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As greater numbers of foreign-born 
persons enter, live, and work in the 
United States, policymakers need 
more information—particularly on 
the undocumented population, its 
size, characteristics, costs, and 
contributions.  This report reviews 
the ongoing development of a 
potential method for obtaining 
such information:  the “grouped 
answers” approach. In 1998, GAO 
devised the approach and 
recommended further study. In 
response, the Census Bureau tested 
respondent acceptance and 
recently reported results.  

GAO answers four questions.  
(1) Is the grouped answers 
approach acceptable for use in a 
national survey of the foreign-born? 
(2) What further research may be 
needed? (3) How large a survey is 
needed? (4) Are any ongoing 
surveys appropriate for inserting a 
grouped answers question series 
(to avoid the cost of a new survey)? 

For this study, GAO consulted an 
independent statistician and other 
experts, performed test 
calculations, obtained documents, 
and interviewed officials and staff 
at federal agencies. 

The Census Bureau and DHS 
agreed with the main findings of 
this report. DHHS agreed that the 
National Survey of Drug Use and 
Health is not an appropriate survey 
for inserting a grouped answers 
question series. 
What GAO Recommends

The grouped answers approach is designed to ask foreign-born respondents 
about their immigration status in a personal-interview survey.  Immigration 
statuses are grouped in Boxes A, B, and C on two different flash cards—with the 
undocumented status in Box B.  Respondents are asked to pick the box that 
includes their current status and are told, “If it’s in Box B, we don’t want to 
know which specific category applies to you.” 

A random half of respondents are shown the card on the left of the figure (Card 
1), resulting in estimates of the percentage of the foreign-born population who 
are in each box of that card. The other half of the respondents are shown the 
card on the right, resulting in corresponding estimates for slightly different 
boxes.  (No one sees both cards.)  The percentage undocumented is estimated 
by subtraction: The percentage of the foreign-born who are in Box B of one card 
minus the percentage who are in Box A of the other card. 

Immigration Status Cards 1 and 2 

Student, work, 
business or tourist visa
(did not violate admi”ssion 
period limit or other conditions)

Undocumented
Do not have a currently valid, 
official document such as 
an I-94 with an unexpired 
period of admission issued 
to me by the U.S. government
  

Refugee or asylee
(approved, not 
applicant) 

TPS*, parolee, or some 
other category
Not in Box A or Box B

*Temporary Protected Status
                 

Legal permanent resident
with a valid and official 
green card issued to me by 
the U.S. government

United States 
citizen

Student, work, 
business or tourist visa
I am not in violation of
admission period limits
or work restrictions

Currently 
“undocumented”
Right now, I do not have 
a currently valid, legal U.S.
immigration status
 
Refugee or asylee
(approved, not 
applicant) 

TPS*, parolee, or some 
other category
Not in Box A or Box B

*Temporary Protected Status
                 

United States 
citizen

Box

Box

Box

Legal permanent
resident
with a valid and official 
green card issued to me 
by the U.S. government

Sources: GAO; Corel Draw (flag and suitcase); DHS (resident alien cards).  (The actual size of each card is 8-1/2" by 11.")

Student, work, 
business or tourist visa
(did not violate admission 
\period limit or other conditions)

Undocumented
Do not have a currently valid, 
official dcoument such as 
an I-94 with an unexpired 
period of admission issued 
to me by the U.S. government
 
Refugee or asylee
(approved, not 
applicant) 

TPS*, parolee, or some 
other category
Not in Box A or Box B

*Temporary Protected Status
                 

United States 
citizen

Legal permanent
resident
with a valid and official 
green card issued to me by 
the U.S. government

Card 1 Card 2

Student, work, 
business or tourist visa
(did not violate admission 
period limit or other conditions)

Undocumented
Do not have a currently valid, 
official document such as 
an I-94 with an unexpired 
period of admission issued 
to me by the U.S. government
  

Refugee or asylee
(approved, not 
applicant) 

Legal permanent resident
with a valid and official 
green card issued to me by 
the U.S. government

United States 
citizen

Student, work, 
business or tourist visa
I am not in violation of
admission period limits
or work restrictions

Currently 
“undocumented”
Right now, I do not have 
a currently valid, legal U.S.
immigration status

  

Refugee or asylee
(approved, not 
applicant) 

TPS*, parolee, or some 
other category
Not in Box A or Box B

*Temporary Protected Status
                 

Legal permanent resident
with a valid and official 
green card issued to me 
by the U.S. government

United States 
citizen

Box

Box

Box

 
The grouped answers approach is acceptable to many experts and immigrant 
advocates—with certain conditions, such as (for some advocates) private sector 
data collection.  

Most respondents tested did not object to picking a box.  Research is needed to 
assess issues such as whether respondents pick the correct box.  A sizable 
survey—roughly 6,000 or more respondents—would be needed for 95 percent 
confidence and a margin of error of (plus or minus) 3 percentage points. The 
ongoing surveys that GAO identified are not appropriate for collecting data on 
immigration status. (For example, one survey takes names and Social Security 
numbers, which might affect acceptance of immigration status questions.)  
Whether further research or implementation in a new survey would be justified 
depends on how policymakers weigh the need for such information against 
potential costs and the uncertainties of future research. 

GAO makes no new 
recommendations in this report.  

www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-775.
 
To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on the link above. 
For more information, contact Nancy R. 
Kingsbury at (202) 512-2700 or 
kingsburyn@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-775
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-06-775
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