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Count Question Resolution Population Estimates  
Challenge Program

Special Censuses

Begins after delivery of 
Redistricting data ~Oct 
2021 and goes through June 
2023.

Allows challenges to census 
counts for population or 
housing units based on a 
narrow criteria related to 
technical, data processing 
issues 

Begins after release of 2021 
population estimates in 
2022, and every year 
thereafter ending with 2029 
estimates.

Jurisdictions have 90 days 
after release to submit

Allows challenges to 
improve intercensal 
population estimates by 
correcting a processing error 
or the erroneous use of data 
or processes in calculating 
estimates

Under section 196 of Title 
13, the Census Bureau can 
conduct a basic enumeration 
of an area through the 
Special Census program at 
the request of a 
governmental unit. 

Local officials might request 
this enumeration if there has 
been a significant population 
change in their community 
due to growth or annexation. 
The governmental unit 
requesting a special census 
is financially responsible for 
its cost.
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Program Federal 
Register Notice 

(Expected)

Program Start Program End Notes

Count Question 
Resolution 

(CQR)

September 
2021

January 2022 June 2023 While the program will go 
through 2023, it is in the best 

interest of those who challenge 
to do so early.

Population 
Estimates 

Challenges

Late 2021 / 
Early 2022

Summer 2022 Late 2029 / 
Early 2030

While the program runs 
throughout the decade, challenge 

opportunities occur only for the 
90 days after a data product is 

released.
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Population Estimates Challenge



Count Question Resolution
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What is Count Question Resolution (CQR)?

● Formal process where Census Bureau “reviews cases received to determine whether 

the 2020 Census count of housing (e.g., housing units and/or group quarters) and 

associated population has been impacted by any geographic or processing errors.” 

(emphasis added)

● Only program that permits changes to census numbers

● Only mechanism for cities to request review of official 2020 Census results
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CQR Scope and Process
● Focus is on housing units and group quarters:

○ Geographic errors – housing units put in the wrong location

○ Processing errors related to data already collected in the enumeration

○ Only population corrections would be those “associated with” corrected 

housing/GQ errors

● Corrections do not affect reapportionment or redistricting data and will not be 

reflected in 2020 Census data products

● Corrections will affect annual population estimates, which are used for the 

distribution of federal dollars for 10 years
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CQR Scope and Process (continued)

● Highest elected official (or their rep) for state and local governments, and tribal 

chairpersons, may submit CQR case through mail or by email; then they may 

designate one or more city/state/tribal reps to work with the bureau

● Documentation submitted in paper format or electronically using secure Census 

Bureau system 

● Census Bureau will research the issues related to the challenged counts; make 

corrections to the data, as appropriate; and issue revised official population and 

housing counts
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2020 vs 2010: It Got More Complicated!

● Confusion over “usual residence”

● Dislocation of college students on and off-campus

● Poor verification of addresses without Census IDs 

● Incomplete Group Quarters listing, advance verification, and enumeration operations

● Rushed and uncertain/shifting schedule in the field and for back-end processing
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Proposal to Expand the Scope of CQR Challenges

1. Omission of Group Quarters facilities/population

2. Omission of housing units - major inconsistencies between number of housing units 

and population
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The Effort to Update CQR

● Cities are well-positioned to provide administrative data on housing units and GQs

● Enlist members of the Federal-State Cooperative for Population Estimates (FSCPE) 

and/or Census State Data Center (SDC) networks to act as proponents and liaisons 

with Census Bureau for CQR challenges

● Major Issue: Undercounts or miscounts may be due to the data collection and/or the 

application of confidentiality protections (Stay tuned!)

 | 12



The Path Forward

● Final Federal Register Notice (FRN) on CQR, expected in September 2021

● CQR is scheduled to begin in January 2022 and will last until June of 2023

● Begin gathering documentation on group quarters facilities and on housing units for 

possible CQR challenges

● It pays to challenge early (literally)!
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Prior Federal Register Notices for 2020 Census CQR

FR Notice: August 2020

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/08/04/2020-16962/agency-informati

on-collection-activities-submission-to-the-office-of-management-and-budget-omb-for

FR Notice: August 2020 correction to the original Notice

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/08/14/2020-17797/agency-informati

on-collection-activities-submission-to-the-office-of-management-and-budget-omb-for

Note: The comment period for the original FRN, setting forth proposed scope of 2020 

Census CQR program, has closed.
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https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/08/04/2020-16962/agency-information-collection-activities-submission-to-the-office-of-management-and-budget-omb-for
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Population Estimates: Why Do We 
Care?
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Population Estimates: The Year Doesn’t End in 0? 
These Data Have You Covered!

1. The Official measure of the population in all years that don’t end in zero

2. Key in weighting for the American Community Survey and so many other key surveys such as the 

CPS (unemployment estimates), AHS, and the SIPP.

3. The basis for school district, health insurance, and income and poverty estimates

4. Underlies many of the key data that are used for federal funding allocations  $1.5 Trillion/year

5. Drives state bonding authority

6. Extremely cost effective to produce
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Population Estimates: How They 
Are Developed

 DA Advisors | 17



Population Estimates: How They are Developed.

Starting Population

2010 Census Data: 
“The Base” updated 

annually by the 
Boundary and 

Annexation Survey (BAS) 
and Count Question 
Resolution Program 

(CQR)

April 1, 2010

Measures of Population 
Change

Administrative and 
Survey Data

Yearly Data (2010-2020)

Ending Population

Population Estimate!

July 1, 2020
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https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/bas.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/bas.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-kits/2021/2020-census-count-question-resolution.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/press-kits/2021/2020-census-count-question-resolution.html


Population Estimates: What Data Are Used?

County and Above

1. Birth Records
2. Death Records
3. IRS Filings
4. Medicare
5. American Community Survey 

(International Migration)
6. Other Country Census Data 

(International Migration)
7. Group Quarters Report

Below County Level (Including Cities 
and Towns)

1. Building Permits Survey (BPS)
2. Survey of Construction 

(Completes and Non-permitted 
Construction)

3. Manufactured Homes Survey
4. American Housing Survey (Loss)
5. Local Building Permits, MH 

Placement, Demolitions, 
Certificates of Occupancy

6. Group Quarters Report
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Population Estimates: Where They Fit.

Decennial Census

Going out and counting 
the people… we 

obviously cannot do that 
every year.

Population Estimates

Thank goodness for 
administrative data!

All The Surveys

Those surveys need 
some weights to be 
representative of the 

population.
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Population Estimates and the 
Challenge Process
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What is the Challenge Process?

The Population Estimates Program has a mechanism for dealing with errors in their methodology or data 

called the “Challenge Process”*

It allows certain entities to officially challenge the population estimates for a given vintage (changes are 

then incorporated into future vintages as well), given certain criteria and rules.

The program is suspended and then restarted each decade, often with changes to the rules when it is 

restarted.

*What can be challenged can change. 

DA Advisors | 22

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/01/09/2019-28416/temporary-suspension-of-the-population-estimates-challenge-program


What are the Rules?

As of the suspension of the program in the beginning of 2020, the challenge programs rules were as 

follows:

1. Who can challenge: Highest Elected Official for the impacted jurisdiction.

2. What can be challenged:
a. Methodology: The method by which the population estimates were calculated (Cohort-Component for the 

county and above, Distributive Housing Unit for estimates below the county level) are not challengable.

b. Data: Data sources and data errors are challengable. This includes limited ability to use alternative data 

sources as long as their quality and time stamp can be validated.

3. Timing: All challenges must be made within 90 days of data release.
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Changes from the 
2000’s to the 2010’s

The rules changed substantially between 

the 2000’s and the 2010’s. 

Specifically, challenges using alternative 

methodologies were accepted prior to 2010.

Why is this important?
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Figure from: Lee, Jae June, Cara Brumfield, Sheila Naughton, "2020 Census Count 
Question Resolution & Population Estimates Challenge Programs: Opportunities 
for Improving Postcensal Population Estimates." Georgetown Center on Poverty 
and Inequality, 2021.

https://www.census.gov/library/working-papers/2021/demo/POP-twps0104.html
https://www.georgetownpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2020CensusCQRandChallenge-May2021.pdf
https://www.georgetownpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2020CensusCQRandChallenge-May2021.pdf
https://www.georgetownpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2020CensusCQRandChallenge-May2021.pdf
https://www.georgetownpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/2020CensusCQRandChallenge-May2021.pdf


What is Different this decade?

The 2020 Census was different than any decennial census we have ever had:

1. Continued historical declines in trust and response.
2. Pandemic
3. Politicization
4. Natural Disasters
5. … the list goes on

This has caused cascading impacts on other programs, including the population estimates. One to note: 
the idea of a blended estimates base.
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What Happens Next?

We are still learning about a couple of things:

1. Census Quality
2. Other programs such as CQR

As we learn more about these we can start helping to define what the population estimates challenge 
process should look like this decade. 

A few things to think about:

1. What can be challenged? (The components of change? The Base?)
2. What data can be used to challenge? 
3. What methodologies can be used to challenge?
4. How do we define “high quality” and “timeliness”?
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What Can I Do Now? In the 
Future?
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Roles for Cities

1. Rest of 2021: Get involved! Be ready to weigh in on ideas before the Census sets the guidelines, 

and comment on the Federal Register Notice.

2. Winter/Spring 2022: Understand the new rules, data, and methodologies that are acceptable

3. Spring/Summer 2022: Acquire/process supplemental data / methodologies that are allowed
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Thank you!

Chris Dick, Principal, DA Advisors, chris@demoadvisors.com

Denice Ross, Senior Fellow, National Conference on Citizenship, 
denice@ncoc.org

Joe Salvo, Senior Advisor, National Conference on Citizenship, 
joe@ncoc.org
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