
Andrew Reamer, Research Professor
George Washington Institute of Public Policy
George Washington University

Council of Professional Associations on Federal Statistics
Washington, DC
March 6, 2020

Role of the 2020 Census in the 
Geographic Allocation of 

Federal Spending



Counting for Dollars 2020

Counting for Dollars 2020 examines: 

 the extent to which the federal government will rely on data 
derived from the 2020 Census to guide the distribution of federal 
funds to states and local areas 

 the impact of the accuracy of the 2020 Census on the fair 
geographic distribution of these funds



Types of Census-Guided Programs

• Financial assistance programs that provide direct payments, grants, loans, and 
loan guarantees to state and local governments, nonprofits, businesses, and 
households 

• Matching payments from states to the federal government required by 
financial assistance programs 

• Tax credit programs that allow a special exclusion, exemption, or deduction 
from gross income 

• Procurement programs that award federal contract dollars to small businesses 
located in areas selected using census-derived data



Uses of Census-Derived Data

 Two major uses of census-derived data to guide federal 
spending in states and local areas:
◦ Eligibility designations – areas and households

◦ Allocation formulas



Coverage

 Federal programs that allocated FY2017 spending to states and 
local areas based, in whole or in part, on data derived from 
state and local 2010 Census results. 

 Local areas include metropolitan and micropolitan statistical 
areas, counties, cities and towns, rural areas, zip codes, census 
tracts, and program-specific geographic configurations (e.g., 
HUBZones).





Ubiquitous Reliance on the ACS

Every census-derived dataset—except for the decennial count and 
urban/rural classification—relies to some degree on data from the 
American Community Survey.



Census-Guided Federal Funding
 In Fiscal Year (FY) 2017, 316 federal spending programs relied on 

2010 Census-derived data to distribute $1.504 trillion across the 
nation. 

 Census-guided federal spending accounted for 9.04% of U.S. 
personal income in FY2017. 

 Economic reliance on census-guided spending varied considerably by 
state—from 6.30% of personal income in Colorado to 16.56% in 
West Virginia.

 Two-thirds of the differences among the states are explained by two 
factors—poverty rate, % population in rural areas.



Methodology
 Identifying the universe of census-derived datasets
 Identifying individual census-guided programs that rely on census-derived 

datasets to allocate funding
◦ Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance (CFDA)
◦ U.S. Code
◦ Code of Federal Regulations
◦ Notices of Funding Availability (NOFAs)
◦ Federal Register calls for comments
◦ Program websites

 Determining FY2017 funding for each program
◦ USASpending.gov
◦ CFDA (beta.sam.gov)
◦ Program websites
◦ Department budget request
◦ Federal Funds Information for States (FFIS)
◦ President’s Budget – Analytical Perspectives



Counting for Dollars $1.504 Trillion vs. 
Census Bureau $675 Billion

Counting for Dollars accounting more comprehensive and current than the 
Census Bureau’s “Uses of Census Bureau Data in Federal Funds Distribution” 
(2017). More specifically, Counting for Dollars:
 Includes 316 programs, compared to 132 programs in the Census Bureau’s report.

 Determined that all of Medicare is census-guided. The Census Bureau report only 
includes Part B Physician Payments.

 Includes census-guided tax credit programs, matching payment programs, and 
procurement programs. The Census Bureau report does not.

 Measures FY2017 spending—the Census Bureau report measures FY2015 spending.

 Includes only programs that distribute state/local funding based on the state/local 
count. The Census Bureau report includes several large programs that distribute 
spending using only national census numbers ($66.1 billion).



Sensitivity of Funding Allocation to 
Undercount

Sensitivity of funding allocation to state/local census undercount varies by 
program—each program is a unique mixture of one or more of following:
 Every person counts regardless of characteristics – one missed person means 

lost dollars

 Persons with specific characteristics count – such as poor children ages 5-
17, unemployed adults, persons in substandard housing

 Classification ranges -- such as urban/rural, persistent poverty, high 
unemployment – are not sensitive to missing small numbers of people.

 Diverse state discretion in sub-allocations – e.g., no discretion, Title I grants 
to LEAs; partial discretion, WIOA; full discretion, Social Services Block Grants.

 Reliance on non-census data – e.g., bus miles for mass transit programs



Geographic Redistribution of $ as Result of 
State and Local Undercounts

 For most programs, Congress sets the dollars appropriated and 
the census data determine the fraction of the appropriation 
received by each state and area.

 Consequently, funds lost in one state or area due to an 
undercount are not returned to the U.S. Treasury. They are 
distributed to all other states and areas.



Medicare

• Medicare Parts A, B, C, and D account for $710.2 billion of 
census-guided spending (47.4 percent). 

• These programs use census-derived data to define multiple 
local geographic classifications by which to allocate. 
Medicare funding and services. (Medicare Part C funded by 
Parts A and B.)

• Census data used primarily for classification purposes, so not 
sensitive to small undercounts.



Medicare Part A – Inpatient Prospective 
Payment System
 Geographic classifications
◦ Hospital labor market areas  geographic adjustment factors 
(Hospital Wage Index), Diagnosis-related Group (DRG) weights
◦ Large Urban/Other Urban/Rural designations
◦ Lugar county designation
◦ Critical access hospital designation
◦ Frontier state designation
◦ Medicare Geographic Reclassification Review Board

 Disproportionate Share Hospital (DSH) allotments



Medicare Part B – Physician Fee Schedule

 Physician Payment Areas
 Geographic Practice Cost Indices (GPCIs)
 Designation of Rural Health Clinics, Federal Qualified Health Clinics
 Competitive Bidding Areas for suppliers of durable medical 

equipment, prosthetics, orthotics and supplies (DMEPOS)
 AHRQ Socioeconomic Status Index – use in Merit-based Incentive 

Payment System (MIPS)
◦ “The AHRQ SES Index is a widely used and validated measure of area 

deprivation derived from the American Community Survey (ACS) census block 
group-level data and linked to a patient's ZIP code. It summarizes SES 
measures of employment, income, education, and housing.”



Medicare Part C – Network Adequacy



Medicare Part D – Prescription Drug Networks

Zipcode
Designations

Network
Adequacy



FMAP Program Funding 

• State spending for Medicaid, CHIP, Foster Care, Adoption Assistance, and 
the Child Care and Development Fund are reimbursed by the Federal 
government according to the Federal Medical Assistance Percentage 
(FMAP), which is based on each state’s per capita income. ($405.2 billion, 
27.0 percent of census-guided funding).

• Reimbursement range 50-83. For state with PCI equal U.S. PCI, FMAP = 55. 
• Every person counts, regardless of characteristics.
• Among the 37 states with an FMAP over 50, the median FY2015 loss per person 

missed in the 2010 Census was $1,091. FY2015 loss per person missed ranged from 
$533 for Utah to $2,309 for Vermont. Tennessee was the median state.

• Impact of loss on local areas not possible to determine.



All Other Programs

• The remaining 306 programs distribute $388.8 billion (25.8 percent). 
o Local only – 174 programs rely only on local-level census-derived data ($261.2 

billion, 17.4 percent).

o State and local – 38 programs rely on both state- and local-level census-
derived data ($73.9 billion, 4.9 percent).

o State only – 94 programs rely only on state-level census-derived data ($53.7 
billion, 3.6 percent).



Community Dev Block Grant – Entitlement



Title I Grants to Local Education Agencies



Rural Microenterpreneur



Social Services Block Grant



Census Bureau Knowledge of Decennial 
Census Uses

• Finding: The Census Bureau does not have a comprehensive 
understanding of the uses of census-derived data in the allocation of 
federal funding.

• This lack of information: 
• Inhibits the capacity of the Census Bureau to persuade Congress to provide 

funding adequate to carry out an accurate decennial census.
• Constrains the capacity of the Census Bureau to provide information that 

better motivates households to participate in the decennial census.
• Reduces Census Bureau credibility among the media and the public.
• Prevents the Census Bureau from creating mutually beneficial relationships 

with the large number of federal agencies reliant on census-derived data.



Census Bureau Knowledge of Decennial 
Census Uses

• I would like to give up the role of national expert on the uses of 
census-derived data to allocate federal funding.

• I wish that the Census Bureau would develop the capacity to play that 
role.

• I would be pleased to transfer my knowledge and information to the 
Census Bureau so that it might fully correct the deficiencies cited 
above and increase the likelihood of a successful 2030 Census.
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