian Americans and Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders (NHPIs) have been undercounted for 

decades, disadvantaging their families, communities, and neighborhoods.3 Today, roughly one in five 

Asian Americans live in hard-to-count census tracts, along with one third of NHPIs.4 Some Asian 

American and NHPI communities are especially at risk of being missed. They have greater challenges in 

finding stable and affordable housing, have higher incidences of poverty and unemployment and lower 

educational attainment, and encounter greater language barriers than other subgroups within this broad 

race category.5 Furthermore, the Asian American and NHPI communities are very diverse, and overall 

statistics can easily mask the characteristics and challenges facing subgroups. 

 

What are the hard-to-count characteristics of Asian American and NHPI households? 

Combining Asian American and NHPI communities into overly broad groups obscures characteristics 

that can make many of these households hard-to-count, including:6 

• Language Barriers: Three-fourths (75 percent) of Asian Americans and 41 percent of NHPIs 

speak a language other than English, with 34 percent of Asian Americans7 and 13 percent of 

NHPIs8 speaking English less than “very well.” Limited English proficiency rates are almost 70 

percent for some groups, such as Burmese Americans.9 Historically, areas with low rates of 

English proficiency have been undercounted.10 

• Poverty: Overall, using the official poverty measure, about one in eight Asian Americans is in 

poverty (12 percent),11 while the same is true for one in five NHPIs (18 percent).12 However, 

when you look among different subgroups, the proportion of people in poverty can range from as 

high as 23 percent for Micronesians, to below 10 percent for Filipino Americans.13 It is widely 

believed that households in poverty are difficult to enumerate.14 

• Education: More than four-fifths (87 percent) of Asian Americans15 and 86 percent of NHPIs 

have a high school degree or higher.16 On the surface, Asian Americans and NHPIs appear to 
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have among the highest levels of educational attainment; however, there are great disparities 

within different subgroups. For example, while at least 95 percent of Japanese Americans have a 

high school degree or higher, only 53 percent of Burmese Americans do.17 Areas with lower 

educational attainment are also hard to enumerate.18 

• Housing Insecurity: Irregular housing is considered a factor that can hinder enumeration.19 

Almost half (47 percent) of Asian Americans who are low-income and 40 percent of NHPIs who 

are low-income live in locations with the highest housing costs in the country, often leading to 

greater challenges in finding stable and affordable housing.20 In addition, the majority of NHPIs 

are renters (62 percent)21 compared to 42 percent of Asian Americans.22 The NHPI community is 

also affected by homelessness, as almost one third of the homeless population in Hawaii is made 

up of Native Hawaiians and another 27 percent is made up of other Pacific Islanders.23   

 

Asian American and NHPI communities are some of the fastest growing groups in the United 

States. 

It is especially important to make sure the 2020 Census accurately and fairly captures the diverse Asian 

American and NHPI communities, because they are growing so rapidly. The Asian population24 grew by 

46 percent from 2000 to 2010, which was about four times faster than the growth of the total U.S. 

population and the fastest growth among any racial or ethnic group.25 The NHPI population grew almost 

as quickly, increasing by 35 percent in that same time period.26 In fiscal year 2015, there were 21.4 

million Asian Americans and more than a million and a half NHPIs in the United States, making up 6 

percent and 0.2 percent of the U.S. population, respectively.27 This demographic shift is taking place 

across the entire country – in 2015, the Asian American population grew by at least 30 percent in every 

state, except Hawaii.28 NHPIs experienced the most growth in the South.29  

 

What are the consequences of undercounting Asian American and NHPI communities? 

When the Asian American and NHPI communities are undercounted, political boundaries may not 

accurately represent reality. Undercounting results in Asian Americans and NHPIs being denied a full 

voice in policy decision-making. As a result, their communities’ different needs may not be represented 

or prioritized according to their real share of the population.  

Furthermore, federal agencies rely on census data to monitor discrimination and implement civil rights 

laws that protect voting rights, equal employment opportunity, and more. In particular, under Section 4 of 

the Voting Rights Act (VRA), Asian Americans are included as a “language minority group.”30 Section 

203 of the VRA requires that language assistance be provided throughout the electoral process wherever 

there are “more than 10,000 or over 5 percent of the total voting age citizens in a single political 

subdivision” of the same language minority group whose Limited English Proficiency could hinder their 

full participation in the political process.31 

Undercounting Asian Americans and NHPIs in the 2020 Census could also impact how federal funding is 

allocated to states and localities. Many programs that impact Asian American and NHPI communities are 

based in whole or in part on census-derived data, including:32 

• Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies – $13.9 billion. Title I provides financial assistance 

to local educational agencies and schools with high numbers of low-income children to help 

ensure that all children are meeting state academic standards. Thirty percent of Asian American 
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and Pacific Islander students attend high-poverty schools that are targeted by Title I.33 In the 

2014-15 school year, Title I served almost a million Asian American and Pacific Islander 

children.34 

• Head Start Program – $8.3 billion. This program provides grants to local public and private 

nonprofit and for-profit agencies to provide child development services to economically 

disadvantaged children and families, with a special focus on helping preschoolers develop the 

early reading and math skills they need to be successful in school.35 Approximately one tenth of 

Asian American and one third of NHPI children and pregnant women36 participated in Head Start 

and Early Head Start during the 2015-16 school year.37 

• SNAP – $69.5 billion. SNAP is the most important tool to prevent hunger and malnutrition 

among families in the United States.38 More than 40 million low-income people rely on federally 

funded SNAP subsidies that are administered to them through state governments. More than one-

fifth (23 percent) of Pacific Islanders and 7 percent of Asian Americans receive SNAP benefits.39 

• Medicaid – $312 billion. Medicaid is a federal-state insurance program that provides health 

coverage to low-income families and individuals, parents, seniors, and people with disabilities.40 

In 2016, 26 percent of Asian Americans and 37 percent of Pacific Islanders were enrolled in 

Medicaid or some other public insurance program.41 

 

You can help – right now. 

There are many ways in which stakeholders, including advocates, funders, and civic leaders, can improve 

the count of all Asian American and NHPI households in the 2020 Census. There are opportunities to join 

or support work on policy development, community organizing, and “Get Out the Count” campaigns for 

the 2020 Census. Here are some ideas: 

• Help your members of Congress understand why it’s important to support adequate 

resources for the Census Bureau to conduct the 2020 Census in a way that will count all in 

the Asian American and NHPI communities. The Census Bureau needs a major funding ramp 

up several years before a decennial census to perform critical tests and build out a massive 

infrastructure. Already – due to funding constraints – important activities needed for a fair and 

accurate 2020 Census have been postponed or canceled, putting the Asian American and NHPI 

communities at risk of being severely undercounted. If Congress does not increase the Census 

Bureau’s budget, a complete count will be in jeopardy, and census costs could increase by 

billions of dollars. 

• Stay informed about key census policy and operational developments. Asian Americans 

Advancing Justice | AAJC (https://advancingjustice-aajc.org/) works to ensure that the census 

collects the fullest and most accurate data on Asian American and NHPI communities. The 

Census Project (https://thecensusproject.org/) provides regular updates of census-related activities 

in Congress and the administration. The Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights also 

publishes many helpful resources at https://civilrights.org/census/. 

• Educate state and local leaders about the issues the Asian American and NHPI communities 

face in the census. As the 2020 Census approaches, advocates can join Complete Count 

Committees that will be established to help ensure a complete census.42 It is important that 

Complete Count Committees include voices for the Asian American and NHPI community to 

remind leaders and local census staff of this critical constituency. 

https://advancingjustice-aajc.org/
https://thecensusproject.org/
https://civilrights.org/census/
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• Become a Census Bureau partner and help ensure that the Census Bureau’s partnership 

program gets the resources it needs. Budget shortfalls are also putting this important program 

at risk. Partners (organizations, associations, institutions, and the like) get timely updates from the 

Census Bureau as well as promotional material.43 

If you would like to learn more about these or other ways you and your organization can be involved, 

contact Terry Ao Minnis, director of the census and voting programs for Asian Americans Advancing 

Justice | AAJC, at tminnis@advancingjustice-aajc.org. 
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