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BARRIERS AND MOTIVATORS  
to census participation in formerly incarcerated 

Talking Points 

The following handouts serve as a talking guide for discussing and answering questions your 
formerly incarcerated clients may have about the Census.  The level of detail in each of the 
handouts depends on what detail you will address in the conversations with your clients and 
people you work with.  

1. Barriers and motivators to Census participation: Presents general barriers and motivators 
to Census participation among formerly incarcerated 

2. Brief talking points: General talking points to address barriers to Census participation.   
3. Detailed talking points: Detailed talking points that address each barrier to participation 

separately. 
 

 

 

 



Clear the Count 
         East Bay Formerly Incarcerated Census Outreach 
 

 2 

Barriers and motivators to Census participation 

Why may our formerly incarcerated clients not want to participate in the census, and what strategies can we use to encourage them to return 

their census form? The following are based on conversations with reentry service providers and research conducted by the Ford Foundation 

with African-American men and undocumented Latino immigrants.  

1. Lack of knowledge about the census 
2. Mistrust in the government  
3. Fear and uncertainty about participation 
4. Skeptical about benefits 
5. Skeptical about change  
6. Not interested  
7. Language and literacy  
8. Fear of deportation - INS 
9. Legal repercussions of participating – DPO 
10. Too much request for personal information 
11. Doubt, suspicion.  
12. My information will be used against me – personal safety 
13. Confusing – need resources and assistance 
14. No stable residence - May not have a set address to include 
15. Miscommunication - Someone else has already counted me in 
16. Aliases – use various names 
17. Confidentiality concerns 
18. Confusion with voting rights 
19. Misinformation about process and benefits of Census 
20. No sense of ownership or attachment to community 
21. Time gap - Benefits are too delayed  
22. Other campaigns may discredit Census 
23. Low priority in people’s lives 
24. Racial identification 
25. Living arrangement violations: may have other people living 

within them in violation of their leases 
26. Confusion regarding count while incarcerated 

 
 

 Communicate the purpose of the census. What it is and how it 
works. 

 Show the census form and what it asks. Address barriers of 
confidentiality.  

 Appeal to the basics. When addressing the importance of the 
census focus on food, shelter, health and employment. 

 Address gaps. How will a correct census count improve current 
programs and resources. 

 Be specific. Tie participation to specific and tangible personal 
and community benefits.  

 Issue a call to action. Do not let them take this away from us. 
Get yourself, your family and your friends counted. 

 Direct individuals to further assistance. Location of 
Questionnaire Assistance Centers and Be Counted forms. 

 Emphasize: 
Easy. Shortest form you will have to fill out, but with the 
largest benefits. 
Safe. Confidential. Answers cannot be shared with any 
individual or agency. 
Important. It determines funds for current and needed 
programs. 

 It can help your family. Has your family ever received 
assistance in: food stamps, housing, health, education? 

 Refer to local resources and programs. Who helped your 
family (little brother) while you were inside?  

 Political power of CBO’s. You can’t vote, but you can have an 
impact by returning your census form?  

BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION STRATEGIES FOR MOTIVATING PARTICIPATION 
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Brief Talking Points 
Barriers and Motivators to Census Participation 

Short and Easy. 10 minutes now, brings 10 years of benefits.  

 The census is a nationwide count of every person living in the United States.  

 You will receive a census form in the mail. Look for it, complete it and mail back as soon as 
possible. The form should include everyone who lives and sleeps at the house most of the 
time, or who is staying there on April 1, 2010, and has no permanent place to stay. 

 If you have lost, did not receive or need help with your questionnaire, call: 

English 1-866-872-6868                   Korean 1-866-955-2010 
Spanish 1-866-928-2010                 Chinese 1-866-935-2010 
Vietnamese 1-866-945-2010          Russian 1-866-965-2010 

Safe and Confidential. Your information is not shared with anyone.  

 No other government agency –LAW ENFORCEMENT, THE COURTS, THE IRS, HOMELAND 
SECURITY OR INS – can get your census information. 

 No private company –LANDLORD, EMPLOYER, BANK, OR CREDITOR – can get your census 
information, even with a court order.  

 The easiest way to avoid contact with the Census Bureau is to complete and return your 
Census form as soon as possible. Households that do not return a form will be visited by 
Census Bureau employees to get basic information about each person living there.  

Important and Beneficial. We need to make sure everyone is counted.  

 Census information is used to bring services to our community – including, unemployment 
insurance, job training, adult education, rent assistance and prisoner reentry programs.  

 Results are also used to determine our state and community’s representation in important 
government decisions.  

 Every person who goes uncounted could cost our community $12,500 dollars a year. If a lot of 
people don't get counted, it could make the difference between getting or losing a job training 
site, a health clinic or a school in our neighborhood. 

LǘΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ŦƻǊ /ƘŀƴƎŜΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎ.  

 In the past, many formerly incarcerated have been incorrectly counted in the census.  

 Numbers matter. Getting everyone counted will demonstrate our strength and will give us a 
stronger voice in decisions that affect our lives and families.  

 We are invisible until we are counted. Get yourself, your family and your friends counted.  
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Detailed Talking Points 
Barriers and Motivators to Census Participation 

 

Barriers to participation Talking points to address participation barriers 

1. Lack of knowledge about 
the census. “I do not know 
what the census is, how it is 
used, or what I have to do. ” 

 The census is a nationwide count of every person living in the United States. It happens every 10 
years.  

 The census asks just 10 questions about name, gender, age, date of birth, race/ethnicity, household 
relationship and if you rent or own. 

 The census results are used to decide where to spend billions of dollars every year for housing 
assistance, job training, adult education, healthcare, schools, grocery stores and much more. 

 The results also help determine our state and community’s representation in the government. 
Communities that are undercounted are not well represented in important decisions. 

 You will receive a census form in the mail in mid-March. Look for it, complete it and mail back as 
soon as possible. The form should include everyone who lives and sleeps in the household, or who is 
staying there on April 1, 2010, and has no permanent place to stay. 

 If you have lost, misplaced, did not receive or need help with your questionnaire, call:  

English 1-866-872-6868                   Korean 1-866-955-2010 
Spanish 1-866-928-2010                 Chinese 1-866-935-2010 
Vietnamese 1-866-945-2010          Russian 1-866-965-2010 

 Households that do not return the form or have missing information will be visited by Census Bureau 
employees to get basic information about each person living there.  

2.Fear and uncertainty 
about the census. If I fill out 
the form, what types of 
problems will this cause 
me? 

 All responses provided on the Census questionnaire or to a Census Bureau employee are 
confidential.  

 By law, the Census Bureau cannot share your information with anyone:  

o No government agency –IMMIGRATION, CIA, FBI, POLICE, WELFARE, COURT, HOMELAND 
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 SECURITY, FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT, NOT EVEN THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED 
STATES– can get your individual census information. 

o No private company –LANDLORD, EMPLOYER, BANK, OR CREDITOR – can get your individual 
census information, even with a court order.  

 Every Census Bureau employee has taken an oath to protect your information and is subject to a jail 
term of up to five years, a fine up to $250,000, or both if he or she discloses ANY information that 
could identify you or your household. 

 Participating in the census is simple and safe. The only thing to fear is not receiving the benefits of 
being counted for yourself and your family. 

3.Mistrust in the 
government. “I do not want 
or need the government 
involved in my life” 

 The easiest way to avoid contact with the Census Bureau is to complete and return the form as soon 
as possible. Households that don’t return the form or have missing information will be visited by 
Census employees to get basic information about each person living there. 

 By law, the Census Bureau cannot share your information with anyone:  

o No government agency – NO IMMIGRATION, NO CIA, NO FBI, NO POLICE, NO WELFARE, NO 
COURT, NO HOMELAND SECURITY, NO FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT, NOT EVEN THE 
PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES– can get your personal census information. 

o No private company – NO LANDLORD, EMPLOYER, BANK, OR CREDITOR – can get your 
personal census information, even with a court order.  

4.Skeptical about the 
benefits. “I do not feel my 
family, community or myself 
will benefit from the census. 

 Census information is used to bring many services to our community - including unemployment 
insurance, rent assistance, and job training, adult education and prisoner reentry programs. 

 The following are some of the many programs whose funding depend on census results: 

FOOD STAMPS; SECTION 8 HOUSING CHOICE VOUCHERS; MEDICAID; READY FOR WORK 
PROGRAM; ONE STOP CAREER CENTERS; RESIDENTIAL REENTRY CENTERS; ANTI-GANG 
INITIATIVES; WOMEN, INFANTS, AND CHILDREN (WIC) PROGRAM; FOSTER CARE; CHILD CARE; 
HEAD START; STATE CHILDREN'S INSURANCE PROGRAM  

5.Not interested. “I don’t  Every person who goes uncounted could cost our community $12,500 dollars a year. If a lot of 
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care and do not have the 
time.” 

people don't get counted, it could make the difference between getting or losing a job training site, 
a health clinic or a school in our community. 

 Census information is used to bring services to our community. Funding for the following programs 
depend on census results: 

FOOD STAMPS; SECTION 8 HOUSING CHOICE VOUCHERS; MEDICAID; READY FOR WORK 
PROGRAM; ONE STOP CAREER CENTERS; RESIDENTIAL REENTRY CENTERS; ANTI-GANG 
INITIATIVES; WOMEN, INFANTS, AND CHILDREN (WIC) PROGRAM; FOSTER CARE; CHILD CARE; 
HEAD START; STATE CHILDREN'S INSURANCE PROGRAM 

 The census is short, easy to complete and only asks 10 questions about name, sex, age, date of birth, 
race/ethnicity, household relationship and if you rent or own. 

 How many chances does an individual have to help bring thousands of dollars to their community? 

6.Skeptical about change. 
“Current programs don’t 
really work, so why would 
anything change.” 

 Numbers matter. In the past, formerly incarcerated people have not been correctly counted by the 
census. Getting everyone counted will demonstrate our individual and community strength and will 
give us a bigger voice in decisions that affect our lives and families.  

 The census is a chance to build respect, influence, and power for our families, communities and 
ourselves. Don’t let them take this away from us. 

 Get yourself, your family and your friends counted. We are invisible until we are counted.  

 

7.Language and literacy. “I 
do not read or write well.” 

 If you, a family member or a friend need help filing out the census questionnaire, call:  
English 1-866-872-6868                   Korean 1-866-955-2010 
Spanish 1-866-928-2010                 Chinese 1-866-935-2010 

                   Vietnamese 1-866-945-2010          Russian 1-866-965-2010 
 Questionnaire Assistance Centers (QCAs) are located throughout your neighborhood and city to 

provide in person help to understand and answers questions about the census. Call the numbers 
above to find a center close to you. 
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