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Summary

The United States census for 2000 saw many operational changes from 1990.  Those changes, in
addition to the changes in the American population, meant that the communications program to support
Census 2000 also needed to take these factors into account.  To meet the challenges, full use was made of
new technological developments.

The Census Bureau’s Public Information Office (PIO) was responsible for dealing with the nation’s
print and broadcast media.  The office had a direct line of communication with the agency’s director, and
enlarged its staff from 40 to 60 members.

During the 1990's, PIO had embraced new technology to help disseminate its materials to the
country’s media.  The office established video and radio production studios to serve the broadcast media to
the same degree as the print media.  It was an early participant in the agency’s use of the Internet.  Access
was obtained to online media address files, and efforts were stepped up to educate reporters and editors
about the upcoming census.

As Census 2000 unfolded, the video production area turned out a steady stream of materials,
including national video news releases, video news feeds aimed at specific markets, editions of stock shots
for television stations, public service announcements, and satellite media tours, in which the agency’s head
was made available for exclusive interviews.  The same variety of products was created for radio stations.

The Internet was used extensively to service the media.  Material was made available that was too
bulky to fax or mail efficiently.  This, plus answering a heavy volume of e-mail queries from reporters,
greatly reduced the number of phone calls coming into PIO, saving a large amount of staff time. The
director’s periodic news briefings were carried live on the web, and archived for later reference.  At the
same time, reporters from around the country were able to take part in these news briefings by special
telephone line.

Census 2000 saw a 5 percent rise in households responding by mail over 1990, allowing followup
operations to be conducted in a shorter time.  While media relations was only one part in a five-point
program, it made a sizeable contribution to this success.

                                                                
1 Paper prepared by Ms. Maury Cagle, APR, U.S. Census Bureau
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PIO’s operations saw a combined audience of 178.3 million for its video products, while print
efforts produced some 20,000 newspaper clippings, twice those generated in 1990.

Background

Each census necessarily builds on its predecessor. As analysis of the 1990 census progressed, it
became clear that the end point had been reached in relying solely on traditional means of communicating
with the public to obtain its cooperation. The 1990 census was the first to have an increase in the proportion
of the population that remained uncounted since the 1940 census, when the methods of determining the
degree of completeness--or undercount---were first developed. Because of this, the 1990 census came in for
severe criticism, even though it counted 98.4 percent of the population. Some critics even referred to it as
the "failed" census.

Many operational changes were made for 2000, including shorter, easier to read forms and the use
of optical character recognition for processing.  Another key planning element was the decision to adopt the
recommendation of the National Academy of Sciences to utilize statistical sampling to increase the accuracy
of the census. With the major political change brought about by the elections of 1994, this proved to be a
controversial decision. Ultimately, the Supreme Court decided early in 1999 to disallow the use of sampling
to compute the figures used to apportion seats in the House of Representatives. Those figures are the heart
of the U.S. system of Representatives government, and supplying them is the Constitutionally-mandated
reason for the census at the start of each decade.

 A major communications change was the decision to use paid advertising for the first time. From
1950 to 1990, the Census Bureau had depended on The Advertising Council to mount a probono public
service campaign to tell the American public of the upcoming census. Up until 1980, these campaigns had
proven to be effective. However, before the 1990 census, Congress removed the obligation for radio and
television stations to devote a certain amount of air time to public service as a prerequisite for renewing their
licenses to broadcast. This resulted in the public service announcements for the 1990 census being carried in
off times, with reduced audience impact.

Planners of the communications program also faced other major considerations. One was the great
increase in racial and ethnic diversity in the U.S. In 1970, 4.7% of the population was foreign-born; by 1997
that proportion had reached 9.7 percent. This presented complex language and cultural challenges.

In addition, the average American was working harder and had less time to spend outside of job and
family. Sociologists noted that fewer people were voting and joining civic organizations.

At the same time, the 1990's saw an explosion of new communications technologies. The Internet
had become a major factor in U.S. life. The three through-the-air television networks were no longer
dominant.  Cable News Network and Fox were at the forefront of greatly increased penetration of U.S.
households by cable and satellite-delivered programming. The average American now had less time to
devote on information and entertainment, even as their sources for these diversions multiplied.

Thus, the communications program of the Census Bureau to support Census 2000 was developed
amid political controversy, major operational changes, the need to complement a paid advertising campaign,
increasing language and cultural diversity, decreasing levels of civic participation, and major growth in
information technology.
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The communications plan for Census 2000 was built around five areas:

♦ Paid advertising
♦ Public relations
♦ Outreach to Congress
♦ Partnerships
♦ Media relations

While each of these areas impacted the others to varying degrees and should be treated as part of a whole,
this paper will concentrate on media relations, especially the uses of new technology.

Role of the Public Information Office

The responsibility for dealing with the print and broadcast media about all Census Bureau programs
rests with the Public Information Office (PIO), which organizationally reports to an Associate Director for
Communications. In turn, this person reports directly to the Census Bureau director. This simple, direct
structure assures that major problems receive immediate attention. Such a direct relationship also meant that
PIO was involved in the development of overall communications goals from the beginning. As Census 2000
unfolded, it became clear that this structure was vital to maintain the initiative in the daily battle for the
attention of the American public.

To adequately represent the full spectrum of the bureau's work, PIO developed good working
relationships with subject matter divisions and key officials throughout the organization. These relationships
are important when dealing with sensitive material and/or tight deadlines.

PIO worked with the media throughout the decade, and has a staff of approximately 40 for this
effort, divided into three teams: One researches and writes all materials on the bureau’s ongoing
demographic and economic data; the second produces materials for radio and television, as well as
providing still photography support; the third is administrative in function.

For Census 2000, this staff was augmented by a temporary team of 20, the Decennial Media
Relations Team. Its job is to coordinate all aspects of the bureau's media effort on behalf of the decennial
census.

Embracing Emerging Technology as 2000 Approached

During the 1990's, PIO changed its operations dramatically to accommodate changes in society and
technology, and to prepare for Census 2000. One innovation resolved a long-running problem, and saved
time and money.

Media outlets used to complain about receiving embargoed material too late when it was distributed
through the mails, particularly those located on the west coast. The solution was to switch to a
computer-controlled fax machine, which could send a news release to the full list of 6,200 media contacts in
a little over an hour. This assured almost simultaneous reception throughout the country, and saved some
$80,000 dollars a year in postage, as well as countless hours of staff time duplicating, stuffing envelopes,
and mailing thousands of releases. The scope of this savings can be seen when it is realized that PIO
distributes some 200 releases each year, over and above those concerning the decennial census.

While the office historically had done a good job of reaching the nation's print media, its broadcast
efforts were purely reactive in nature. Noting that an increasing majority of Americans receive their news
and information via radio and television, it was decided to establish internal radio and television production
capabilities to serve this vital communications link to the public.
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First, a temporary video production group, formed to support the 1990 census, was made permanent.
The group had traditional, linear videotape editing equipment, and was housed in a small area. In the middle
of the decade, a digital editing suite was purchased, allowing for much faster editing and the use of special
effects. For Census 2000, a new production facility was built, and additional equipment, including a
broadcast-quality camera, was purchased. Beginning in 1996, a series of video news releases (VNRs) was
produced and distributed, highlighting major data releases.

Shortly after the video facility was established, a radio production studio was built, featuring one of
the first digital audio tape editing systems in the Washington, D.C. area. A weekly, magazine-format
program in English and a companion one in Spanish was produced from 1993 to 1997. At that time, the
programs became daily, 60- second features, keyed to each specific calendar day. The English-language
programs are sent each month to stations on a compact disc, while the Spanish programs are produced
weekly on audio cassettes. Some 500 stations and 65 networks currently are on the distribution list. The
digital editing equipment has been upgraded, and the most recent addition is an ISDN line, allowing
studio-quality audio to be fed to any station in the country with simila r capability.

Still photography support has seen a shift from 35 mm film to digital images. While both formats
remain in the inventory, increasingly digital images are preferred  by the print media.

It is difficult to fully estimate the profound impact that the Internet has had on the Census Bureau’s
dealings with the media. PIO has been involved since the Census Bureau began its Internet website some
years ago, offering an increasing volume of material. Since all Census Bureau material is in the public
domain, there are no copyright problems involved with putting material on the website. Similarly, any
material loaded onto the web accessible to all at no cost, so there are no difficulties with the office handling
money from the public.

In the last few years of the decade, an increasing number of reporters and editors requested that new
material not be faxed to them, but sent to them by e-mail. As a result, our fax list has been reduced while our
e-mail list is growing quickly.

Census 2000 Media Operations

While PIO operations changed during the 1990's to accommodate new developments in technology
and in the way the media operates, the pace picked up significantly in 1999 and into the census year of 2000.
One cause was the increasingly active political framework in which the census was planned and executed.

The success of a census depends on voluntary cooperation of millions of households. In turn, the
opinions of people in these households is increasingly molded by the media. This meant the Census Bureau
had to participate in the public dialogue about the 2000 Census being conducted in the nation's media, and
do so boldly and effectively, both at the local and national level.

The details of the ways communications were used to project a positive image of Census 2000 are
contained below. However, the overall effect of these efforts was to change the way PIO operated from
being a largely reactive organization, focused on feature material, to a hard news operation, geared to the
media's daily news cycle, and taking the initiative to use that cycle to the benefit of spreading the agency’s
message.

This meant paying an increasing amount of attention to our media contacts. The top 25 or so
newspapers, wire services, and broadcast outlets had already been identified and good working relationships
established. But analysis of the hard-to-enumerate areas in 1990 showed that a much wider group of media
outlets needed to made aware of the census as an ongoing story that affected their local area. To this end, a
number of initiatives were undertaken:
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v Vendors were contracted to supply accurate, complete media lists, broken down by type of media,
audience, and geography. These services provided terminals and proprietary software to allow the
preparation of customized lists.  Thus, all weekly newspapers in Wisconsin could be quickly identified
for delivery of special, localized materials.

v Workshops at media organization conventions were conducted to familiarize reporters and editors with
the complexities of the census.

v Tours were arranged for groups of reporters at census headquarters and at local offices, to acquaint them
with the census and its potential as a news story.

v Every effort was made to answer media queries quickly, whether by phone or e-mail.  Staff were trained
to find out reporter’s deadlines.

v A cadre of top officials was given media training and made available for interviews. These often
occurred in hectic circumstances and were conducted via cell phones.

v A steady stream of timely material was made available on the Internet, both the general website and the
special PIO embargoed site for media.

To ensure flexibility and speed, a Rapid Response Team was established, subject to call at any time by
any member. Its composition was small, yet encompassed all major parts of PIO. This team analyzed
problem areas---Congressional speeches, editorials, radio and TV segments, Op-Ed articles, etc., and
developed appropriate responses. Texts were written and cleared quickly, according to pre-arranged
procedures. These responses ranged from letters to the editors and Op-Ed pieces for newspapers, to national
video news releases and obtaining interviews for census officials on key media.

As patterns of criticism were identified, mini-campaigns were developed to ensure that the Census
Bureau viewpoint was available for people to make up their own minds on an issue.

Broadcast

Nowhere was the increased tempo of operations more evident than in the PIO Broadcast Service Team.
The team normally is made up of three video producers, a radio producer, and a radio writer, aided by three
support staff. For 2000, more than 40 contracts were awarded for various radio and video professional
services, and a rotating cadre of some 15 to 18 contract video producers, writers, editors and researchers
worked continuously at the Census Bureau. The regular staff concentrated on planning and contract
supervision.

Video

A full range of video products was brought into play, forming one of the key elements in the
communications campaign:

v Video News Releases (VNRs). These are video building blocks, offered so TV stations may produce
their own stories. They are fed via satellite, so any station may pick them up and use them. Typically,
they run from 5 to 12 minutes, contain several information slates, sound bites with one or more
interview subjects, and stock shots, called B-roll. The key to success with VNRs is the notification
process, a combination of advance faxes and telephone calls. Since VNRs are fed nationally, they are
used mostly for large-scale stories.

v Video News Feeds (VNFs). These are much like VNRs, except they are fed to selected markets and
even single stations. Again, notification is the key. While VNFs are fed by satellite so any station could
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pick them up, only those stations selected to solve a particular communications problem are notified of
the feed.

v Satellite Media Tours . These are feeds to single stations, in which a Census Bureau official is offered
for an exclusive interview. They may be live or live-to-tape.  Because these feeds are exclusive to a
single station, they generate a strong interest by the station concerned: they also take considerable
staff/vendor time to set up.

v B-roll (stock shots for television). PIO produced a new edition of b-roll approximately every four to six
weeks, usually keyed to a new phase of Census 2000 operations. These were used extensively by
stations and networks since they illustrated operations that could not be covered by local crews because
of confidentiality laws. It was very important that the b-roll be of professional broadcast quality to
ensure its usage.

B-roll was distributed in two ways.  In one, a Betacam master tape was sent to officials in each census
region, who had a special budget for making copies to distribute to local television stations and cable
operators (they had a VHS copy for convenient viewing). This was far more efficient and less costly
than sending bulk orders of expensive Betacam copies to each region.

Betacam copies of the latest B-roll were also made available at each news conference held by the
director, and were provided to camera crews coming to Census Bureau headquarters to conduct
interviews.  The availability of each new edition was noted in PIO’s biweekly Tipsheet, faxed to the
entire media list.

v Public Service Announcements (PSAs). These are spots the same length as commercials (:10, :20, :30
and :60) offered to stations to play as a public service in support of a non-profit undertaking. PIO
produced a number of sets of PSAs, several of which featured “doughnuts” or holes in which a
soundbite from a local dignitary could be inserted, increasing the local appeal of the spot.

v Specialized Event Videos. These are short productions (3 to 8 minutes), usually used in conjunction
with a live presentation. They may be for a one-time only use, such as a specific speech, or general in
scope for widespread use.

To gauge the effectiveness of many of the above products, those distributed by satellite usually
contain an electronic encoding, so that if a portion of the material is used, monitoring services can report on
which station used the material, at what time of day, and for how long. A typical report would read: "ABC,
Los Angeles, 6 PM news, :17 seconds." This provides a concrete report of usage.

In addition, monitoring services routinely record news programs from several hundred stations in
key markets and offer airchecks for a fee. This is a valuable service, because it allows an evaluation of how
current census stories are being handled by the media, and helps identify negative trends that require
attention.

All video productions were careful to show the racial and ethnic diversity of the American public,
since the Census Bureau appeal for cooperation was aimed at all segments of the population. PIO crews
attended a wide variety of events across the country--from Alaska and Hawaii and from Florida to
Massachusetts, showing urban and rural settings and all walks of life, including American Indian gatherings.
Many productions were available in Spanish.

The number of video satellite feeds grew to the point that PIO installed a fiber optic line, enabling
material to be fed directly to satellite uplinks.  Because of the suburban location of  Census Bureau
headquarters, this saved many hours of frustrating driving in heavy traffic, and allowed even quicker
response to critical situations.
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Radio

The use of radio by the Census Bureau also saw great growth during 1999 and 2000.  There are some
10,000 commercial radio stations in the U.S., compared to less than a 1,000 television stations.  In addition,
television by its nature is a mass-market medium, while radio is fragmented into niche markets, such as
various music formats, languages, and news and all-talk stations.  This allows  a message to be delivered to
a very precisely determined audience; for instance, young African American males between 18 and 24,
living in New York City.

The following key elements comprised the radio communications effort:

♦ Radio Media Tours .  These are the audio equivalent to Satellite Media Tours for television, described
earlier.  They are feeds to single stations, allowing each station an exclusive interview with a Census
Bureau official, usually with a local focus. These interviews may be carried live, or recorded for later
airing.  Because of the local angle and the exclusivity, stations are usually eager to take part.

A typical Radio Media Tour will see the Census Bureau director in PIO’s radio studio, being
interviewed by a succession of radio stations at pre-arranged times.  While the interview is actually
conducted on the phone, the phone line is patched through the control board, and the subject speaks into
a microphone and wears headphones.  This allows the person interviewed to have reference material
spread out before him/her, and provides far better sound than a hand-held telephone.  PIO has installed
an ISDN line, allowing studio quality sound to be carried digitally over phone lines for stations so
equipped.

These tours are a useful tool to project a message into a specific situation, such as countering a negative
newspaper story or editorial in the same market. Again, these feeds require considerable effort by
staff/vendors to arrange.

♦ Audio News Releases (ANRs).  These are the radio equivalent to Video News Releases, described
earlier.  Audio material is supplied to stations to be used in producing their own news stories.  Often, the
audio material--segments of interviews or speeches---is contained in a news report produced by PIO to
give receiving stations a sense of how the material is to used.  The ANR may be fed by satellite across
the country, or to individual stations, depending upon the audience it is desired to reach.

♦ Daily Radio Programs .  PIO produces two daily, 60-second radio programs, one in English and one in
Spanish. These are ongoing programs, now in their seventh year, and are subscribed to by more than
500 stations and 65 networks.  Beginning in January, 2000, the normal tag line: “Profile America is
brought to you as a public service by the U.S. Census Bureau,” was modified to read: “Profile America
is brought to you as public service by the U.S. Census Bureau, now counting down to Census 2000.”
This line was used until the end of March.  From April through July, the tag line read: “Profile America
is brought to you as a public service of the U.S. Census Bureau, now conducting Census 2000.”

In addition, during these months extra material was included following the regular content for each
edition.  This took the form of soundbites from the director, or Public Service Announcements, giving
stations so inclined the material to carry additional stories and notices about Census 2000 for their
listeners.

♦ Public Service Announcements (PSAs).  Key census advertising and public relations messages were
reinforced with PSAs produced by PIO.  These were sent to stations directly, and also sent to field staff
to distribute to stations in their area.  Some PSAs were produced in both English and Spanish.
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Photography

Just as PIO provided B-roll stock shots for television, the office also provided a variety of still
photographs for print media.  These shots were usually taken at the same time simulated operations were
being videotaped for the next edition of B-roll.  Thus, we were able to offer several successive sets of photos
which illustrated the latest census operations.

Photographs were made available in two formats--on a compact disc (CD) or by Internet/Intranet.  The
CDs were produced in bulk and sent to Census Bureau Media Specialists in the field for further distribution
to local newspapers.  The Internet/Intranet files were accessible 24 hours a day, and media representatives
requesting photographs were directed to these services.   This allowed PIO to bypass the need for
maintaining an extensive print file and a labor-intensive clerical effort to fulfill requests.  It also meant that
media requiring photos had instant access to them.

News Conferences

The idea of holding news conferences by officials for the media is well established. However, for
Census 2000, it was decided to stage an ongoing series of such events, termed “Operational Press
Briefings.”   These were held by the director every two to three weeks on average, but occurred more often
at the height of taking the census.

These briefings used advanced technology to go beyond the normal parameters of a Washington news
conference attended by a cadre of local reporters.  As a result, they became national events, accessible to
reporters around the country as they took place.

Each briefing was broadcast live on the Internet.  In addition, reporters were advised to dial a 1-800 no-
cost phone number, which was tied to a console at the news conference staffed by a PIO vendor.  Reporters
could listen to the news conference on this line, but also could ask questions of the Census Bureau director
in order of their dialing into the conference.  During the question and answer segment, the moderator at the
briefing would alternate taking questions from the audience present at the briefing and those on the phone,
whose questions were heard on loudspeakers in the room.

Following the briefing, the video of the event was archived on the website for a period of 90 days, and
could be viewed by reporters whenever they chose.  A verbatim transcript of the event was also put up on
the bureau’s website to facilitate accurate quotations from the briefing.

Internet/Intranet

The Internet proved to be a valuable tool in conducting media relations on behalf of Census 2000, for
the following reasons:

♦ It allowed us to treat all media equally.  Previously, we had many complaints from media
representatives about receiving news releases too late to write thoughtful stories, or worse, to avoid
being scooped by their rivals.  Many also complained that advance copies of detailed statistical reports
were not available when needed.

To remedy this situation, PIO established a password-protected server, accessible only to accredited
media which have been granted the password. This allows three-day advance access to news releases
and report data, so that a reporter may write a well thought-out story. The unspoken threat is that if a
reporter breaks the embargo, the password will be changed and that person no longer will have access.
This system of simultaneous access has been well received by the media.
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♦ It also allowed us to make accessible a wide range of reference material--fact sheets, background
documents, letters, congressional testimony, speeches, verbatim transcripts from news conferences, etc.
This availability allowed us to share documents too voluminous to be  faxed.

♦ The ability of reporters to download information at any time of the day from any point in the country
drastically reduced the number of telephone calls handled by the PIO staff, and also the amount of
material that previously would have had to be photocopied and mailed (or sent Federal Express).  This
saved an enormous amount of staff time and money, while upgrading our service to the media.

♦ Another key use of the Internet was receiving e-mailed queries from reporters.  Such queries typically
are more specific and detailed than phone queries, and allow staff to better research answers before
replying.  Our goal is to answer all queries the day they are received.

♦ The establishment of an Intranet site allowed PIO to share in advance with Census Bureau staff in the
field policy documents needed to prepare the staff for local media queries. For Census Bureau staff who
did not have access to the Intranet, a password protected version was installed on the Internet.

Lessons Learned

v Intelligent use of the Internet can greatly diminish staff time spent on answering telephone calls,
photocopying and either faxing or mailing materials.

v Use of a password-protected server for the media allows controlled distribution of embargoed material,
and results in more accurate stories.

v Video News Releases should be used only when the subject matter is truly national in scope.  Otherwise,
they are too general to interest local news directors.

v Video News Feeds, while requiring considerable staff effort to sell to individual local stations, are a
very effective tool in projecting the agency’s message.

v B-roll (stock shots) are used not only by local stations, but by networks when the material is
professionally produced and refreshed on a regular basis.

v Radio Media Tours are a very effective tool when there are local angles to the story.

v Radio can be used more quickly than television to respond to critical situations, and also can be used to
pinpoint markets where specific conditions exist.

v On all television feeds, notification is the key.  Faxes and e-mails must be followed up by personal
phone calls.  Two-day lead time is the best.

v Webcasting a news conference and including reporters from outside the Washington, DC area by phone
line transformed news conferences from Washington-only events into truly national events.

v The effort to work with reporters and editors well in advance pays big dividends in story accuracy,
especially when the subject is as complicated as the census.

v Training staff to understand how print and broadcast media operate and what their deadlines are leads to
better relations with media representatives.

v Quickly responding to negative stories with print and broadcast efforts can mitigate or neutralize the
story.
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v Having direct access to the agency’s principal officer is a must to conduct a meaningful communications
program.

Accomplishments at a Glance (October 1, 1999 - July 31, 2000)

Video.  202 productions reached audience of 205,886,202.

♦ 23 Video News Releases
♦ 11 Regional Video Feeds
♦ 2 Satellite Media Tours
♦ 63 Target City Feeds
♦ 17 B-roll editions
♦ 31 Sets of Public Service Announcements
♦ 17 Webcasts of events
♦ 38 Video Titles Produced and Distributed

In addition, arrangements were made for the director to appear on dozens of televised interviews, including
CNN, C-SPAN, and all network evening news shows.

Radio.  108 productions, broken down as follows:

♦ 24 Radio Media Tours
♦ 8 Sets of Public Service Announcements
♦ 32 Audio News Releases
♦ 31 Soundbite Assemblies
♦ 13 Interviews Conducted From Studio

News Conferences.

♦ PIO arranged for 31 news conferences held by the director, including webcasting and phone
participation by reporters outside the Washington, DC area.  One was held entirely by telephone on
very short notice.

Internet Queries.

♦ PIO staff handled more than 8,000 e-mail queries.

News Releases, Statements, Advisories Issued.

♦ Over 140.

Press Clippings.

♦ There were 24,446 clippings gathered on Census 2000, compared with 10,662 during
comparable period in 1990.  Heaviest day was April 3 afternoon edition (clippings are issued
twice a day), with 308 clippings.


