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I NTRODUCTI ON 

The Income Survey Development Program (ISDP) 
developed and tested methods to co l lec t  very de- 
ta i led  information on income types. A very sub- 
s tant ia l  part of  th is  e f f o r t  was devoted to the 
proper c l ass i f i ca t i on  of reported income as to 
source or program type. The ISDP program con- 
firmed that some respondents do not know or cannot 
eas i ly  recal l  the name of the source or the basis 
for receipt  of some types of  income, or are con- 
fused by s imi lar  sounding programs. To compensate 
for th is  tendency, 1979 ISDP questionnaires in-  
corporated questions that would help respondents, 
and la te r  help analysts, to better c lass i f y  in-  
comes in such instances. This paper presents 
prel iminary resul ts  of  the report ing and d i f f e r -  
en t ia t ion  of veterans' pension and compensation 
payments. Our approach to c lass i fy ing  these pay- 
ments is described, and the resul ts  are compared 
to benchmark data developed from admin is t rat ive 
records. We believe that th is  experience with 
veterans' payments is general izable to many other 
income types. That is ,  that without bui ld ing 
crosschecks into the questionnaire to assist  
respondents and to provide analysts with the means 
to confirm the reasonableness of  responses or 
point out probable errors,  data qua l i t y  w i l l  be 
compromised, perhaps quite ser iously.  Data 
qua l i t y  also could be compromised i f  the time and 
e f f o r t  is not taken by analysts to use these 
addi t ional  data to improve the c l ass i f i ca t i on  of  
income types and, where appropriate,  the i d e n t i f i -  
cation of recipiency units appropriate to the 
i ncome type. 

The data in th is  paper are taken from the second 
wave public use f i l e  od the 1979 Research Panel of  
the Income Survey Development Program (ISDP). They 
cover a three-month period centered on Apr i l  1979 
and pertain to the c i v i l i a n  non ins t i tu t ipna l  
population of  the 50 States and the D i s t r i c t  of 
Columbia. The general ISDP program has been de- 
scribed b r i e f l y  in the Social Securi ty Bu l le t in , - I /  
and documentation on the 1979 Research Panel was 
recent ly  released by the National Technical 
Information Service (NTIS).2__ / 

Veterans payments 

The set of  8 tables (see Attachment A, Tables 
1-@) on veterans' compensation and pension repre- 
sent the f i r s t  attempt, based on responses from a 
na t iona l l y  representat ive sample, to d i f f e r e n t i a t e  
between payments made on the basis o f  economic need 
(mean-tested veterans' payments) and veteran's 
payments made on the basis of  a service-connected 
d i s a b i l i t y  or death. That the ISDP panel supports 
such a d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  is noteworthy because, so 
far as we know, there is no other general population 
survey which can be used to produce separate es t i -  
mates of  the main types qf, cash payments made by 
Veterans Admin is t ra t ion . -  oz 

The ISDP questionnaires were designed to assist  
respondents' to accurately c lass i f y  income types. 
With regards to vete~a}ns payments, the d i f f e ren t ia7  
of  service-connectecP -I and means-tested payments - 
was a mul t i -stage process. I n i t i a l l y  persons were 

iden t i f i ed  as receiving ei ther veterans' compensa- 
t ion or pension payments, without attempting to 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e  between the two. Later in the in- 
terview veterans report ing compensation or pension 
payments were asked i f  they had a service~onnected 
d i s a b i l i t y  (item 37a), i f  they had a VA d i s a b i l i t y  
rat ing (item 37b) and i f  so the i r  rat ing ( i tem37c).  
(The exact wording for these and other items is 
given in Attachment B.) Widows who reported com- 
pensation or pension payments were subsequently 
asked i f  the death of the i r  spouse was service- 
connected, that is i f  the spouse died while in the 
service or from a serv ice-re lated in ju ry  or dis-  
a b i l i t y  (item 38). 

These items, together with a recipiency f lag 
for veterans' compensation or pension and associat- 
ed monthly amounts, were avai lable on the analysis 
f i l e .  This information was used to categorize the 
type of  veterans payment as fol lows: 

a) i f  the veteran or widow answered af f i rma- 
t i v e l y  to e i ther  item 37a or 38, as 
appropr iate,  the payment was c lass i f ied  as 
"service connected"; 

b) i f  the response to these items was "no"then 
the payment was c lass i f ied  as "means-tested"; 

c) i f  the respondent did not know the answer, 
refused to answer or was not asked the 
question, the type of_payment was designated 

s "not c l ass i f i ed " .  __61 
Then the information was summarized at the level 

of the Census family or unrelated indiv idual  and 
tabulat@~. (Henchforth we shall use the term 
family ± z  to include both the Census family and 
unrelated ind i v idua l . )  

Our i n i t i a l  tabulat ion of aggregate means-tested 
payments by family income as a percent of  the 
poverty l ine  showed a very high percentage of pro- 
gram benefits going to fami l ies with incomes of 
200 percent or more of the poverty threshold. This 
did not seem reasonable and, upon examination of 
the information for fami l ies in th is  group, six 
cases were found to be report ing rather large 
benefits (more than $500 per month) in conjunction 
with rather high family incomes ( in f ive  of six 
instances, monthly family incomes ranged between 
$I,000 and $7,000). 

On the basis of a more detai led review, the 
c l ass i f i ca t i on  of these six fami l ies was changed 
so that they were not c lass i f ied  as means-tested 
veterans' rec ip ients (Tables I and 2). In one 
instance, a widow reported receiving a payment for 
$I0,000 in one month and no payments in the other 
two reference months. I t  was deemed highly l i k e l y  
that she was report ing a VA Li fe Insurance se t t l e -  
ment, and so her payment was en t i re l y  excluded 
from the subsequent tabulat ions on compensation 
and pension. Two other fami l ies reported payments 
averaging about $900 and $I,000 per month in the 
presence of monthly family incomes of approximate]y 
$2,700 and $8,100. Clearly neither the nominal VA 
payment amount nor the family incomes were com- 
mensurate with the provisions of  the VA means- 
tested pension programs. Indeed, given the i r  over- 
a l l  circumstances, i t  is even quest~gnable that 
they were compensation rec ip ients .  _oI Consequently, 
these two fami l ies were tabulated in the "not 
c lass i f i ed"  group (Tables 5 and 6). The three 
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remaining suspect cases had not provided informa- 
tion on the amount of the payment in the interview 
and were subsequently assigned a monthly payment 
amount of $541 via the Census imputation algorithm. 
Receipt of Social Security income was also report- 
ed by all three respondents. Again the amount was 
missing and had to be imputed. The amounts 
imputed for both the VA and OASDI benefits were not 
consistent with the provisions of the VA pension 
program. These cases were also tabulated with the 
"not classified group". 

This f i rs t  attempt to distinguish between means- 
tested and service-connected veterans' payments in 
the ISDP context was evaluated by reference to 
benchmark data (Attachment A, Tables 7-9). The 
results are mixed. On the positive side, the 
count of families classified as receiving service- 
connected veterans' payments comes to almost 
ninety percent of the number understood to be in 
the survey universe (Table 7). On the negative 
side, the survey estimate for the number of 
families receiving means-tested payments comes to 
only 62 percent of the control, and fifteen percent 
of recipient families had not been classified in 
either group (Table 8). 

The characteristics of the means-tested and 
service connected groups are quite different and 
generally in line with what would be expected 
(Table 9). For example, families classified as 
receiving means-tested pensions are twice as l ikely 
to be poor as families classified as receiving 
payments stemming from a service-connected death 
or disabil i ty (20 vs. 10 percent). Also, the 
families provisionally classified as receiving 
veterans' pensions are much more like,,j/ to contain 
aged individuals (62 vs. 22 percent)-~1. Further- 
more, the aver.age monthly payment received by the 
means-tested families is about 55 percent of the 
average service-connected payment, the same per- 
centage that obtains in program data adjusted to 
the survey universe. 

In a number of respects, the unclassified 
group appears to be similar to the families re- 
ceiving service-connected payments. For example, 
survey estimates show the two groups to be similar 
in age, poverty status and average payment (Table 9). 
However, i f  on the basis of the two groups' 
similarit ies, one were to assume that all the un- 
classified families were really receiving service- 
connected payments, the ISDP estimate of the 
number of service-connected recipient families 
would exceed the benchmark by about 13 percent. 
Clearly, then, such a simple assumption is not 
ful ly warranted. 

Conclusions 
The ISDP program fielded 4 formal field tr ials 

over the period 1976-1981. Questionnaires were 
modified from one to another in order to resolve 
problems as they were encountered. Unfortunately, 
not all leads could be pursued. In this case, we 
would have liked to have tried a broader analytic 
approach which would incorporate the veteran's 
disabil i ty rating and the monthly payment amount 
for both veterans and survivor recipients, for we 
believe that this would have improved the assign- 
ment of type of VA payment. For example, 15 - 20 
percent of the unclassified families reported a 
monthly benefit which exactly matched the monthly 
benefit amount payable to a disabled veteran on 
the basis of one or another of the ten separate 

percent disabi l i ty rating categories. Such an 
expanded approach would have been technically 
feasible given the 1979 ISDP data base, but i t  
could not be undertaken in the present context. 

In addition, our experience suggested that 
certain questionnaire modifications would l ikely 
contribute to more reliable and complete reporting 
of pension and compensation benefits--questions 
that would stimulate the reporting of child-only 
cases, help to expl ic i t ly identify means-tested 
recipients, and identify length of military 
service. With the exception of questions to stim- 
ulate the reporting of child-only cases, these 
items made their way into the f i rs t  wave question- 
naire of the "Survey of Income and Program 
Participation--1984 Panel" that will go into the 
field under the auspices of the Bureau of the 
Census this fa l l .  The questionnaire segments con- 
taining these items are reproduced in Attachment 
C. 

Hopefully, other analysts will find merit in 
the general approach outlined here to enhance the 
re l iab i l i t y  of survey classifications of public 
program benefits. We also hope that this piece 
will contribute to an awareness on the part of two 
groups--both data producers and those who make use 
of survey data to depict public programs--that i t  
is necessary to proceed with considerable care 
when dealing with essentially "raw" survey 
responses. Methods pioneered in the ISDP, a small 
subset of which have been presented here, succeed- 
ed in producing markedly improved survey estimates 
of government income maintenance programs i0/ .  
However, until a lot more experience is obtained 
with the processing and use of such information, 
we feel there is a clear need for in-depth review 
and analysis of the performance of items associ- 
ated with each of the Federal Government's major 
cash and in-kind programs. 

Note: 

Readers who want sets of tables to accompany this 
paper may obtain them by writing one of the 
authors at: 

Social Security Administration 
Universal North Building 
1875 Connecticut Avenue, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20009 
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FOOTNOTES 

1_/ Ycas, M. and C. L in inger,  "The Income Survey 
Development Program" Design Features and 
I n i t i a l  Findings," Social Securi ty Bu l le t i n ,  
vol.  44, No. I I ,  November, 1981. 

2__/ No author, Income Survey Development Program" 
1979 Research Panel Documentation, National 
Technical Information Service, Spr ing f ie ld ,  
Va., 1983. 

3__/ The ISDP f i l e s  i den t i f y  VA educational 
benefits separately. They are not included 
in th is  discussion or in the analysis.  

4_/ Veterans' Service-connected death or 
d isabi l  i t y  payments.--Veterans Administrat ion 
d i s a b i l i t y  o r  death compensation payments 
made to veterans with serv ice-re lated dis- 
a b i l i t i e s  or to surviv ing dependents of  
veterans who died while in the service or of  
a service-connected cause subsequent to 
discharge, or in cer ta in cases, to survivors 
of t o t a l l y  disabled veterans who had service- 
connected d i s a b i l i t i e s  but whose deaths re- 
sulted from some other cause. There were 
three types of compensation payments in 
force at the time of the survey ( d i s a b i l i t y  
compensation paid to veterans and dependency 
and indemnity compensation (DIC) or death 
compensation paid to surv ivors) .  All three 
are covered by the term "veterans' service- 
connected death or d i s a b i l i t y  payments". 

5_/ Means tested veterans' .payments.--The various 
Veterans Administration d isabi l i ty  and death 
pension programs which provide support to 
low-income veterans or their survivors. The 
veteran must be either permanently and tota l ly  
disabled for reasons not traceable to mi l i tary 
service or be 65 years of age or older. In 
addition, survivors must meet an asset test 
to be el igible. At the time of the survey, 
several types of service and death pensions 
were in effect (improved pensions, prior law 
pensions, protected pensions, Spanish American 
War pensions and so forth). All such pensions 
are included under the term "means-tested 
veterans' pensions." 

6_/ yeterans' payments not classified by type.--A 
compensation or pensions payment that could 
not be uniquely identif ied as compensation or 
pension based on the information collected in 
the survey. Educational benefits received 
under the G.I. B i l l ,  identified by means of a 
separate item, are expressly excluded. 

7_/ Family.--As used in th is  repor t ,  the term 
family includes one-person as well as mu l t i -  
person fami l ies.  In Bureau of the Census pub- 
l i ca t i ons ,  one-person famil ies are referred to 
as "unrelated indiv iduals (Ul 's)  while the 
term " fami ly"  is reserved for a group of two 
or more persons related by blood, marriage or 
adoption and residing together. While un- 
related indiv iduals (one-person fami l ies)  may 
l i ve  alone or with non-re lat ives,  they appear 
in th is  report  according to the i r  character is-  
t ics  as ind iv idua ls .  

8/ Careful review of the circumstances of these 
fami l ies and the manner in which the informa- 
t ion was developed in the interview raises the 
question i f  reported benefits actua l ly  came 
from the VA. In each case, the income was 
reported by a veteran in his late 40's or 
early 50's who acted as a self-respondent. 
Each aff irmed tha t~he  had no service-connected 
d i s a b i l i t y ,  worked a l l  13 weeks of the re fe r -  
ence period and reported sizable amounts of 
personal earnings ($1,400 in one case and 
$4,000 in the other) .  Thus i t  would be under 
only the most unusual of  circumstances that 
these indiv iduals would ac tua l ly  have been 
receiving d i s a b i l i t y  compensation in the 
amounts reported. A sensible competing hypo- 
thesis is that they were ac tua l ly  receiving 
m i l i t a r y  ret irement but because of survey 
terminology or some other reason, misreported 
the source of the i r  payment. 

9__/ For the means-tested rec ip ien t  fami l ies the 
proportion in the "aged" group is substant ia l ly  
higher than suggested by the program data. A 
closer review of the age d i s t r i bu t i on  of the 
indiv idual  rec ip ients suggests that in most, 
instances in which adult  rec ip ients were not 
part of the benef i t  group (case), the case 
went unreported. Thus i t  is l i k e l y  that the 
disproport ionate share of "aged" cases in the 
survey data stems from a very substantial under 
i den t i f i ca t i on  o f  so-called "chi ld  only" cases, 
and not from over i den t i f i ca t i on  of aged cases 
per se. 

1__00/ Vaughan, D., T.C. Whiteman and C. Lininger, 
"Quality of the Income and Program Data in the 
1979 ISDP Research Panel- Preliminary 
Findings." A paper in the Social Science 
Research Council Conference Report, Technical, 
ConcePtual . and Administrative Lessons of the 
Income .Sur.vey Deye.19pment Program (Washington, 
D.C., July 1983). 
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ATTACHMENT A 

TABLE 1.--Number of families with means-tested veterans' payments by presence of aged members receipt of 
selected sources of income and total family money income as a percent of the off icial poverty threshold, 
Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 2.--Aggregate means-tested veterans' payments by presence of aged members receipt of selected sources 
of income and total family money as a percent of the off icial poverty threshold, Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 3.--Number of families with veterans' service connected death or disabil i ty payments by presence of 
aged members, receipt of selected sources of income and total family money income as a percent of the 
off icial poverty threshold, Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 4.--Aggregate veterans' service connected death or disabil i ty payments by presence of aged members, 
receipt of selected sources of income and total family money income as a percent of the off icial poverty 
threshold, Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 5.--Number of families with veterans' compensation or pension payments, type not classified, by 
presence of aged members, receipt of selected sources of income and total family money income as a per- 
cent of the off icial poverty threshold, Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 6.--Aggregate veterans' compensation or pension payments, type not classified, by presence of aged 
members, receipt of selected sources of income and total family money as a percent of the off icial 
poverty threshold, Spring, 1979. 

TABLE 7.--Comparison of ISDP estimates of veterans' payment recipients and aggregate benefits to program 
benchmarks. 

TABLE 8.--Distribution of recipient families and aggregate benefits by preliminary classification of type 
of veterans payment. 

ATTACHMENT B 

1979 ISDP Wave 2 Questionnaire 

VETERANS' COMPENSATION AND PENSION ITEMS 

C H E C K  

ITEM 
C17 

Is " 1 0 "  (veteran 's  compensat ion 
or pension)  marked on ISS for 
° . , ?  

(•) I C~ Yes 

2 ~ ]  No -- SKIP to 39a 

C H E C K  

ITEM 
C18 

IS . . . a veteran? ( " Y "  in cc 30a) 1 r l  Yes 

2 [ ~  No -- SKIP to Check Item C19 

37a. Do(es) . . . have a service-connected 
disability; that is, a health condition 
or illness caused or made worse by 
military service? 

b. Do(es) . • . have a VA disability 
rating? 

c. What is . . .'s VA disability rating? 

Use the f o l l o w i n g  probe, i f  needed 

(Such as 0, 10, 20, 30, 40, 50, 60, 
70, 80, 90, or 100%) 

CHECK I1~ Is . . . a w i d o w ?  
ITEM (cc 29) 
C19 w 

38. Some widows' pensions from the 
Veterans Administration are made 
because a husband died or was 
injured while serving in the military. 
Was the death of . • . 's late husband 
service-connected; that is, clid he die 
while in service or from a service- 
related injury or disability? 

~1 [-I Yes 
21-1No 
7[_-IDK 

~ I  I-1 Yes 
% 

2 I,i 1 No 
~1~ SKIP to 39a 

7 [-1 OK J 

~ ~ - ~  Percent 

7I--. lnK 

t C I Y e s  

2 L~ No - SKIP to 39a 

( •  I Yes 

2 ~r'~ No 

7~DK 
8 ~ Ref. 
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Attachment C 

Survey of Income and Program Participation--1984 Panel 

VETERANS' COMPENSATION AND PENSION ITEMS 

Refer to control caro item 32a. 
I s . . .  a veteran of ~ e  U.S. Armed Forces? 
Mark " N o "  i f  currenzty in Armed Forces. 

. ("-Yes" marked in cc i tem 32c)  

1 1 a .  How Io,~ d i d . . ,  sm~mo~ ect~m-dm,W re. the 
-A rmed  F o , : ~ ?  

b .  D o e s . . .  have • I~m, i c t  c o n ~  dLub~ i t l r ;  
m. • hea l th  c o , d | t , o ,  or i m o ~ r m e , t  

~ i r  DI.IM:Ie w o r s e  by m~iCl l f f  14N'vice? 

I 
' ~.330 I , [ - l Y e s  
t 2 F"i No - -  SKIP."o Check Item R6 
I 

I 

1 
,, , , 

! 1332. j 1 [ ]  Less than 6 morrtns 
I 
j 2[3 6 to 23 mor r¢~ 
I :lJ~ 2 to 19 years 
I I , ~  20 or more years 
I z~E ]DK  
z 
J 13341 ;I~ Yes 
+ 

, :~No } 
t xl[~] D K SKIP t:o 11 d 
I 

C ,  W h a t  i s . . . ' s  VA percnrr t  d i sab i l i t y  ra t ing?  
Use the follow#n,o DroDe if neeoect: (Such am 
0 , 1 0 ,  20 ,  30 ,  40 ,  5 0 . 6 0 ,  70,  80 ,  9 0 , 1 0 0 % }  

/L  Ow~ny th~  4 - . , o , ~  p,mod d~d. . ,  m=~, ,  
- l lNmmh~ ~ c o m p e n ~ u o n  I ~ y r m m ~  h ~ m  t l ~  

V B U l e l l a S  A d m i n ~ ¢ ~ J o n ~ '  (EJ, CJta4:kO 
r . t i ~ t  pay. u , m ~ r ~  

and  GI IS~JI benehta . )  

| ,, 

l =,jl ! ! 
I 

, ,~30% 
i x,O D K ! 
I X = ~  R e f .  

! ,  
t~s 1 , ~ yes -- kCa,* "'8"" on IS5 

i = [ ~ N o  
l 

I 
! 
! 
| , 
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• d : l :~ ;_ ,  --1 Is "Both  widowed and d ivorced" box ! 1424 j 1 i~ Yes 
~1|1I:~';I;~_;4-] marked in 17? 1 I 2 r"] No -- SKIP to Check Item R15 

i 1426J ,C] Yes 19a, Dur ing  th is  4 - m o n t h  per iod,  d i d . . ,  receive any } pens ions  or annu i t ies  as a w i d o w l e r )  (other  than  I 2i"] N o SKIP to Check Item R 15 
Socia l  Secur i ty)? I xl i'-I DK 

i 

b .  Wha t  k ind  of i ncome  was  this? I 1428 ! I [-1 U.S. Government Railroad Retirement - -  Mark 
i " ' 2 " "  on ISS 

Was there any th ing  else? 1, I 1430 ] 2 [ ]  Veterans Compensat ion or pension -- Mark "'8"" 
(SHOW FLASHCARD K) ~ on ISS 
Mark (X; all that apply. "l 1432 ! 3 ["] Black Lung benefits -- Mark " 9 "  on ISS 

4 ["] Pension from company or union -- Mark " 3 0 "  on 
i ISS 

$ ~ Federal Civil Service or other Federal civilian 
I employee pension -- Mark " ' 3 1 "  on ISS 
L 
I 1438, J 6 [~ U.S. Mil i tary ret irement pay (exclude payments 
I from the Veterans.Administrat ion) - -  Mark "'32"" I 
t on ISS 
[ 1440 J 7 [~ National Guard or Reserve Forces ret irement -- 
' Mark "'33"" on ISS L 

I 1442 J 8 [~ State government pension -- Mark "34""  on ISS 

~ s  [ ]  Local Mark "35""  ISS government pension I o n  

lO ~ Income from paid up life insurance policies or 
I annuities -- Mark " ' 3 6 " o n  ISS 

1448 ]:1 [~ Poymen[s from estate or trust - Mark " 3 7 "  
i on ISS 
t 

i i450 ]12 ~ Othur or DK -- Specify and enter co(h: from 
I incon:e suurce list. If ,~come type t~<)t hsted I 
I or "DK, "" enter code " 3 8 " ~ -  Murk 15S. 

11 [ . . . . . . . . . . . .  

r~,.l.'l r,,T" ~ J  IS "Ve te rans  Cumpensal ,on or por,~ion" 
L ~ E ' _ 1  marked in 19b? 

.m' f r o m  • s e r v i c e - ~ l I t m d  in ju ry?  

! l"s4J ,U Yes 
r 

i 2 0  No -- SKIPto  Check I tem R15 
I 
• , ,  , 

1456I_ I [ ~  . Y U ; i n  t h e . S e r v i c e  
I ! 2 ~  Yes,. f rom se~ ice- re la ted injury 
I =E] N o  

CHECK~?-~ 
I T E M A E J  Is this ISS code " 8 " ?  

7 ,  I s . . .  requ i red  to f i l l  ou t  an annua l  i n c o m e  
ques t i onna i re  fo r  the  Ve te rans  
A d m i n i s t r a t i o n ?  

i386e J 1 ["1 Yes . . . . .  
I 2 F'] No -- SKIP to next  ISS Code or Check Item P 1, page 43 
I 
1 

13860 J 21r-]1-'1 YeSN 0 } SKiPpage to43next ISS Code or Check Item P1, 

" x, ODK I 
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