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“The Handbook”
https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2021/decennial
/2020-census-disclosure-avoidance-handbook.html



JASON Report

“an independent group of scientists 
and engineers formed to work on 
problems of importance to the 
federal government”
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-
census/decade/2020/planning-management/process/disclosure-
avoidance/2020-das-updates/2022-01-31.html
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“Geographic Spine” “Off-Spine”
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“Optimized spine”
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PLB allocation: Person queries
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PLB allocation: Housing occupancy
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Geographic level Rho allocation

US 0.49

State 0.49

County 8.54

Tract 35.51

Optimized BG 42.90

Block 12.07

Puerto Rico allocation…



Expectations

1. Smaller counts have larger
relative errors
▪ Small areas (blocks)

▪ Small population groups

2. “On-spine” levels have 
smaller errors
▪ States, counties, tracts, “optimized block groups”

3. Total populations have smaller errors than other counts
▪ Except for blocks and “off-spine” levels

▪ These expectations mix in complex ways!
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https://nhgis.org

















Administrative areas





Incorporated places



Incorporated places &
minor civil divisions



Short straw for Michigan & NY villages

▪ 56 incorporated places have a population 
discrepancy of 50 or more

▪ 52 of 56 are in Michigan or New York

▪ 51 of 56 are population losses

▪ Worst case: Liberty, NY

▪ 4392 → 4113 = -279, -6.4%



Some guidelines

▪ Be wary of small counts, especially < 100

▪ Can you use larger areas or categories?

▪ Could you aggregate up?

▪ Counts > 5,000 are broadly reliable

▪ In states, counties, & tracts, counts > 500 are

▪ In MCD states, use county subdivisions.
Elsewhere, use places.

▪ When possible, use total housing units…





Requests for Census Bureau

▪ Provide more info on optimized block groups

▪ The most accurate sub-tract units!

▪ Huge potential value for boundaries & tables

▪ A solution to many problems: margins of error

▪ If we’re left to produce MOEs on our own, we could 
do that better with more demo data

▪ Include all admin areas in optimized block groups
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