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Background
Since the first implementation of the Current

Population Survey in the 1940's, the continuing
household surveys conducted on an annual or more
frequent basis by the Bureau of the Census have
became a primary resource for obtaining data
needed for economic and social policy decision-
making. Together, these surveys which are also
known as the major current demographic surveys
now provide a significant portion of the statis-
tical base for monitoring changes in the areas
of unemployment, health, personal safety and
housing. More recently, the quarterly consumer
expenditure survey has been undertaken to moni-
tor household expenditures and, according to
current plans, in 1982 a new survey will be
added to improve current estimates of income and
incame change, and to provide data for the analy-
sis of Federal and State tax and social welfare
programs.

The formal designations of these surveys are
as follows: the Current Population Survey (CPS),
the Health Interview Survey (HIS), the National
Crime Survey (NCS), the Annual Housing Survey
(AHS), the Survey of Residential Alterations and
Repairs (SRAR), the Current Expenditure Survey
(CES), and the Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP). The sponsoring agencies
include for the CPS, the Bureau of Labor
Statistics and the Bureau of the Census; for the
HIS, the National Center for Health Statistics;
for the NCS, the Bureau of Criminal Justice
Statistics; for the AHS, the Department of
Housing and Urban Development; and for the SRAR,
the Bureau of the Census. Of the two newer
surveys, the CES is sponsored by the Bureau of
Labor Statistics and the SIPP is sponsored by
the Social Security Administration and the
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Development
in the Department of Health and Human Services,
and the Bureau of the Census.

The surveys share a number of important
advantages deriving fram their conduct by a cam-
mon collection agency. The more important
advantages include the opportunity to use the
decennial census as a sampling frame, access to
a large corps of methodological specialists, and
an experienced field force, high response rates,
the ability to avoid including a respondent in
more than one of the major surveys and certain
econamies of scale.

Redesign of the continuing household surveys
is a major effort of the Bureau of the Census
and the sponsoring agencies. Samples for the
continuing household surveys are ordinarily
selected once during the decade after the comple-
tion of the decennial census. This procedure
enables the use of an improved sampling frame,
and allows the Census to avoid having an address
included in more than one of the household survey
samples. For the current redesign effort
samples will be selected during the period
1981-83.
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Coordinated planning within the Census for
the current redesign began in mid-1978 with the
listing of all aspects of survey operations
which might be worth studying for use during the
redesign. Individual studies covering such
aspects as the definition of sampling strata and
primary sampling 'nits have been scheduled for
campletion during 1980 to feed into the overall
redesign choices. Completion of major design
specifications is anticipated by the end of
1980, while the entire redesign period including
production of data from the redesigned surveys
is expected to extend into 1984 or 1985 depend-
ing on the survey program.

The sponsoring agencies also anticipated the
redesign in ongoing efforts to improve the sur-
vey programs. For example, in response to a
congressional mandate to study unemployment, the
President appointed the Levitan Commission in
1978. 1In September 1979, a report was published
making a number of recommendations for modifying
statistical programs, particularly the Current
Population Survey. 1/ In the health area, a
two-year health statistics plan is prepared
annually reflecting data requirements of many of
the major health agencies. 2/ 1In addition, a
specific review was initiated to determine the
extent to which the Health Interview Survey and
the surveys of health economics might be
related.

The National Crime Survey was studied by the
National Research Council (NRC) of the National
Academy of Sciences (NAS) which, in 1976,
published an evaluation of the National Crime
Surveys. 3/ As recammended by the NAS study, an
extensive three-year review is underway relating
to the study of possible methodological improve-
ments in victimization data. Within the housing
area, HUD has commissioned a number of special
studies dealing with the measurement of housing
and neighborhood quality. 4/ HUD also prepared
a summary of uses of the Annual Housing Survey.5/

The schedule for redesign of each survey
varies somewhat, depending on the stage of
agency planning activities and the newness of
the survey program. In order to take advantage
of joint sample selection, the redesign schedule
calls for sponsors to provide the Bureau of the
Census with the major design specifications by
the end of calendar year 1980. Increasing
levels of detail will be required in 1981 and
actual sample selection is expected to begin
late in 1981 and extend into 1982.

The redesign of the Current Population Survey
is the most advanced of the seven major survey
programs., The review of requirements is well
advanced for the Annual Housing Survey and the
Health Interview Survey. Preliminary work has
been undertaken for the National Crime Survey
with major decisions dependent on the availa~
bility of relevant recamendations from the
longer term assessment of victimization data.



The Consumer Expenditure Survey and the Survey
of Incame and Program Participation are new sur-
vey programs for which considerable time will be
required to determine the dimensions of the con—
tinuing program. For these programs, the
redesign will attempt to anticipate the future
sample needs by providing reserve panels.

Fram this brief discussion, it is evident
that the household survey redesign effort is
well underway, and that the sponsoring agencies
have been actively working not only internally,
but also with external advisors to improve their
survey programs. The Office of Federal Statis-
tical Policy and Standards (OFSPS) has partici-
pated in these developments as part of its
ongoing coordination activities. 6/ Broad
planning discussions, in which issues relating
to data access, confidentiality, user input and
program resources have played an important part,
have been held periodically with sponsoring
agencies. OFSPS has also been actively involved
in the coordination of agency input through the
reports clearance process.

The OFSPS Review

Agencies face a considerable number of
difficulties in undertaking a planning effort
extending over a number of years and involving
one or more other agencies. Obstacles to multi~
agency coordination include the pressure of
current activities, insufficient appreciation of
required lead times faced by other agencies,
and concerns about the defense of an agency's
own project, access to micro-records, and timely
and reliable completion of basic tabulations and
edited tapes. The basic difficulty in planning
for the redesign of the household surveys is the
insistent nature of current operations compared
to a samewhat elastic timetable for the redesign
program extending several years beyond the
current budgeting horizon. On an ongoing basis,
analyses must be produced, operational diffi-
culties must be solved, and budgeting and
staffing needs must be met on a timetable set by
sameone else. The normal consequence is that
long term planning considerations are put aside
in the hope that tomorrow's short term demands
will ease.

In order to raise the visibility and urgency
of the household redesign effort, OFSPS ini-
tiated early in 1980, a review to determine the
current status of redesign planning for various
surveys and to develop in consultation with the
sponsoring agencies, a review strategy appro-
priate to each survey program. In so far as
possible, the review was designed to complement
agency efforts to provide requirements for
sample redesign to the Bureau of the Census in
the detail needed to place the redesigned
surveys in operation during the period
1983-1985.

Fram the vantage point of OFSPS, the greatest
threat to realization of the full redesign
potential would be a failure to examine the
current survey data content, frequency, and
geography in terms of the sponsor's current and
anticipated data requirements. Almost as
serious would be a failure to actively examine
the possibility of meeting data requirements of
other agencies which might be appropriately

92

satisfied through the survey. In the absence of
a thorough review of data requirements, redesign
efforts would consist mainly of improving the
efficiency of current program operations. Rede~
sign tasks would center around technical
questions such as determining optimal stratifi-
cation, greater use of telephone interviewing,
possibilities for reducing redesign costs by use
of the same design for several surveys, and
optimal interviewing loads.

Although methodological questions such as
these clearly are not trivial and must be faced
in any redesign effort, allowing the redesign to
proceed without a critical review of data
requirements could preclude consideration of
opportunities to meet additional information
needs both within and outside the sponsoring
agency. A redesign of this type could also fail
to consider growing demands for relating data
collected in separate surveys, and for thorough
assessment of the benefits derivable from
relating survey data to administrative data
sets.

Consequently, the first task of the redesign
review by OFSPS was to learn whether the sponsor
was making an attempt to rethink the relation-
ship of the survey program to the basic analy-
tical questions likely to be of concern to
policy analysts during the probable ten-year
life of the redesigned survey program. Aan
opportunity to involve high level statistical
policymakers was provided through planning
meetings scheduled as part of the statistical
budgeting process of the Statistical Policy
Coordination Committee. Important support was
also obtained through discussions of the house-
hold survey review in budget hearings called by
the Office of Management and Budget with rele-
vant “agencies. These meetings emphasized the
importance of the redesign effort and paved the
way for meetings with OFSPS at the working
level.

In preparation for the working meetings, an
extensive set of questions was made available to
each of the sponsors. The OFSPS reviewer was
expected to exercise selectivity in choosing
areas to be intensively covered in individual
reviews. The questions related to current
status of plans for the redesigned survey, con-
tent of the survey and uses of the data, the
planning process employed to determine agency,
government-wide and nongovernmental data
priorities, alternative sources for data now
collected in the survey, methodology, charges
for users outside the agency, resources
required, plans for making data accessible to
users, analysis and publication of data, and
the use of the survey for the preparation of
estimates for smaller areas. A copy of the
questions is given in Table 1.

It soon became apparent that the questions
provided by OFSPS tended to focus discussion on
the survey vehicle as the starting point. In
other words, agencies tended to respond by indi-
cating that the current vehicle embodied their
current data needs and that only fairly modest
modifications were needed. However, it was cri-
tical to the OFSPS objective of maximizing the
usefulness of the surveys to encourage as much



freedam as possible fram practical constraints
during the initial stages of the redesign
planning. Thus, OFSPS attempted to determine
whether the sponsoring agencies had reviewed
their broad data needs in a way in which key
analytical questions were stated without
reference to the anticipated data source. Where
broad analytical questions had been stated, as
for example, by the Levitan Commission, they
would then need to be made more precise through
the specification of suitable quantitative
measures including the dimensions of geography,
frequency, precision and longitudinality. Where
such a recent review was lacking, as for example
in the Department of Housing and Urban
Development, the sponsor was encouraged to sur-
vey agency users in order to develop a current
statement of priority analytical concerns.

Similarly, potential sponsors, i.e., those
not currently supporting the particular house-
hold surveys, were asked to indicate broad ana-
lytical questions of concern to them and to
specify the dimensions of the data required.

The possibility that the OFSPS planning effort
might evolve into a binding arrangement for con-
tinued reliance on another agency's survey
program to meet significant data requirements
tended to dampen enthusiasm for participation of
potential sponsors. As a consequence, progress
in involving them in serious discussions has
been considerably more difficult and less
advance than is the case for sponsors. Modest
success in improving multiple use of the house-
hold surveys has been achieved with respect to
the AHS. HUD, as the sponsor, the Energy
Information Administration (EIA), as an agency
interested in continuing use of AHS data, and
the Bureau of the Census are discussing ways in
which the AHS and an EIA survey can be mutually
re-enforcing. Preliminary explorations have
been initiated with the Department of
Transportation with respect to the AHS.

Once significant needs for data about house-
holds had been identified, the next step pro-
posed by OFSPS involved the identification of
existing and potential sources of administrative
and household data. One or more of the major
continuing household survey programs would ordi-
narily be among the alternatives considered. At
this point, joint meetings with the sponsors and
potential sponsors, the Bureau of the Census and
OFSPS have already been useful in shaping a
"design envelope® or the general "givens", for
example, the geography for which estimates are
required or data needs for special population
groups, which will meet a significant proportion
of the priority requirements of each agency.

For most of the surveys, discussions are still
going on at this stage.

Periodically, as the attempt to specify the
design envelope has proceeded, the Bureau of the
Census has roughed out possible designs which
might meet the defined data needs. The process
has been an iterative one in which each design
formulation has been reshaped in response to
agency concerns. Eventually, when the number of
promising designs has been reduced to a manage-
able number, the Bureau of the Census will pro-
vide rough cost estimates which may stimulate
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further consideration of design alternatives.
The set of alternatives will provide the basis
for a determination by each sponsor or potential
sponsor of whether to include a request for
funds in the formulation of budget proposals.
Further refinements to the design and survey
content will continue over the next several
years until the redesigned survey becames
operational. During this period, sponsors and
the Bureau of the Census will consider the need
for additional rr:search projects which can be
accamplished within the overall budget and time—
table for the redesign.
Crosscutting Issues Under Consideration
A number of broad concerns have implications
for all of the household survey programs and are
therefore most conveniently treated as cross-
cutting issues. Crosscutting issues identified
as of this time as a part of the OFSPS redesign
review include requirements for statistical and
exact matching, timeliness, flexibility and
confidentiality.
Matching — The overall usefulness of the
continuing household surveys can be
greatly enhanced through the inclusion of
exact and statistical matching as common
major design requirements in all of the
surveys. Matching techniques have already
made it possible to study the interrela-
tionships of data appearing in different
surveys and in administrative records.7/
Designs which anticipate matching applica—
tions should significantly improve the
efficiency and accuracy of matching.
Through this means many more relationships
can be studied than would be possible
using only the limited number of continuing
survey programs which can be funded at any
one time. The quality of survey data can
also frequently be improved through
rélatching survey data with administrative
ata.

Provision in the household survey review
was made for separate exploration of
matching requirements through the for-
mation of a separate working group
involving government and nongovernment
analysts who have either used the results
of matching or have conducted statistical
or exact matches. The working group was
specifically tasked to formulate recommen—
dations in three areas: "1) to identify
a core of information which should be com-
mon to all surveys, 2) to identify infor-
mation which should be included on
particular surveys which are prime can-
didates for matching, and 3) to identify
data items which need to be standardized."8/
In addition, it was suggested that the -
working group might wish to explore other
topics including the development of a
research agenda.

Recommendations have been completed with
respect to the first three tasks. These
are currently under joint review by the
sponsors and the Bureau of the Census with
respect to their feasibility within the
context of each survey program.



Timeliness ~ Early in the review, discus-
sion repeatedly turned to agency concern
with obtaining useable data in as short a
time as possible after the reference
period. With a few exceptions, the deli-
very time requested was always signficantly
shorter than presently provided by the
Census and, depending on the program covered,
generally fraom 1 to 6 months after the
reference period. Sponsors and potential
sponsors sought assurances that their data
would be available on a specified schedule.
Although there was agreement that timeli-
ness was important and that there had been
problems in this area, the cause of the
difficulties was in dispute. Sponsors
tended to believe that their work was not
given adequate priority and the Bureau of
the Census staff believed that a good deal
of the problem was caused by late delivery
of specifications., To avoid a stalemate
on the issue of timeliness, OFSPS
suggested that timeliness concerns be
treated like any other design requirement.
It was also suggested that a separate
study of the extent and precise points of
delay be made as a prelude to recommending
alternatives for improvement. It was
agreed that the 3-5 year lead time to the
actual production of data fram the rede-
signed surveys should provide sufficient
time to develop and obtain consideration
of proposals for adjustments needed to
resolve the issue.

Flexibility — A third concern of sponsors
which particularly threatened serious
discussion of the addition of new sponsors
was the degree of flexibility required for
the addition of emerging analytical
concerns. Potential sponsors generally
wanted to be able to add new sets of
questions on short notice and to obtain
tabulations without an extended waiting
period. Again, in the absence of specific
design configurations it would not be
possible to explore the degree to which
flexibility could be incorporated. It was
generally agreed that the continuing
household survey programs should not be
expected to meet all or even a major share
of sponsor requirements for data relevant
to short-term policy analysis needs, It
was further agreed that flexibility should
be treated like other design issues and
included in the study of timeliness
considerations.

Confidentiality - The unsettled state of
confidentiality protection has added a
dimension of uncertainty to the redesign
options. As described elsewhere, the pro-
posed establishment of protected enclaves
through which sponsoring agencies could
have access to individually identifiable
records under clearly specified and
enforced rules would greatly improve the
quality and usefulness of the household
survey programs by the application of
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various matching techniques. 9/ However,
for purposes of planning the redesign of
household surveys, a cautious approach
seems indicated which does not presume
data access much beyond current practices.
It is assumed that a number of existing
arrangements for data access such as those
between the Social Security Administration
and the Internal Revenue Service for tax
records, and between the Bureau of the
Census and the Social Security Administra-
tion for developmental work for the Survey
of Incame and Program Participation can be
extended on a regular basis.

The full impact on the redesign effort of
the current severe constraints on the
sharing of identifiable records will not
be known until the end of 1980, but
substantial problems have already
appeared. For example, the lack of con—
fidentiality protection within the Energy
Information Administration has forced the
deferral and probable abandonment of con-
sideration of the possible use of the
Annual Housing Survey as the main source
for monitoring household behavior with
respect to residential energy use. As a
consequence, alternatives for strengthen-
ing independent housing and energy surveys
through matching techniques are under
consideration., Confidentiality options
will undoubtedly be restudied at each
major decision point in the redesign
process, but even if favorable legislation
is obtained, it is likely that full advan—
tage of data sharing possibilities could
be taken only at the risk of incurring
substantial additional costs and delays.

Conclusion

The redesign of the continuing household
surveys is a camplex multiyear undertaking
currently involving seven agencies as sponsors
or producers and dealing with subjects of import~
ance to all the statistical and evaluation units
in the Federal Government. Likewise, the sub-
jects covered are of vital importance to the
general comunity of social scientists. In the
redesign effort, the sponsors and the Bureau of
the Census play the primary roles of articu-
lating data requirements, translating require-
ments into viable operational programs and
obtaining necessary funding and staffing.

In the process of the redesign, all program
sponsors will have undertaken a reasonably
camplete review of priorities for data con-
cerning households and will have considered
alternatives for improving the performance of
the data programs. With the exception of the
Current Population Survey, during the remainder
of 1980, many of the basic design features will
remain open for discussion. Decisions on
detailed design features will extend over the
next three years, depending on the survey. Of
special interest will be attempts to improve
performance with respect to timeliness,
flexibility, matching and efficiency.



Development of the major continuing programs
has benefited greatly fram agency sponsored
discussions and contacts with the non-Federal
cammunity of data users and producers. It is
hoped that this community will take advantage of
the unusual opportunities for helping to reshape
for the next 10 years the major sources of
social intelligence represented by the con-
tinuing household survey programs.

TABLE 1

Review Questions

What are the current
during the period
after

Current status of plans.
plans for the survey: 1)
prior to redesign of the sample, and 2)
redesign? Explain. To what extent have
discussions taken place concerning the redesign
of the survey? Who has been involved? Have
studies been prepared, or user meetings held?
Explain. To what extent have alternative designs
been considered. What are the standard errors
(C.V.'s) for the most significant statistics?
Content and Uses. What are the priorities for
survey topics? What are the principal uses of
the data? Explain the exact nature of the use
as, for example, necessary to the preparation of
a Congressionally mandated report (cite the
legislation). What changes would be regarded as
significant for key statistics.

Planning process. What process is followed in
the determination of survey priorities? Explain
separately for agency, government-wide and non—
governmental uses. When was the most recent
review of survey content and what recommenda—
tions were made?

Alternative data sources. What alternative data
sources are there for the data obtained from the
survey? What would be the effect of less fre—
quent and/or less extensive data collection?
Methodology. What is the universe of concern,
e.g., the noninstitutional population? Have
important subgroups been left out due to tech—
nical or cost limitations? Are any groups
oversampled? Explain. What methodological work
has been conducted on the survey? What results
are available? How do survey results compare
with other data sources? Explain. What plans
are there for additional methodological work?

Is a written plan available? How have sampling
and nonsampling errors been addressed? Has an
error profile been prepared?

User charges. Are questions added for users
outside the agency? Separately, identify one
time and multiple requests. How are charges
determined?

Resources. Are major changes in the program
level anticipated fram the present through ini-
tiation of the redesigned survey? Explain.

What additional resources are planned for

FY 1982 and FY 1983 to support the redesign of
the new survey? Explain. What plans are there
for sharing the cost of the survey with other
agencies? (Ref. Standards for Discussion and
Presentation of Errors in Survey and Census
Data.)
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Access, analysis and publication. What plans
for publication exist? Are clean tapes provided
to the sponsor? Who is responsible for the
tabulation and analysis of the data?

Estimation for smaller areas. Are the survey
data being used to obtain small area estimates
through regression or matching techniques? What
is the demand for small area data? Explain.
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