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CHAPTER

2
•  Why data are important to know and understand

The Data
•  Data sources

“This brings to mind how, as a trapper, 
I would look for signs in the snow. 
Going over the rise, rounding the bend, 
every turn brought new information 
to consider. Should I explore this area 
or move on? You always have to pay 
attention to the signs in order to 
succeed and not waste time. Looking at 
this data reminds me that we have to 
carefully read the signs in order to make 
good decisions.” 

-- Will Mayo, April 2004, Alaska Native
Policy Center Project Team, comments 
regarding the Status of Alaska Natives 
Report 2004

Why Data are Important to 
Know and Understand
Data are used for understanding the condition 
of populations, communities, or businesses - 
for planning and for decisions about allocation 
of resources. For example, demographics are 
used to distribute federal dollars for programs 
such as Medicaid, Head Start, Unemployment 
Insurance, and Social Service block grants. 
Demographics are also used to distribute state 
funds to local communities for programs such 
as the State Revenue Sharing and Municipal 
Assistance (not funded in FY 04).

Demographic data are also used to determine 
“…populations at risk in order to develop rate 
computations which quantify the possible 
existence of a problem and its severity.”5   

Examples would include birth rates, death 
rates, teen pregnancy rates and crime rates.

As the Policy Center presented these data to the 
Native community in discussions and regional 
meetings across the state, it became clear that 
Alaska Natives wanted to know and understand 
these data. They wanted the information to be 
presented in a statewide format, in a 12-region 
(ANCSA) format, and in an urban-rural format, 
so they could see and understand trends.

In preliminary discussions with the Institute of 
Social and Economic Research (ISER), the Policy 

Center recommended that the data be broken 
out in a 12-region format so that the data 
would be relevant to Alaska Natives. In some 
cases, ISER accommodated this request, and in 
some cases they were unable to do so because 
the data were not available. Where possible, 
the Policy Center has presented data in a 12-
region format to accommodate the requests of 
Alaska Natives. 

Data Sources
This section discusses the sources of data in 
the Natives 2004 report, and analyzes those 
data limitations. The Natives 2004 report was 
compiled from many existing sources of data. 
Although ISER conducted some interviews, 
no primary research, such as surveying, was 
done. When reviewing statistics, one must 
determine the source of the information and 
the assumptions used in presenting the data. 
The main sources of data for the Natives 2004 
included the:

 
•  U.S. Census 2000, including Summary Files 

1 through 4 (SF1, SF2, SF3, and SF4) and the 
American Indian Alaska Native Summary File 
(AIANSF) and the Equal Employment Opportunity 
File (EEO). SF1 and SF2 are based on a 100 percent 
count of population and provide geographical 
and racial detail, respectively. SF3 and SF4, and 
the AIANSF are based on sample data. www.
census.gov. Map 2-1 shows census areas and the 
12 ANCSA regional boundaries.

•  Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS). See glossary 
for more information.

•  U.S. Censuses 1990, 1980, 1970 and 1960.

•  U.S. Department of Commerce.

•  U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

•  Alaska Department of Labor, Research and 
Analysis Section.

•  University of Alaska Cooperative Extension 
Service.

•  Alaska Department of Education and Early 
Development.

•  University of Alaska Office of Institutional 
Planning, Research and Assessment.

•  Issues and implications•  Discussion of data limitations
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•  2(c) Report: Federal Programs and Alaska Natives.

•  U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

•  National Center for Health Statistics.

•  Alaska Native Health Service.

•  Alaska Bureau of Vital Statistics.

•  Alaska Division of Public Health.

•  Alaska Department of Health and Social Services.

•  Alaska Native Tribal Health Consortium.

•  Alaska Native Health Board.

Discussion of Data Limitations
The Natives 2004 report presents historical and 
current data on population, health, economy, 
and education of Alaska Natives, using the 
above sources of information. Much of the 
report is based on the Census 2000 which ISER 
states is the most “important, single source of 

information on the status of Alaska Natives.”6   

However, there are limitations to the Census 
and other types of data that one must be aware 
of in order to interpret it accurately. In the 
Natives 2004 report, ISER identifies a number 
of these limitations, and we agree with ISER’s 
assessment. The limitations that ISER noted as 
well as those identified by the Policy Center are 
discussed below.

Census Data

•  Counting and Sampling:  Census data 
can be a 100% count, compiled from all 
households in Alaska; or it can be based 
on a sampling of households. In order to 
address the issues of accuracy in sampling 
the population in rural Alaska, the 2000 
Census sampled a higher proportion of 
households than it did elsewhere (up to 50% 
of households in some places).

Map 2-1: Native Regional Corporations and 
Census Areas

Source: ISER, Status of Alaska Natives Report, 2004, 
page A-26
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“In general, does the Census accurately 
count lower-income, transient and minority 
populations?  More specifically, did the 
2000 Census get an accurate count of all 
Natives living in both urban and rural areas 
of Alaska?”

“How does migration affect the Census 
calculations? Many of our village residents 
move between the village and regional hubs 
or urban centers several times per year.”

“What implications do these population 
figures have on the need for future services - 
like public school education, health services, 
job training and Elder care?”

-- Comments and questions from Population
Discussion Series, October 2003; regional 
meetings January through May 2004.

•  Human Errors in Processing: Among 
possible non-sampling errors, the process 
of identifying places to do the count of 
households can result in undercounting. ISER 
gives the example of the 1980 and 1990 
censuses that “estimated an undercount of 
about 2 percent of the entire population of 
the state.”7 The timing of the census can 
cause non-sampling errors if not all residents 
are present during the time of the count.

•  Under-counts and Over-counts:  According 
to the Alaska Department of Labor, in at 
least 10 census areas (Wade Hampton, 
Valdez-Cordova, Bethel, Northwest Arctic 
Borough, Dillingham, Yukon-Koyukuk, 
Nome, Southeast Fairbanks, North Slope 
Borough, and Lake and Peninsula), the 2000 
Census under-counts children between birth 
and 9 years old and over-counts youths 10-
17 years.8 Other age categories were not 
affected.

•  A New Census Definition of Race: The 2000 
Census gave people the choice of identifying 
themselves as Alaska Natives of single race or 
of mixed race. This choice was not available 
prior to 2000. The choice causes difficulties 
in comparing the 2000 census with previous 
censuses, which had counted only those who 

identified themselves as Natives of single 
race. Because comparisons are necessary, 
ISER developed a “bridging” process, which 
estimates how many Alaska Natives in prior 
censuses would have identified themselves 
by mixed race, if they had been allowed to. 
The methodology is presented in Appendix A 
of the Natives 2004 report.

•  Some state and federal agencies have not 
yet determined how they will accommodate 
the change in definition of population from 
2000 to prior Census. E.g., the change in 
definition affects such calculations as birth 
rates and death rates. Thus, some of the data 
presented in the Natives 2004 report do not 
have the most recent statistics.

•  The Integrated Public Use Microdata Sample 
(IPUMS) allows researchers to look at 
relationships between different variables 
– for example, educational levels in a 
household. However, the IPUMS data set has 
a shortcoming in that it does not provide data 
on a regional basis for Alaska because of the 
relatively small size of regional populations. 
Only Anchorage and the “rest of Alaska” can 
be identified consistently over time using the 
IPUMS.

Health Data

The health data are presented in a statewide 
format. When the Policy Center presented data 
to regional meetings, participants wanted to 
see them for their respective ANCSA regions.

“Statewide data don’t tell me what’s 
happening in my region, or locally.”

“What is happening at the regional level? 
Priority issues at regional and local levels 
often differ from statewide issues.”

“What do the FASD, obesity and diabetes 
numbers look like for my region?”  

-- Comments and questions from Discussion
Series, October 2003; regional meetings 
January through May 2004.
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Like the Census data, there were some 
limitations to the uniformity of health data 
sources. The questions regarding health data 
sources are listed below.

•  Some health data are available by ANCSA 
region, for example, birth rates. [An example 
of health data that can be seen by 12 regions 
is birth rates. See http://health.hss.state.
ak.us/dph/bvs/birth_statistics/nrc.htm (link 
to the ‘state totals’).] However, the issues 
of time series and using the new Census 
definitions of race may affect the uniformity 
across data sources.

 
•  Data on rural plumbing statistics used in 

the ISER report come from the Department 
of Environmental Conservation, Village Safe 
Water Program and the Census data. The 
data do not correspond one-to-one due to 
differences in the data gathering process.

•  Health data are often age-adjusted to 
account for the fact that the incidence of 
some diseases changes with age. Thus, as 
the Native population ages, the prevalence 
of some diseases may increase and the 
prevalence of other diseases may decrease. 

•  The standard population age rate was changed 
in 2000 which can affect comparisons of 
age rates using the old standard.9   ISER has 
attempted to present their data recognizing 
these difficulties.

 •  The control groups against which Alaska 
Natives are compared are inconsistent; “non-
Native Alaskans,” “all Alaskans,” and “White 
Alaskans” are often used.

General Data

•  Geographic comparisons: ISER noted that 
there are at least eleven ways for geographic 
comparisons among data: census areas, 
boroughs, election districts, judicial districts, 
urban-rural, ANCSA regions, school districts, 
local governments, census designated places, 
Alaska Native village statistical areas, and 
Tribal-designated statistical areas.10  This many 
break-outs of data can lead to questions 

of uniformity and interpretation in trying 
to compare the numbers across differing 
regional break-outs.

•  Lack of Uniformity in Data from Different 
Sources:  Many agencies did the primary data 
research used in the Natives 2004 report.  But 
they gathered their information in different 
ways, for different purposes. For example, 
the Census includes Lower 48 Indians who 
live in Alaska in the count of “Alaska Natives,” 
But other data gatherers (for example, health 
organizations and school districts) may 
separate these groups for purposes of service 
delivery and public funding. This can affect 
the accuracy of comparisons between data 
from different sources.  

•  Data calculation: Calculation methods for 
certain data, such as drop-out rates (gathered 
by school districts) and village unemployment 
rates (gathered by the Alaska Department 
of Labor) were questioned at virtually every 
discussion held by the Policy Center. People 
wanted to understand how these numbers 
were gathered and why they do not seem to 
represent the true situation seen every day in 
their communities.

•  There is a lack of cultural indicators that 
measure such things as:  1) subsistence 
participation (family harvesting and 
communal sharing) and 2) Native language 
use in different regions of the state. 

Issues and Implications 
– The Alaska Native Policy 
Center View
ISER took measures to identify the data 
sources and the limitations of the data used 
in the Natives 2004 report. Throughout this 
analysis, the Policy Center will discuss data 
that raise questions and will identify data that 
should be included in any further study of the 
socio-economic condition of Alaska Natives. 
Until data-gathering methods are modified, 
researchers, policy makers and others will 
either have to rely on current methods used by 
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federal and state agencies, or conduct their own 
primary research to gather the information.

“The North Slope Borough, recognizing 
limitations of the U.S. Census, has conducted 
its own local census periodically since 1989 
in order to reflect accurately the population 
of its communities. The North Slope Borough 
Census captures the same information as the 
U.S. Census—and in some cases goes into 
more detail than the federal census. The local 
census is 70-90% accurate, depending on 
specific community responses. Since 1989, 
the Borough has successfully challenged the 
State of Alaska’s population estimates for 
Tax Cap Determination purposes by utilizing 
its own census figures. The data captured by 
the local census is used to make decisions 
and plan for local communities.”

--Harcharek, Robert.  Senior Planner.  The 
North Slope Borough.  Personal Interview. 
(2004, June 21).

Alaska Natives are not the only ones to 
question the accuracy of Census data. On 
December 5, 2003, the Anchorage Daily News 
ran an Associated Press article on census 
counts of Indian reservations in the Lower 48 
which states:  “Reservations posed a multitude 
of problems, not the least of which were 
ever-changing households, frequent moves, 
mistrust of government officials, and differing 
definitions of who is an Indian. But, for the first 
time, tribes do not have to accept the official 
census numbers and more than 100 tribes 
nationwide are challenging the 2000 Census 
results.”11

 
The Natives 2004  report provides a very 
detailed look at the socio-economic status of 
Alaska Natives. The Alaska Native Policy Center 
views this report as the beginning of a process 
of periodic updates to that information. The 
data will change over time and should be 
regularly updated in a consistent format.

Regarding the collection of health data, 
the Alaska Natives Commission’s Report 
recommended that, “A coordinated data 
system should be established that integrates 

the efforts of the Alaska Area Native Health 
Service, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, the State of Alaska, the Veterans 
Administration, other cognizant agencies 
and Native health corporations.”

--Irwin, M.  (Ed.).  (1994). Alaska Natives 
commission  final report.  (Vols. I). Anchorage, 
AK: Alaska Native Commission. Page 97.

The Policy Center is seeking feedback on what 
the data mean to you. It aims to track certain 
data in order to monitor what is happening 
within the Native Community and to measure 
progress over time. It wants to be responsive 
to the Native Community’s need to be able to 
“drill down” from the statewide and regional 
levels of data to see how issues affect local 
communities. In fact, the Policy Center has 
already begun that process with its Alaska 
Native K-12 Education Indicators Report (see 
www.firstalaskans.org). 

Finally, as reported in Chapter One, the 
Policy Center has already taken data to many 
meetings for participant discussions. However, 
this analysis is likely to generate more discussion 
and thought on the data found in the Natives 
2004 report. Look closely at the data. Send your 
feedback to the Alaska Native Policy Center on 
how you view the accuracy of the data and the 
root causes of the serious issues that the data 
raise - and about what the Native Community 
can do in order to improve the quality of life for 
Alaska Natives. 
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