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Planning is important to a successful Census in 2010. At the request of Census Advisory Committee staff, the following summarizes why the business community cares about an accurate census and considerations on how to engage the business community as partners to achieve an accurate count in 2010.

The importance of Census data to Business.  Business needs accurate 2010 short form Census and annual American Community Survey data for a multitude of planning, operational, and financial purposes.    Census data are an important part of our country’s economic infrastructure and are used extensively by companies in many sectors, including retail, housing and mortgage banking, health care, communications, services, hospitality, transportation, marketing, and manufacturing.   The business community needs high quality data for small geographic areas that are comparable over time and across geography, for small areas below the county and city level.   Collectively, business investment and planning decisions drive trillions of dollars in economic activity through capital investment, moving goods, hiring team members, and providing goods and services in every neighborhood across the country.  This in turn drives job and housing growth, community development, and economic stability.

Business needs real-time information such as accurate post-census population estimates.   Accurate estimates and projections throughout the decade are dependent on accurate baseline census counts as well as characteristics such as race and ethnicity, household size and composition, age, and tenure.    Accurate census data on race and ethnicity also identifies opportunities for localized business decisions, such as multi-cultural merchandising and bilingual signing in areas with large and growing Latino and Asian populations.  

Socioeconomic data collected on the long form in prior censuses will now be available from the American Community Survey (ACS) on an annual basis, making the information more timely and, therefore, more useful.  Data on household income, education, occupation, and home value are critical to planning market potential and consumer segments. The annual collection of accurate small area socioeconomic and demographic data through the ACS is an innovation of the highest order with immense promise.   The entire business community has high expectations for greater insight and efficiency from the ACS data.    However, without an accurate decennial census count as a foundation, ACS benchmarks and sampling estimates are at risk, with negative outcomes for ACS data quality.    

Unquestionably, census data benefit business, providing an important tool to promote growth and ensure success.  However, business is the engine that drives economic growth and ensures economic stability for communities.  Successful businesses employ people, provide necessary goods and services for all aspects of life, and attract residential growth, which in turn invites cultural, educational, and recreational opportunities.  Census data lead to smart decisions; smart decisions lead to economic growth; economic growth allows communities to flourish.

Census 2000 Experience – A recap:   Opportunities and Obstacles.   Business and industry actively supported and assisted with the 2000 census and will do so again in 2010.  Our partnership and support are important components of an accurate count.   

Target Corporation joined other organizations to publicize the census in 2000 by running a census side-bar in our weekly newspaper circular.   We worked with Local Census Offices to provide language assistance guides in selected stores in hard-to-enumerate areas.    Target printed notices in employee newsletters, reaching thousands of team members, and provided information on the Census in the Schools program to nearly 100,000 school partners.    We posted a Census message on the Community Activities board in every store.

A key success factor for the 2000 Census was the Partnership Program.  While partnerships existed in prior decades, the 2000 program had more depth and structure than before and resulted from careful planning through the 1990s.  Partnerships with business, state and local governments, non-profits, community organizations, the media, schools, and others were part of the tool-kit of success.    Partnerships generated interest in and knowledge about the census and supported the goals of the important paid advertising program.   Strong partnerships helped achieve high early mail-back response rates, which are the most cost effective and accurate of all responses.     Partner organizations helped break down barriers for traditionally difficult-to-enumerate populations.   Familiar local organizations reached out in the community with the strong message, “Census participation is important.  Do this for our community.”    

Obstacles and opportunities are documented in the feedback collected by the Census Bureau following the 2000 count.   However, my personal experience suggests the following obstacles:

· Consistent messaging and processes.   Lack of consistent messaging and repeatable processes between Census headquarters and Local Offices.   Who’s my contact?   What comes next?    

· Access to resources.   Where can we access the appropriate public service messages to use --- who has them, what phone number, who knows? “Why can’t we use the cool paid advertising messages in our own materials?”

· Timing and version control.  The census logo and messaging were delivered too late to be used effectively in campaign planning.  Early materials were different than the final --- timing and communication were problematic.    Business operates at the speed-is-life level. Final materials are needed early.

· Provide advice:  What is the most useful way for business to contribute?    We were asked what we wanted to do, instead of having a menu of choices/options.   Benchmarks with other companies would be useful and efficient; leveraging a similar approach organizations would have greater reach and impact.

· Minimize multiple contacts.   We needed to work with partnership specialists and media specialists, and with the Kansas City office and local census offices  in Minnesota.   Coordination and focus were weak in the local area.

Census 2010 Outlook:   Emerging needs and challenges, how businesses can help, and how the Census Bureau can help businesses increase census participation.

The internet will make many of the issues encountered in 2000 far more manageable in 2010.  However, organizational information, well-documented processes and contact sheets, and clear communications will make a large difference in getting business partners to engage.   The number one recommendation - Make it easy.
· Communicate & Provide Contacts.  Develop a clear contact list by organizational, functional, and geographic level, and make sure they work together.    HQ vs. field organization, Regional offices vs. Local Census Offices, Advertising vs. partnership vs. field teams. Communicate clearly across levels of the organization --- do not make businesses way-find across HQ, regional, and local offices.

· Leverage partnerships.  Develop a strong partnership program, with go-to contacts and web links.     Distinguish between the media/communications plan and the partnership efforts, and find ways to make those transparent for partner organizations.

· Provide timely media resources. Ensure that print and broadcast messages and  materials are ready early in the planning process, with time-lines clearly established.    Give businesses long run-ways to make plans, secure internal funding, and allocate staff resources.  If newsletter inserts are appropriate 2 months prior to Census Day, give partner organizations 6 months leeway to plan, along with key dates.   Use outbound communication updates and links when changes occur.

· Leverage the internet.  Use the internet for links, materials, and contacts.    Make it easy and timely.   Not all business partners will have resources and sophistication around web-based messaging and downloads.   Be flexible, provide support, be inclusive and broad-based.

· Share advice.  Provide a menu of “how you can help” for business by topic, such as job fairs, in-kind materials/help, census notices in newsletters, support for LCOs vs. national or multi-market/state campaings, etc. Provide links, timelines, information for contacts, and FAQs.

I urge enthusiastic support of a 2010 Partnership Program that is equal to or exceeds the scope of the 2000 census partnership program.   It must be broad-based with meaningful two-way communication, and it must start early in order to be effective.   With growing privacy concerns among Americans, partnerships will play a critical role in breaking down barriers to participation by the general population, including people who had no concerns in prior enumerations.  The General Accounting Office reported in February 2002 that, while initial mail response rates in 2000 looked promising, public cooperation (that is, the percent of occupied households that mailed back a questionnaire) actually declined slightly in 2000 from the 1990 rate.  This means that a broad range of partnerships will be even more essential to ensuring an accurate census in 2010, as well as participation in the monthly ACS survey.   The Census Bureau will benefit from listening to and seeking the advice of local partners, much as we at Target headquarters learn when we listen to our guests and the store leadership teams who live and work in the community.     Local partners have important insight that will help the Census Bureau successfully enumerate every American.   Business has an obligation to support Census 2010.    Working in cooperation with Census staff, this will be the best census ever.
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