
Workshop on the Benefits (and Burdens) of the American Community Survey
Presentations/Agenda Book 6 June 14–15, 2012

Presentations
D6D

Workshop on the Benefits (and Burdens) of the American Community Survey

June 14–15, 2012 • Washington, DC

4|4

This compilation does not include materials from every workshop speaker—
some presented without the use of slides, and others used only one or two
images as pure illustration. Note that all of the workshop presentations, and
discussion, will be described in the workshop summary to be produced and
released later this year.
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www.demographers.com

National Research Council of the National Academies of Science 
Workshop on the Benefits (and Burdens) of the 

American Community Survey

June 14-15, 2012

We have used American Community Survey 
data for several years in our applied 
demography work to measure/ evaluate:

• Housing discrimination

• Jury selection systems

• Private school enrollment rates in public 

school districts

• Racially polarized voting

• Political redistricting scenarios
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Three redistricting case studies involving 
ACS estimates are discussed here:

• Case 1:  Can districts with Hispanic majorities be 

drawn?

• Case 2:  Which redistricting scenario best complies 

with the Voting Rights Act?

• Case 3:  Does information about voters from local 
sources tell us as much as the ACS?

Each case study is of a California county’s Board of 
Supervisors redistricting.  Each county has a large 
Hispanic population, including many immigrants.  
ACS estimates of the Citizen Voting Age Population 
(CVAP), by ethnicity, were essential in all three cases.

Background:  Political redistricting scenarios 
must comply with Section 2 of the Federal 
Voting Rights Act (1965)

The Voting Rights Act requires that 
1. Political districts be drawn if there are enough 

members of protected (minority) groups to elect 
representatives of their choice in single-member 
districts, and

2. During redistricting, lines must be drawn in 
ways that do not weaken the political power of 
members of protected (minority) groups.

In order to do these things, we need to know how 
many members of protected groups there are 
who are eligible to vote (citizens of voting age) in 
a jurisdiction, and where they live.  This requires 
citizenship data that are available only from the 
American Community Survey.
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Procedural notes:  Challenges

1. ACS data are not available for Census blocks, 
which most line-drawers use in redistricting.

2. It is usually not wise to use ACS estimates for 
Census block groups, the smallest geographical 
unit for which estimates are available.  This is 
because small geographical units tend to have 
small populations, with rather large margins of 
error (MOE) of estimates. 

3. The procedure for estimating MOEs for aggregated 
geographical units like political districts is a bit 
complex.

Procedural notes: Solutions

1. Use 5-year ACS estimates (not 1- or 3-year), and 
estimates for Census tracts (not block groups).

2. Use Citizen Voting Age Population (CVAP) Special 
Tabulation* (with Hispanic-exclusive categories) 
from the 5-Year American Community Survey to 
estimate citizenship rates for Census tracts (not 
block groups).

3. Calculate citizenship rates, dividing the voting age 
population (VAP) by the citizen voting age 
population (CVAP) in each race/ethnic group.

4. Apply these rates to Census 2010 VAP counts, by 
race/ethnicity, at the Census block level.

*http://www.census.gov/rdo/data/voting_age_population_by_citizenship_and_race_cvap.html
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Case Study 1:  Can districts with Hispanic 
majorities be drawn (to comply with the 
Voting Rights Act)?

In order to answer this question, we

• Mapped the Hispanic CVAP rates in various 

subareas of the county.

• Compared Hispanic CVAP rates in various 

subareas of the county with the share of the 

voting age population that was Hispanic.

Sample of a map showing ACS 2006-10 Hispanic citizenship rates by 
subarea of a county – used to understand how to draw the lines.
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Sample of a map showing the (negative) correlation between Hispanic 
citizenship rates and Hispanic population shares – line drawing here is 
challenging because the regions with large Hispanic concentrations tend 
to have the lowest citizenship rates.

Case Study 1:  The bottom line

Can districts with Hispanic majorities be drawn (to 
comply with the Voting Rights Act)?

We found that:

• Areas with highest Hispanic concentrations 

had the lowest citizenship rates.

• Districts meeting Voting Rights Act 

requirements needed to have extremely large 

Hispanic population shares.  (Some might 

misinterpret this as “packing.”) 
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Case Study 2:  How well did each of four 
redistricting scenarios meet Federal Voting 
Rights Act requirements?

In order to answer this question, we
• Defined Hispanic “ability to elect” as an estimated 

50%+ Hispanic share of those eligible to vote (HCVAP 
> 50% of total CVAP)

• Developed estimates of HCVAP for each election 
district in each redistricting plan

• Computed margins of error for HCVAP estimates 
(90% confidence intervals)

• Compared plans A, B, C, and D

Case Study 1:
To what extent did each of four redistricting plans 
provide a county’s Hispanics the opportunity to elect 
representatives of their choice in either one or two 
supervisorial districts?  This is a Section 2 Voting 
Rights Act question.

Plan A Plan B

Plan C Plan D
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We reported 
the Hispanic 
shares of:

• Total 
population

• Voting Age 
Population 
(VAP)

• Citizen 
Voting Age 
Population 
(CVAP) -
with 
confidence 
intervals

Highlighting 
indicates 
Hispanic 
CVAP shares 
of 50%+

Percent of District's population that was Hispanic

District Total pop VAP

estimated 

Hispanic CVAP 

share

90% confidence 

interval lower limit 

for HCVAP share

90% confidence 

interval upper limit 

for HCVAP share

Plan A

1 72.5% 67.3% 49.2% 46.8% 51.6%

2 64.3% 57.8% 41.6% 38.9% 44.3%

3 39.6% 33.9% 25.4% 23.4% 27.4%

4 67.7% 63.1% 48.8% 46.4% 51.3%

5 58.8% 51.8% 37.7% 35.4% 40.0%

Plan B

1 75.7% 70.4% 49.1% 46.5% 51.7%

2 57.8% 51.4% 38.6% 36.1% 41.0%

3 38.9% 33.3% 26.1% 24.1% 28.0%

4 72.5% 67.7% 54.3% 51.8% 56.7%

5 57.9% 51.1% 38.2% 35.9% 40.6%

Plan C

1 56.5% 50.3% 35.1% 32.8% 37.3%

2 74.1% 68.8% 51.6% 49.0% 54.2%
3 41.8% 35.7% 25.6% 23.5% 27.7%

4 72.5% 68.5% 56.2% 53.6% 58.8%

5 58.0% 51.3% 37.9% 35.6% 40.3%

Plan D

1 70.8% 65.3% 46.4% 43.9% 48.8%

2 64.1% 57.7% 41.4% 38.7% 44.1%

3 39.5% 33.8% 26.0% 24.1% 28.0%

4 67.7% 63.0% 48.8% 46.4% 51.3%

5 61.0% 54.2% 41.0% 38.6% 43.4%

Plan C had two “Latino supermajority districts” with HCVAP 
shares of 50% or more (or maybe not, given the margins of error):

Estimated Hispanic Share of CVAP, with 90% Confidence Intervals
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Plan D was adopted – communities of interest trumped HCVAP 

shares:

Estimated Hispanic Share of CVAP, with 90% Confidence Intervals

But none of the plans came close to having even one district in 

which Spanish-surnamed voters comprised a majority:

Percent of District's population that was Hispanic

District Total pop VAP

estimated 

Hispanic CVAP 

share

Registered 

voters 2008

Actual 

voters Nov 

2008

Registered 

voters 2010

Actual 

voters Nov 

2010

Plan A

1 72.5% 67.3% 49.2% 43.2% 37.0% 45.0% 35.0%

2 64.3% 57.8% 41.6% 37.7% 33.5% 38.9% 29.8%

3 39.6% 33.9% 25.4% 21.8% 19.2% 22.8% 16.6%

4 67.7% 63.1% 48.8% 42.1% 36.6% 43.7% 32.6%

5 58.8% 51.8% 37.7% 28.5% 24.7% 32.0% 23.2%

Plan B

1 75.7% 70.4% 49.1% 44.3% 38.4% 47.5% 37.4%

2 57.8% 51.4% 38.6% 33.7% 29.7% 35.1% 26.7%

3 38.9% 33.3% 26.1% 21.8% 19.4% 22.6% 16.6%

4 72.5% 67.7% 54.3% 44.7% 38.6% 47.6% 36.4%

5 57.9% 51.1% 38.2% 29.7% 25.9% 31.8% 23.2%

Plan C

1 56.5% 50.3% 35.1% 29.6% 25.2% 31.5% 22.3%

2 74.1% 68.8% 51.6% 45.2% 40.6% 48.3% 40.8%

3 41.8% 35.7% 25.6% 22.8% 20.0% 24.0% 17.4%

4 72.5% 68.5% 56.2% 47.5% 41.6% 49.2% 38.2%

5 58.0% 51.3% 37.9% 29.6% 25.8% 32.1% 23.4%

Plan D

1 70.8% 65.3% 46.4% 40.1% 33.9% 42.0% 31.2%

2 64.1% 57.7% 41.4% 36.8% 32.7% 38.9% 29.8%

3 39.5% 33.8% 26.0% 21.7% 19.1% 22.7% 16.6%

4 67.7% 63.0% 48.8% 42.0% 36.5% 43.7% 32.5%

5 61.0% 54.2% 41.0% 31.9% 27.9% 34.6% 25.8%

Percent of District's voters with Spanish 

Surnames

Nevertheless, 
there have 
been 
suggestions 
that voting 
rights 
litigation 
might occur 
here.
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Case Study 2:  The bottom line

How well did each of four redistricting scenarios 
meet Federal Voting Rights Act requirements?

We found that:

• None of the scenarios had two districts with 
Hispanic CVAP-majority districts after margins 
of error were considered.

• Even districts with very high Hispanic 
concentrations did not have majorities of the 
voters with had Spanish surnames.

Case Study 3:
Does information about voters from local sources tell 
us as much as the ACS?  Can local administrative 
data on voters be used instead of/in addition to ACS 
data for Voting Rights Act purposes?

The answer is mostly of academic interest; so far 
the courts have examined CVAP shares rather than 
shares estimated using surname analysis when 
evaluating whether districting plans meet Section 
2 requirements.
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Case Study 3:  The method

We estimated the share of registered and actual 
voters who have Spanish surnames: 

 Using California Statewide Database 
(http://swdb.berkeley.edu/) information for Census 
blocks or precincts, and/or

 Geocoding and Spanish surname matching voters 
ourselves, and then summing counts to the block level.

We compared the shares of registered and actual 
voters with Spanish surnames with the share of the 
CVAP that is Hispanic.

Note that this approach cannot be used for African 
Americans (surnames are not distinctive), and has 
limited utility for identifying Asian American voters.

Case Study 3:  Comparison of ACS Hispanic 
CVAP estimates and share of voters with 
Spanish surnames in 2 redistricting plans.

Hispanic share  of Spanish Surname share  of Comparison

Plan District

Estimate d 

Citizen Voting 

Age  

Popula tion 

(based on 

2005-2009 

ra te s)

Estimated 

Citizen Voting 

Age  

Popula tion 

(ba sed on 

2006-2010 

ra tes)

Registe re d 

Voters Nov 

2008

Actua l Vote rs 

Nov 2008

Registe red 

Voters Nov 

2010

Actua l Vote rs 

Nov 2010

2006-2010 

CVAP and 

Re giste red 

2008

2006-2010 

CVAP a nd 

Registe red 

2010

Adopted  Redistricting Pla n

1 65% 65% 64% 61% 65% 59% 1% 0%

2 45% 46% 42% 39% 43% 36% 4% 3%

3 63% 65% 64% 59% 65% 58% 1% 0%

4 22% 23% 20% 18% 21% 17% 3% 2%

5 7% 7% 6% 6% 6% 5% 1% 1%

Alte rna tive  Proposa l

1 51% 51% 48% 45% 50% 43% 3% 2%

2 52% 52% 49% 45% 51% 42% 3% 2%

3 50% 50% 45% 40% 47% 39% 5% 3%

4 28% 29% 25% 23% 26% 21% 3% 3%

5 7% 7% 6% 5% 6% 5% 1% 1%

Darker shading indicates districts with higher concentrations of Hispanics/Spanish surname voters.

Lighter shading indicates district with lower concentration of Hispanics.
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Case Study 3:  the bottom line
Can local administrative data be used instead of/in 
addition to ACS data for evaluating Voting Rights Act 
compliance?

We found that 

• Hispanic CVAP shares and Spanish-surname 
registered voter shares can be quite similar, so it 
may not be necessary to rely on Hispanic CVAP 
data.  However, we need CVAP data for other 
protected groups whose surnames are not 
distinctive. 

• The share of Spanish-surnamed registered voters 
who actually vote can be low, making it difficult 
for candidates backed by Hispanics to be 
elected.

Case Studies 1-3:  the bottom line

ACS CVAP estimates are essential in political 
redistricting (in areas with large noncitizen 
populations) in order to assure compliance 
with the letter and the intent of the Federal 
Voting Rights Act.

Jeanne Gobalet
gobalet@demographers.com
Lapkoff & Gobalet Demographic 
Research, Inc.
Saratoga, California
www.demographers.com
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