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INTRODUCTION 

The charac te r is t i cs  of the housing inventory 
are col lected from two major sources by the 
Census Bureau" the decennial census (and i t s  
attendant pretests)  and the American Housing 
Survey (AHS) [ I ] .  The f i r s t  census of housing 
was in 1940, and some comparisons with other 
data sources were made on an occasional basis, 
especia l ly  with the Housing Vacancy Survey (HVS) 
data col lected as part of the Current Population 
Survey during the 60's and ear ly  70's. However, 
i t  was not un t i l  the advent of the American 
Housing Survey (AHS) in the f a l l  of 1973 that 
substantive housing charac ter is t i cs  survey 
data were avai lable for  comparison with decennial 
census resu l ts .  The AHS, as a longi tudinal  
survey, began to provide intercensal data to 
re f l ec t  the dynamics of changes in the housing 
inventory,  both nat iona l ly  and for  selected 
metropol i tan areas. I n i t i a l l y ,  the survey pro- 
vided updates to 1970 "benchmark" data. 

Since the 1980 census resul ts  would present 
the opportuni ty for  a comparison of decennial and 
sample survey housing data, an AHS-Census match, 
with par t ia l  r econc i l i a t i on ,  was planned as part 
of the 1980 evaluation program, but had to be 
cur ta i led  for  budgetary reasons. In mid 1983, a 
small-scale AHS-Census Match Pretest was de- 
signed, as a f e a s i b i l i t y  study of a large eval -  
uation study. Results of that  study ( s e e [ 2 ] )  
indicated i t  is feasib le to match, re interv iew 
and reconci le,  but that  t iming of the reconc i l -  
i a t ion  is very important.  Even at best, i t  is a 
check of the r e l i a b i l i t y  of respondent report ing 
and lacks an independent estimate of the accuracy 
( " t r u t h " )  of the charac ter is t i cs  being reported. 
I t  is qui te possible, for  example, for  the same 
household to report consis tent ly  to both census 
and survey that  t h e i r  house was bu i l t  in the 
1950's, whereas in fact  the actual date was in 
1947. Consequently, we began to look for  i n -  
dependent sources (administ rat ive records) to 
provide a 3-way comparison. The 1985 tes t  census 
of Tampa provided jus t  such an oppor tuni ty .  

DESCRIPTION OF THE TWO DATA SOURCES 

The census and the AHS have methodological 
d i f ferences of note. While the census produces 
both 100% and sample data, col lected pr imar i l y  by 
self-enumerat ion, the AHS is a sample survey 
conducted via personal and telephone in terv iew,  
general ly by experienced in terv iewers.  The 
content of the census shows great con t inu i ty  over 
t ime, def in ing as i t  does basic or "benchmark" 
data. AHS consists of l ong i tud ina l l y  maintained 
"core" questions, many of which are ident ica l  or 
s im i la r  to census questions, but also allow for  a 
broader subject area and for  a more experimental 
quest ionnaire format. 

The advantages of the census are a large 
sample s ize,  a previously tested questionnaire 
format, and a representat ive and comprehensive 
set of respondents, typ ica l  of a l l  types of 
housing uni ts and t h e i r  occupants. The AHS, with 

an in terv iewer  present in a hal f -hour (average) 
session, presents an opportuni ty to answer re- 
spondent questions, and should resul t  in fewer 
"don' t  knows" or blank items from respondents. 
However, several studies of surveys and i n t e r -  
viewer performance have indicated the p o s s i b i l i t y  
of enumerator bias, leading the respondent, or 
making entr ies without asking a l l  questions 
exact ly as intended. 

RATIONALE FOR MATCHI NG 

In spi te of methodological d i f ferences,  or 
perhaps because of them, comparing answers to 
ident ica l  or very s imi la r  questions from the same 
household provides ins ights in to  the advantages 
and l im i ta t i ons  of each method. 

In addi t ion,  data users f requent ly  use the 
sources j o i n t l y  or in a complementary fashion to 
analyze the housing inventory,  especia l ly  on the 
local l eve l .  The more we know of the qua l i t y  of 
the data, including non-sampling as well as 
sampling e r ro r ,  the more e f fec t i ve  w i l l  be our 
responses to data user needs. Where an indepen- 
dent record source ex is ts ,  an addi t ional  eval-  
uation of data qua l i t y  becomes possible. The 
Tampa census tes t  provided an excel lent  oppor- 
t u n i t y ,  since i t  was the s i te  of a 1990 tes t  
census, f e l l  in to  the AHS metropol i tan sample 
for  the f i r s t  time in 1985, and had avai lable 
records for  cer ta in housing charac te r i s t i cs  of 
note ° 

METHODS OF EVALUATING COMPARATIVE DATA 

The commonly accepted method of evaluating 
data from e i ther  census or survey is through 
content re in terv iew,  conducted, preferably 
independently, as soon as pract icable a f te r  the 
or ig ina l  in te rv iew.  This method e f f e c t i v e l y  
measures the variance, and sometimes tile bias, of 
the data. When reconc i l i a t ion  is part of the 
re in terv iew,  some real ins ights in to the qua l i t y  
(and l im i t a t i ons )  of the data emerge. While th is  
provides a consistency check and thus focuses on 
the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the data, i t  does not, how- 
ever, t o t a l l y  indicate whether the data e f fec-  
t i v e l y  measure the charac te r i s t i cs  of i n te res t .  
The l a t t e r  is best measured by use of a good 
independent data source which co l lec ts  or pro- 
vides the same information for  the same uni ts 
(or households). 

RECORD CHECK 

De f in i t i on .  An admin is t ra t ive record includes 
any record maintained by a person or by a publ ic 
or pr ivate organizat ion which i d e n t i f i e s  a set of 
persons, addresses and/or companies which are 
pa r t i c ipan ts ,  licensees or rec ip ients of a 
prescribed a c t i v i t y .  Under th is  d e f i n i t i o n ,  
membership l i s t s  would be included as well as 
publ ic records such as l icense app l ica t ions,  tax 
assessments, l i s t s  of program rec ip ien ts ,  and 
census survey records. Each record contains a 
set of var iab les,  which may include: ( I )  name, 
or address or some other i d e n t i f i e r ;  (2) economic 
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or demographic information about each universe 
member ( for  example, age, race or sex of house- 
hold members, or property value or character- 
i s t i cs  of t he i r  housing). 

Advantages/What to Look for  i nAdm in i s t r a t i ve  
Recd-rUs .~-~l~-m-a~6-6-a-cTvaht-age-of an-; i ndependent 
record source is to contribute to "truth" or to 
provide a way of evaluating whether the data we 
produce accurately reflect "real-world" concerns 
of credib i l i ty  as well as meeting stat ist ical 
standards. 

In considering whether a record check is 
appropriate, one needs to consider what I call 
the "4 A's" of Administrative Records" 

Avai labi l i ty.  Do records exist for the 
pop~]l at ion (universe) or l o c a l i t y  of in terest? 
Are they automated? What is the format? Would 
i t  be feasib le to do a match? 

Access. By th is  I mean access to the o f f i ce  
or person who controls the records to determine 
the poss ib l i t y  of accessing the records them- 
selves. I t  also enta i ls  who would access 
(personnel), how (computer terminal or c le r i ca l  
search) and where (at the Bureau or at the f i l e  
loca t ion) .  Would the records be provided g ra t i s ,  
or are there costs involved in accessing? 

Accuracy. How good are the records? How long 
have they been kept? For what purpose? How 
current are they? What are the i r  l im i ta t ions?  

Adaptab i l i t y .  Having determined the answers 
to ( i ) t h r o u g h  (3), how sui table are the records 
for  the pro jec t 's  purpose? I f  the format varies 
somewhat, how d i f f i c u l t  would i t  be to adapt? 
For example, i f  a data f i l e  is indexed by account 
number, could i t  be readi ly  rearranged by address 
l i s t ?  

THE TAMPA STUDY 

Although re interv iew (and reconc i l i a t ion )  was 
employed on the Tampa pro ject ,  the focus of th is  
paper is on the items selected for  a record 
check. The census port ion of the data was pro- 
vided by photocopies of the questionnaires se- 
cured between March and July of 1985. A mai l -  
out, mail-back procedure was employed, and about 
58% of the households responded (self-enumer- 
ated).  The remaining 42% were secured through 
enumerator fo l low-up,  by telephone or in the 
f i e l d  by personal v i s i t .  During the same time, 
the c i t y  of Tampa was being enumerated for  the 
f i r s t  time by an AHS interv iewer.  These i n t e r -  
views took place between Apri l  and November 
1985. A l i s t  of the sample units was obtained 
and matched against those households who received 
long form questionnaires ( I  in 6 households). 
For matched households, a comparison of 33 
housing character is t ics  was made. Two items, 
"year b u i l t "  and "value" of homeowner propert ies,  
were selected for  a record check. 

THE "4A's OF TAMPA 

A v a i l a b i l i t y .  In early 1985 telephone i n -  
qu i r ies to the c i t y  of l]ampa indicated that  
records of in teres t  were maintained for  both 
"year b u i l t "  for  both owners and renters, and 
"value" for  homeowner propert ies in the H i l l s -  
borough County Tax Assessor's Off ice in downtown 
Tampa. 

Access. An i n i t i a l  personal v i s i t  by the 
project  manager took place the last  week of 

Ap r i l ,  to meet with the s ta f f  of the assessor's 
o f f i ce .  At that time i t  was discovered that 
"value" data were avai lable on microf iche, where- 
as "year b u i l t "  data were kept on assessor's 
property cards in a separate storage room. Both 
records were accessed by f o l i o  number, which 
could be obtained by a lengthy map and plat  book 
search [ 3 ]  , beginning with the property 
address. A chance remark by one of the Tampa 
s ta f f  revealed that i f  the owner's name as well 
as address were known, the f o l i o  number could be 
obtained d i rec t l y  from an alphabetical l i s t .  

Accuracy. Records for  both items are updated 
annually, which was important for  "value" but not 
for  "year b u i l t " .  Records were col lected by 
assessors and had been maintained for  years fo r  
most c i t y  property, including the oldest un i ts .  
An adjustment factor  had to be applied to the 
assessed value, as Tampa has a $25,000 homeowner 
tax exclusion, i f  the owner l ives on the property 
and applies for  i t .  For most propert ies,  both 
ass---'essed and market value were shown. 

Adaptab i l i t y .  Given the information obtained 
in t h e i n i t i a l  s i te  v i s i t ,  a second v i s i t  of the 
project  manager and 3 s ta f f  members took place 
the f i r s t  week of November. Using two alphabet- 
ized l i s t s ,  one by name for  owners, and one by 
st reet  address for  renters, as many cases as 
could be searched during 5 working days were 
completed, and the data transcribed from the 
records d i rec t l y  to the address pr intouts 
(containing addresses from the AHS-Census Match). 
A t h i r d  l i s t  of mu l t i - un i t  rental propert ies,  
used in another Tampa pro ject ,  was also searched, 
to the degree time permitted. [4]  

RESULTS 
Year Bu i l t .  Analysis of data from the 1980 

cenSusL~llustrates the e f fec t  of misreport ing by 
st ructure age cohorts. A standard assumption is 
that each decade cohort of housing would decrease 
in size as i t  is reported in subsequent censuses 
due to losses from demoli t ion, d isaster ,  and 
various conversions to non-housing uni t  use or to 
fewer units through merger. Components of 
Housing Inventory Change surveys support th is  
assumption. They have shown that addit ions to 
the housing inventory by various types of con- 
versions or through st ructura l  r ehab i l i t a t i on  
have been far  less than losses and that new 
construct ion is the predominant source of 
addi t ion to the housing universe. However, the 
expected decrease in housing stock does not 
occur consistent ly  for  national data and th is  
var ia t ion is even pronounced for  Tampa. 

Results of the search and record check are 
shown in Table I .  Table i presents an aggregate 
summary of "year b u i l t "  data for  the 3 data 
sources. 

For 88 units (of  194) a l l  3 data sources were 
in agreement (46%). 

The census agreed with the assessor's f i l e  
for  I I 0  of 194 units ( i nc l .  88 above) (57%). 

AHS agreed with the assessor's f i l e  for  123 
of 194 units ( i nc l .  88 above) (64%). 

Neither source was in agreement with the 
assessor's f i l e  fo r  49 of 194 units (26%); for  23 
of these (47%) AHS and census agreed with each 
other (consistency, but not " t r u t h " ) .  For 8 of 
the census cases and 15 of AHS, the item was a 
blank (or don't  know). 
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Table l.--Comparison of "Year Bu i l t "  Data" 
Three Sources 

,ntervals I Census I AHS I Assess°r S 
. . . . .  . Fi les 

1980 or later 4 3 7 
1970-79 29 37 34 
1960-69 47 49 40 
1950-59 48 49 61 
1940-49 22 19 29 
1939 or earl ier 21 22 23 

Subtotal 171 179 194 
Blank/Don't Know 23 15 0 

Total 194 194 194 
J , ,  . . . . . . .  

Case-by-case compari son tables. --Excl udes 
blanks/don' t  knows . 

Census owners.--Of 153 owner-occupied uni ts 
with an Observation in both data sets, 128 (84%) 
were in agreement. 

AHS owners . - -Of I19 cases, 96 (81%) were in 
agreement. 

Census renters . - -Of  63 cases, 46 (73%) were in 
agreenient. 

AHS renters.--Of 59 cases, 52 (89%) were in 
agreement. Results are a l i t t l e  misleading since 
there were more blanks/don't knows (lO) than for 
census. 

Multi-unit structure respondent.--Of I05 
units, 97 (93%)were in agreement. 

Conclusions. For "year bui l t" data, all three 
sources were in agreement for 46% of the total 
cases ( incl .  blanks) (Table 1). The ¢ensus 
agreed with the assessors' f i l e  for 57% of the 
cases; AHS agreed with the assessor's for 64% of 
the cases 

"Year bui l t"  was better reported by census 
owners than renters. 

Census- Owners-assessors 84% 
Renters-assessors 73% 

AHS • Owners-assessors 81% 
Renters-assessors 89% 

The structure respondent(see [3])proved the 
best source of "year bui l t"  data--93% agreement 
with the assessor's f i l e .  

Value. The "specified owner-occupied" value 
uniwrse in both Census and AHS is restricted to 
single-family units on a property of less than lO 
acres, which does not contain a medical or 
business off ice. Condominiums and mobile homes 
are excluded. Table 2 presents a comparison of 
the 3 sources. 

Table 2 presents an aggregate summary of 
"value" data for the 3 data sources. 

For 21 units (of 125), all data-sources were 
in agreement (17%). 

The census agreed with the assessor's f i l e  for 
48 of 125 units ( incl.  21 above) (39%). 

AHS agreed with the assessor's f i l e  for 35 of 
125 units (28%). There were large numbers of 
item blanks (25 for AHS and 3 for census). 

Case-by-case comparison tables.--Excludes 
blanks/don't knows. 

Census spec. owner-occupied.--Of 122 units 
with an observation in both data sets ,  48 (40%) 
were in agreement. 

AHS spec. owner-occupied.--Of I00 uni ts with 
an observation in both data sets, 35 (35%) were 
i n agreement. 

Table 2.--Comparison of "Value" Data" 
Three Sources 

Intervals t i IAssessor~s Census AHS Files 

< $20,000 8 4 
20,000-29,999 8 8 
30,000-39,999 21 8 
40,000-49,999 33 17 
50,000-59,999 19 21 
60,000-79,999 16 29 
80,000-99,999 6 4 
l O0,O00-149,999 4 8 
150,000-I 99,999 3 2 
200,000 or more 4 3 

4 
5 

13 
24 
34 
28 
8 
3 
3 
4 

Subtotal 122 lO0 
Not reported 3 25 

Tota I ~ 1 2---5 

125 
0 

125 

Note that Tampa has a homeowner s tax exclusion 
Iaw, whereby owner-occupants who apply annual ly 
are not taxed on the f i r s t  $25,000 of property 
value. I t  is possible that a number of respon- 
dents gave us this reduced figure rather than 
the fu l l  market value. 

Conclusions. For "value" data, all three 
sources agreed for only 21 of 125 cases (17%) 
(Table 2). The census agreed with the assessor's 
f i l e  for 39% of the cases (including those where 
all 3 were in agreement). AHS agreed with the 
assessor's f i l e  for 28% of the cases. 

There was a 21% item non-response rate for AHS 
(unedited data). 

Viewed independently, the census respondent 
report for value (from an interval choice dis- 
play) agreed with the assessor's f i l e  in 40% of 
the matched cases. AHS respondents (giving a 
point estimate which was converted to the census 
intervals for comparative purposes) agree with 
the assessors f i l e  in 35% of the cases. However, 
for 39% of the census cases and 49% of the AHS 
cases, responses were within l interval of the 
assessor's records. 

For a high percentage of cases (26% of units 
with an assessor's response) the assessor's f i l e  
agreed with neither data source. (This figure 
includes the 3 census blanks and 25 AHS blanks.) 
For many of these census and AHS were in agree- 
ment, (23 of 49) indicating those households 
were reporting value consistently, but inaccurate- 
ly. A major reason for this may be homeowners' 
confusion over market value (requested in both 
census and survey) vs assessed value. In Tampa, 
owner-occupants may a---pply annually for a tax 
exclusion of the f i r s t  $25,000 of their property 
value. It is quite conceivable that this reduced 
amount was inaccurately reported as market value. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE DATA 

A number of study limitations should be noted, 
particularly as they relate to the data sources. 
In an actual decennial census, much more 
attention is given to following up and completing 
long form questionnaires for missing information. 
In the Tampa test census, a higher percentage of 
missing data occurred than is customary. The 
AHS source was an unedited data printout supplied 
shortly after i n i t i a l  keying of the question- 
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naires. Actual published tabulations wil l  be 
edited and missing data allocated. There was a 
high item non-response for value in AHS (21% of 
completed i ntervi ews). 

The last intended panel of AHS interviews was 
curtailed for budgetary reasons, reducing the 
intended sample from 500 to 428 cases. The 
results described in this paper should not be 
interpreted as indicative of "year bui l t"  and 
"value" reporting nationwide, or for other areas. 

The time allowed for searching the records in 
the assessor's office was limited to a single 
work week (4 persons for 5 days). Because of the 
tedious process of locating fol io numbers for 
renters, the l i s t  of owners was more completely 
researched than was the l i s t  of renters. 

As noted above, the "value" results for Tampa 
may be affected by that ci ty 's homeowners tax 
exclusion. Furthermore, even though a standard 
checklist is used by assessors in establishing 
value, there is a degree of subjectivity in that 
item not found in "year bui l t " .  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The study results confirmed some existing 
hypotheses and indicate areas for further 
research efforts: 

Owners tend to be better informed about the 
year their housing was bui l t  than do renters. 
There is not so much a reluctance to answer this 
item, as that respondents simply do not have the 
information to answer accurately and are giving 
their "best guess". For multi-unit rental units, 
an informed structure respondent (see [5]) was a 
much better source. Consequently, i t  is 
recommended that further structure respondent 

testing be done in other locations. 
The Tampa results indicate problems with the 

accuracy of respondents' reports of value. A 
record check is therefore a very important 
adjunct to the customary reinterview evaluation, 
which primarily measures consistency. Because 
of the particular homeowner tax exclusion in 
Tampa, i t  is recommended that further admini- 
strative record checks beundertaken in other 
cit ies (areas). 
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NOTES AND REFERENCES 

[1] Formerly entitled The Annual Housing Survey. 
[2] Tippett, J. and Takei, R., "AHS-Census 

Match Pretest", 1980 Census Preliminary 
Results Memorandum No. 100, July 22, 1985, 

[3] A plat book is a large bound volume con- 
taining diagrammatic records of building 
lot and block number, and a fol io number 
for referencing. 

[4] In a separate Tampa Project, data on multi- 
unit structures (rental units) were obtained 
from knowledgeable sources such as property 
manager, realtor, resident manager, etc. 
"Year bui l t" was one of the data items 
obtained from these sources. 

[5] See [4]. 
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