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The Honorable Jack Brooks

Chairman, Committee on
Government Operations

House of Representatives

Dear Mr. Chairman:

In response to your request and subsequent discussions with your office,
we are providing the results of our review of two statistical surveys, the
Current Population Survey (CpS) and the Survey of Income and Program
Participation (s1pP). Information for Cps and sIpP is compiled by the
Department of Commerce’s Bureau of the Census, a principal supplier of
national statistical data. The Bureau is also responsible for collecting
and publishing numerous reports on economic conditions, health, recrea-
tion, and, most notably, population (through the count performed every
decade).

CPS reflects monthly employment, unemployment, and general labor-
force characteristics; SIPP provides a continuing measure of individuals’
and households’ economic conditions, sources of income, labor-force
activity, and participation in federal benefit programs. Data for cps,
sipp, and other Bureau surveys are collected by part-time interviewers
who contact the interviewees in person or by telephone. Participation in
most surveys is voluntary. Responses are recorded on questionnaires
and forwarded to regional offices for review, processing, and transmis-
sion to processing centers for final computation of the statistical
estimates.

As a result of discussions with your office, our review focused on the
procedures and controls of the CPS and SIPP data collection and review,
but not on the entire survey process. We concentrated on questionnaire
design; selection, training, and supervision of interviewers; and quality-
control elements used in gathering and reviewing data. As agreed with
your office, we selected 2 of 12 Bureau regional offices for on-site visits
to assess controls for the data-coliection and review activities. Detailed
information on the surveys and our work is contained in appendix I,
which follows this letter.
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We have determined from our review that

each survey’s questionnaire design, though reliable for compiling statis-
tical estimates and making needed comparisons, could be redesigned to
improve the accuracy of certain items;

selection of interviewers is based on reasonable criteria to perform the
interview function;

interviewer training is comprehensive and adequately covers the neces-
sary interviewing skills;

supervisory and administrative quality controls for the data-collection
and review activities are in place and operating to reasonably ensure
data integrity; and

the regions visited are doing a creditable job of complying with the data-
collection and review procedures.

While we realize that our findings at 2 regional offices do not allow us to
comment on performance at the other 10, we believe that if the others
are complying with these procedures they also should be doing a credit-
able job of providing for the collection and reporting of timely CpPs and
SIPP estimates.

During our review we became aware of other issues that we believe can
affect the quality of data. They are how interviewers are attracted and
retained and how respondents’ participation may influence data quality.
In appendix IT we include a limited discussion of these factors to more
accurately present the environment surrounding the question of quality
federal statistics. The factors can neither be measured with precision
nor easily quantified; therefore, categorically stating the degree to
which they enhance or diminish data quality is difficult.

We discussed key elements of this report with Bureau program officials
and made changes as appropriate to reflect relevant factual information
they provided. We did not request official agency comments on this
report. As arranged with your office, unless you publicly announce its
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contents earlier, we plan no further distribution for 30 days from the
date of this report. We will then send copies to interested parties and
make copies available to others upon request.

Sincerely yours,

o A oo

Warren G. Reed
Director
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Appendix 1

Procedures for Collecting CPS and SIPP Data |
Are Creditable

The Bureau of the Census is a principal supplier of federal statistical
data, including national economic, income, employment and population
estimates, that it compiles and reports through various statistical
surveys and programs. Decision-makers in government use these data to
formulate national policy; managers in private industry use them for
developing business strategies. Because statistical estimates have far-
reaching impact, the accuracy of data behind the published numbers is
vital. Therefore, procedures and controls for data integrity and relia-
bility are essential.

This report describes how statistical data are collected and processed
for two Bureau surveys: CPS and SIPP. It discusses the controls the
Bureau employs to reasonably ensure data quality and enhance the reli-
ability of estimates reported for CpS and SIPP. Also discussed are other
factors that can impact data quality but that, in our opinion, cannot be
totally controlled by the Bureau’s quality-control procedures.

: CPs and SIPP are monthly household surveys designed to provide employ-

Overview of CPS and ment and income statistics on individuals and families living in the

SIPP United States. These estimates serve as indicators for measuring the
current status and progression of the nation’s economy and for deciding,
monitoring, and understanding matters of national economic policy.

Since about 1940, cPs has been the primary source of data for govern-
ment estimates on the level of employment, unemployment, and other
key labor-force statistics. The Bureau of Labor Statistics, the primary
sponsor for the information collected, releases Census’ CPS data in the
form of the monthly employment statistical estimates. CPS data are also
used for establishing a basis for distributing federal funds to state and
local areas. CPS data are obtained through personal interviews from a
nationwide sample of about 75,000 households. In fiscal year 1984 the
CPS program cost about $23 million.

SIPP, also a monthly survey, provides estimates on individual and family
income, financial condition, employment status, and participation in
government benefit programs. Initiated by the Bureau in October 1983,
siPP should reach full operation during fiscal year 1986. In its first year,
SIPP’s sample size numbered approximately 26,000 households and cost
about $12 million. The Bureau planned to increase the sample size to
42,000 households in fiscal year 1985 and 60,000 in fiscal year 1986.
However, due to a $1-million budget reduction, the households to be sur-
veyed totaled about 36,000 in fiscal year 1985.
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Procedures for Collecting CPS and SIPP Data
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Objective, Scope, and
Methodology

sIPp data are intended to support government planning, policy, and pro-
gram efforts by expanding the information available on income distribu-
tion, poverty, and government assistance. According to the Bureau, SIPP
data are used specifically to assess the

effect of changes in eligibility or government benefits on program recipi-
ents and federal spending levels;

extent of benefits received by persons and families simultaneously par-
ticipating in several federal-assistance programs and whether combined
benefit levels are adequate or excessive; and

reasons for changes in benefit status, employment, and household mem-
bership and ways of moderating undesirable changes in benefit status
and employment.

Our objective was to assess the quality of two of the Bureau’s statistical
surveys, CPS and SIPP. As outlined in the letter of request and subsequent
conversations with the Chairman’s office, we focused on the adequacy
of questionnaire design; interviewer selection, training, and supervision;
and quality controls for the data-collection and review processes. As
agreed upon, this review does not address the entire scope of the survey
process. We did not examine CPS and SIPP sample designs, which identify
the persons and/or households to be interviewed; nor did we interview
survey participants to validate their responses. Also, we did not review
data processing operations at Bureau headquarters or the formulas,
processes, or computer data-editing and tabulation programs used.

We performed our review between November 1984 and August 1985 at
the Bureau’s headquarters in Suitland, Maryland, and two regional
offices—New York and Kansas City. The regional offices were selected
because they provide the greatest differences in performance and repre-
sent different environments with respect to data-gathering difficulties.
For example, Kansas City traditionally has a rate of approximately 97.0
percent for completed CPs and SIPP interviews, whereas New York main-
tains a rate of around 90.3 percent. Kansas City is considered primarily
rural, midwestern, and not an extremely difficult area in which to con-
duct interviews; New York is representative of urban areas, where it is
considered more difficult to obtain data from respondents.

We examined Bureau survey procedures and manuals and conducted

interviews with Bureau officials and employees. We developed flow
charts for each survey, listing major functions and processes for data
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Procedures for Collecting CPS and SIPP Data
Are Creditable

CPS and SIPP Data-
Collection Staff and
Procedures

collection and review. From the charts, we identified factors that we
believe could potentially affect the data quality.

We then identified the Bureau’s controls for minimizing potential prob-
lems and conducted on-site visits at the two regional offices to determine
if the prescribed controls were in place, operating, and being followed.
At each regional office we observed CPS and SIPP survey operations, par-
ticipated in interviewer training sessions, and examined interviewers’
personnel records to verify that training requirements and performance
levels were being met.

To assess the training provided CPS and SIPP interviewers, we reviewed,
in detail, each survey’s home study courses, classroom training mate-
rials and manuals, and the interviewer’s and instructor’s manuals. We
attended training sessions and interviewed new and experienced
interviewers.

We conducted our review in accordance with generally accepted govern-
ment auditing standards. Criteria for assessing data quality and controls
were developed through a literature search; the General Accounting
Office’s methodology for assessing internal controls; review of Bureau
policy and procedures manuals; and discussions with recognized statis-
tical experts from Census, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and private
industry. To evaluate the CPS and SIPP questionnaires, we performed a
technical review of questionnaire design. We sought the views of respon-
sible officials during the course of our work, and we have incorporated
their views in the report where appropriate. As the Chairman requested,
we did not ask for official agency review and comment on this
document.

Various Bureau headquarters divisions are involved in the surveys’
planning and development and in prescribing the data-collection
processes. Headquarters’ Field Division has the overall management
responsibility for the survey process. Data collection is performed
through a nationwide network of 12 regional offices, each headed by a
director. Regional directors have the day-to-day responsibility of
ensuring that collection of survey data is carried out according to head-
quarters’ procedures. The survey collection process is managed in each
region by a program coordinator, assisted by CPS and SIPP supervisors.

Page 6 GAO/IMTEC-86-8 Creditable Collection Procedures



Appendix I
Procedures for Collecting CPS and SIPP Data
Are Creditable

Regional-office Staff

CPS and SIPP supervisors’ day-to-day management responsibility pri-
marily entails supervising the interviewers and overseeing the collection
process. Interviewers usually collect data by conducting interviews at
the respondent’s home, completing standard survey questionnaires.

Assisting supervisors are Supervisory Field Representatives (SFR), sea-
soned interviewers who help to resolve day-to-day problems, and office
clerks who perform processing functions when questionnaires are
returned to the regional office. The following table illustrates the 1984
apportioning of CPs and SIPP staff for the two regional offices visited.

Table 1.1: Regionai-office Personnel

CcPS New York Kansas City
Interviewers 92 129
SFRs 9 19
Supervisors 1 1
Total 102 149
SiPP
Interviewers 20 23
SFRs 7 11
Supervisors 1 1
Total 28 35

Regional offices are also responsible for hiring, training, and supervising
interviewers according to standards established by headquarters. Inter-
viewers work part-time from their homes, and often receive minimal
day-to-day supervision where distance separates them from the regional
office. Communication between supervisors and interviewers, who may
work hundreds of miles from the office, is usually by telephone or mail.
For routine matters, this is generally sufficient. For nonroutine matters
or serious problems, either a supervisor or SFR will visit the interviewer.

Survey Procedures

Households selected for CPs are interviewed monthly during the first
and last 4 months of a 16-month cycle. SIPP interviews are conducted
once every 4 months for 2 1/2 years. To make the work loads more man-
ageable, approximately 25 percent of the SIPP sample households are
contacted each month, rather than interviewing all participants in a
single month. Most CPS interviews are completed during the third week
of each month; SIPP interviews are completed within the first half of
each month. Interviewers send completed questionnaires to the regional
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office; there they are logged in and checked for completeness. CPS ques-
tionnaires are then shipped to the Jeffersonville, Indiana, data
processing center, where the information is coded and subsequently
transmitted to the CPS data processing system at headquarters. Due to
time constraints in collecting, processing, and reporting data, the ques-
tionnaires containing computer-identified errors are not returned to the
regional office for correction. Instead, the information enters an auto-
mated edit/imputation process that corrects errors and/or accounts for
missing data.

SIPP data processing occurs in each regional office. Here the data is key
entered and transmitted to the SIPP data processing system at headquar-
ters. SIPP data are computer edited and are either accepted or rejected by
the system. Data containing computer-identified errors are transmitted
back to the originating regional office for correction and resubmission.
This process continues until all Sipp data are accepted by the system.

The data-collection phase is virtually complete after the data’s entry
into the automated systems. Beyond this point, computer processes edit
the data to correct errors and account for missing survey responses
(nonresponses),

Quality Controls for
Data Collection,
Review, and Processing
Are in Place and
Operational

To achieve the CPS and SIPP survey objectives, the Bureau has estab-
lished policies and procedures to ensure data quality through the survey
processes. Producing CPs and SIPP estimates involves three phases—col-
lecting, reviewing, and processing the necessary data—to produce the
final estimates.

For data collection, controls are exercised through the questionnaire
design, interviewer selection and training, and observations of inter-
viewer performance. Regional-office controls over data collection
include procedural and administrative checks on the data’s complete-
ness. Following these checks, questionnaires are either forwarded for
processing to compile the survey estimates or resubmitted for resolution
of questionable data.

We observed that established controls over data-collection activities and

procedural and administrative reviews are being followed. We believe
the policies and procedures in force at the two regions are sound.
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Controls Over Data-
Collection Activities

Questionnaire Design

Applying controls over the data-collection activities is a critical element
in achieving data quality. Questionnaire design, interviewer selection
and training, and periodic observations and evaluation of the inter-
viewers’ performance are the Bureau’s primary controls to help ensure
that data collection is uniformly and correctly accomplished.

Survey questionnaire design can influence the data received. For
example, the wording and order of questions can impact responses.
Ideally, question design serves to produce the most accurate information
possible; however, interviewers must be comfortable in asking the ques-
tions as worded, and respondents must understand what information
they are being asked to provide. Also, variations in the way a question is
asked and/or a respondent’s failure to understand it can cause changes
in the data.

We found that potential for bias may result from (1) use of an “out-
dated” CPS questionnaire and (2) how the CPs and SIPP questions are
asked.

The basic CPS questionnaire has been employed since 1961 with only
minor changes. Yet over the years decision-makers have desired more
specific information, and the questionnaire has not been updated to
accomplish this. To cite two examples, family relationships and racial
classifications themselves have changed. The CPS questionnaire limits
the family relationship choices to the traditional nuclear unit of children
and parents. It does not provide for documenting other relationships
possible in today’s more expansive family structure. Also, the CPS ques-
tionnaire limits choices for race to white, black, American Indian or
Aleut Eskimo, Asian or Pacific Islander, and other. For both examples,
family relationships and race, respondents who do not exactly fit into
the categories provided may be confused on how to best respond to the
question and/or may be reluctant to provide the information. Conse-
quently, the most accurate information might not be obtained.

Although racial classification may be more accurately depicted in the
succeeding question on origin, responses to the race classification ques-
tion are not altered to have the responses on race and origin agree. It
would be more accurate to provide response choices that are more cur-
rent with today’s information needs.

In relation to work, there is, again, an insufficient range of alternatives.
For example, categories for why a person was absent from work do not
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Interviewer Selection

include choices such as the unavailability of child care, dependent or
family illness, important personal business, or lack of transportation.
Also, questions about why a person started looking for work, or left a
job, and what a person did to look for work do not have comprehensive
choices. Limiting the choices may result in not obtaining the most useful
information for the aggregate results.

For both surveys the interviewers ask the question, then fit the response
into the closest possible choice listed (free-answer method) rather than
reading the fixed-answer choices appearing on the questionnaire (aided-
recall method). For example, a CPS question asks why the respondent is
not looking for work. Respondents planning a business may not volun-
teer this reason and, under the free-answer method, would not be aided
in recalling it. Using the aided-recall method of providing the respondent
with a complete range of realistic choices could elicit more accurate
answers than using the free-answer method.

The relative merits of each method have been debated for decades. The
use of one or the other may result in different estimates. The preponder-
ance of evidence favors the free-answer method for research and
exploratory work rather than for ongoing surveys such as SIPP and CPs.
We believe that, considering the nature of CPS and SIPP surveys, well-
designed and tested aided-recall questionnaires would provide more
accurate estimates than free-answer questionnaires.

According to Bureau officials, major changes have not been made
because funding has not been available to do the research necessary to
determine how changes in the questions would affect data collection.

The extent to which interviewers are properly selected and trained
impacts the effectiveness of any successful controls over the survey
processes.

The Bureau has several basic requirements for interviewers’ selection.
Applicants must be U.S. citizens and at least 18 years old (or 16 with a
high school diploma or equivalent). They must pass a test demonstrating
their ability to read instructions and maps and to do accurate clerical
work. Additionally, they must have an available automobile and good
hearing, be in good physical condition, and be able to work in all types
of weather. Applicants must be able to attend training sessions (often
away from home), have a home telephone, be available for day, evening,
and Saturday work, and reside in the county or city where most of the
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Interviewer Training

assignment is located. Applicants passing the basic test must also com-
plete a standard federal application form listing education, work or
related experience, and references. Supervisors also interview the appli-
cants to describe the job characteristics, duties, and responsibilities.

Both regional offices we visited use the same interviewer selection pro-
cess, as prescribed by the Bureau. Our discussions with Bureau officials
indicated satisfaction with the interviewer selection standards; in fact,
they strongly endorse the selection criteria and process as being effec-
tive in ensuring that capable individuals are hired.

From our analysis of the tasks that an interviewer must perform, we
believe the Bureau has adequately defined the job characteristics,
employs reasonable selection techniques, and has a reasonable inter-
viewer selection process.

Once an applicant is hired and assigned to a specific survey, training
begins. Training explains the survey concepts and prescribed procedures
the Bureau has determined that interviewers must know for collecting
the most complete and accurate data possible. Additionally, the training
attempts to develop the personal-relations skills essential for eliciting
information.

Headquarters determines the training content and materials. Most
training is actually conducted in the regional offices and is a continuous
process consisting of initial, refresher, and special training. The Bureau
requires that all interviewers on each survey receive the same initial
and refresher training. This helps standardize how the interviews are
conducted and information is obtained, and helps to reduce interviewer
error or bias that might affect the interview results.

For both CPs and SIPP, the initial training combines home study with
classroom training, followed by on-the-job training. The self-paced, pre-
classroom home study course takes approximately 7 hours to complete
for CPs and approximately 8 hours to complete for sipp. Afterwards, the
trainee should know the basic rules of interviewing and specific survey
definitions and should be able to use the survey questionnaire. cps and
SIPP classroom training, which lasts 3 and 4 days respectively, reinforces
the home study with lectures, written and oral quizzes, mock interviews,
role-playing exercises, and testing of these job facets before any actual
interviewing is done.
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In reviewing the initial CPS and SIPP interviewer training, we found the
manuals and training materials to be written, illustrated, and organized
well. The manuals and classroom sessions included short quizzes fol-
lowed by answers for immediate feedback. Classroom video presenta-
tions showed properly conducted interviews and examples of
interviewer error, both of which were later discussed.

During the classroom sessions we observed role playing and mock inter-
views that exposed trainees to potential interviewing situations. Expe-
rienced interviewers are sometimes used to recreate situations they
have encountered during actual interviews. Discussions of experiences
by more seasoned interviewers help prepare trainees for their inter-
viewing duties.

On-the-job training follows home study and classroom training. Here,
the new interviewer is accompanied by a supervisor or SFR on the first
assignment. This practice supports the new interviewer, helps to mini-
mize errors of inexperience, provides immediate feedback, and ensures
assignment completion and compliance with procedures. A second obser-
vation session is conducted later to further evaluate the new inter-
viewer. CPS utilizes a third observation within 6 months of the first
assignment. If deficiencies are repeatedly identified, the interviewer is
provided additional training or coaching.

When a new interviewer’s production, noninterview, and error rates fall
within the satisfactory range established by the Bureau, the initial stage
of training is considered to be complete. In the second stage of training,
the Bureau conducts periodic and systematic refresher sessions and fur-
nishes self-study exercises. Generally, these are offered in conjunction
with the monthly CPS interview cycle, a change in the questionnaire or
interviewing process or procedures, or the introduction of each new Sipp
questionnaire. Such training can require several hours or days,
depending on the amount of information to be covered. In addition,
group training sessions, usually conducted two or three times yearly,
address changes to the survey and/or procedures.

The third stage, special training, is remedial and is required if an inter-
viewer’s performance is found to be marginal or unsatisfactory: if an
interviewer has a low production rate (e.g., takes too long), a high
number of unconducted interviews (the noninterview rate), and/or too
many errors (such as improperly completed questionnaires). Supervisors
can choose from several types of special training; a trainee could receive
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Performance Observations and
Evaluations

feedback through ‘“‘special-needs” observations or could take self-study
courses.

From our review, observations, and discussions, we believe the training
program for CPS and SIPP adequately covers the purpose, processes,
requirements, expectations, and manner in which interviews should be
conducted and recorded. Our review of the personnel folders showed
that, during 1984, interviewers received the required training and the
two regions visited had complied with Bureau training requirements.

Other quality-control measures exercised during data collection are
observations and evaluations of interviewer performance. Observing
interviewers provides a method for assessing actual performance and
helps ensure mastery of skills such as probing a respondent for appro-
priate responses and timely completion of an interview.

Observers must be SFRs or regional-office supervisory staff with recent
CPS or SIPP survey experience. The observer must spend at least 6 hours
observing the interviewer’s activities. Observations occur annually for
CPs and semiannually for SIPP unless cause for a special-needs observa-
tion surfaces. A special-needs observation that can occur at any time is
conducted to determine the reasons for less-than-satisfactory perfor-
mance rates. In all cases, observers note and later attempt to discuss
and/or correct problems an interviewer may be having. An observation
report is then prepared, reviewed by a supervisor, and provided to the
interviewer.

Performance evaluations, prepared quarterly on all interviewers, help
reassure both interviewers and the Bureau that performance standards
are being met. Critical factors used for the evaluations are certain
noninterview, error, and production rates. The evaluation is a composite
of three successive monthly performance reports prepared by supervi-
sors from computer or office edits or other documents.

To determine if interviewers in both regional offices received the
required performance observations and evaluations during 1984, we
reviewed a judgmental sample (about 15 percent) of CPS and SIPP inter-
viewer personnel folders. We found the offices in compliance with the
Bureau performance observations and evaluation requirements and the
administrative records complete. Dates of observations, deficiencies
noted, and recommended follow-up action, such as refresher courses,
were recorded. We also examined interviewer performance, production,
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and error rates and determined that unsatisfactory or marginal inter-
viewers were receiving appropriate monitoring and additional training.
During our interviews, both Bureau officials and current interviewers
expressed the opinion that the training and performance evaluations
were informative and beneficial.

Controls Over Data Review
and Processing

Assignment Control

Each regional office plays a critical role in ensuring data quality by exe-
cuting certain procedures in a specified and uniform manner both prior
to and after the CPS and SIPP interviews. The regional offices have
assignment controls for accountability and for balancing work loads
among the interviewers. When the completed questionnaires reach the
regional office, they are logged in, reviewed for administrative com-
pleteness, and edited by the office staff. Further control is exercised by
following up on questionnaires returned as noninterviews when a super-
visor believes they can be converted into completed interviews. Also,
control is exercised through reinterviews, wherein selected respondents
are questioned again and their answers compared against their earlier
responses. Finally, data processing controls are in place for data trans-
mission and document shipping.

The regional office must account for questionnaires for each person or
household unit in the interviewer’s survey assignment and must balance
the work load among the interviewers. This is assignment control.
Supervisors are responsible for preparing assignments and ensuring
both their equitability among interviewers and their completion within
required timeframes. When making assignments, supervisors also con-
sider such factors as location of the interviewer’s residence, difficulty in
interviewing households in the assignment area, and the interviewer’s
ability. The regional offices provide interviewers with written assign-
ments and the appropriate survey materials prior to the interview.
Interviewers then review their assignments and plan their itinerary.

Interviewers return questionnaires to the regional office as they com-
plete their interviews or after determining that it is not possible to con-
duct an interview. A respondent’s refusing to give information or an
interviewer’s confirming that a respondent will not be available consti-
tutes a noninterview. Both noninterview and completed questionnaires
are returned to the regional office, where survey clerks log them in and
supervisors monitor the work flow for timeliness. Should interviewers
fall behind schedule, supervisors determine reasons for the delay and, if
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Office Edits

needed, take such action as offering assistance or assigning another or
more-experienced interviewer to assist in completing the assignment.

From our observations and interviews with responsible regional per-
sonnel, we found that the Bureau’s procedures for controlling assign-
ments are adhered to and that these controls assist in balancing the
work loads at both regional offices. We also found that the daily surveil-
lance of returned questionnaires facilitates a supervisor’s detecting an
interviewer’s falling behind schedule and taking appropriate action. As
a result, we believe the assignment-control procedures balance the work
load and ensure accountability for the completed questionnaires.

Questionnaires are edited by regional-office survey clerks to detect
errors in preparation (e.g., noncompliance with procedures, omissions,
and inconsistencies). Correcting sloppy marking of questionnaires is
especially important to CPS where the questionnaires are machine read.

Because editing CPS and SIPP questionnaires is costly and time-con-
suming, only certain questionnaires are edited. The Bureau requires that
the questionnaires of new interviewers and interviewers failing to meet
minimum error standards be edited in their entirety. Experienced inter-
viewers continuously meeting or exceeding minimum error standards
have only selected items edited. Editing standards are based on an inter-
viewer’s previous work as well as Bureau guidelines.

Survey clerks finding errors have several options. The mark for cps
answers can be neatly completed. Missing data, such as name or zip
code, can be inserted on the basis of other available data. Where neces-
sary, the survey clerk can contact the interviewer. Where errors cannot
be corrected, the survey clerk is directed to leave the question unan-
swered. Later processing in the headquarters edit/imputation phase will
account for an answer.

We observed the editing process in both regional offices, finding that it
was being performed appropriately and that the regional offices are
complying with Bureau procedures. We believe the edit function
improves the data quality: administrative errors are corrected rather
than the questionnaire data’s not being entered because of minor
problems.
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Follow-up

Reinterview Program

Noninterview questionnaires are reviewed by regional-office supervi-
sors who determine what can be done when respondents refuse to par-
ticipate, are not at home, or are known to be temporarily absent, say, on
vacation. If a supervisor judges that noninterviews can be converted to
completed interviews, follow-up action is taken. If the interview cannot
be performed, a noninterview is carried against the performance ratings
of the interviewer and the regional office.

We observed that supervisory personnel at both regional offices review
all noninterview questionnaires. Based on their experience, they decide
if follow-up actions—calling the nonrespondents themselves, sending
out a more-experienced interviewer, or sending an explanatory letter
signed by the regional director to the nonrespondent—would be appro-
priate. A ¢ps follow-up method uses “telephone holds” in cases where an
interviewer, believing an interview is possible in the near future, meets
the Bureau’s accounting deadlines by mailing the blank questionnaire to
the regional office. The interview information can then be communi-
cated later by telephone, transcribed onto the questionnaire, and incor-
porated into the survey.

Generally, the supervisors we interviewed felt that follow-up actions
often will not succeed in persuading unwilling respondents to cooperate.
From the follow-up efforts we observed, we believe reasonable and suf-
ficient actions are taken to successfully complete survey interviews.

Reinterviewing, a key quality control, is primarily used to detect falsifi-
cation of data and ensure actual performance of interviews. The Bureau
considers falsification to be the willful recording of incorrect informa-
tion. Reinterviews also assist management in ensuring that the correct
household unit was surveyed and that responses were properly
recorded, and provide feedback on the interviewer’s performance.

The Bureau has designed a reinterview program for CPS and SIPP in
which about a sixth of the interviewers are randomly selected for
reinterview each month. Each interviewer undergoes a reinterview at
least once, but not more than four times, yearly. Interviewers have a
third of their assignments subject to reinterview.

Reinterviews are conducted by either a supervisor or SFR, provided that
the SFR did not conduct the original interview. For CPs, the entire ques-
tionnaire is covered as if it were a first-time interview. Only selected SIPP
questions are used for reinterview purposes. Reinterviewers for each
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survey are experienced and familiar with the survey’s concepts and cur-
rent procedures.

Reinterviewers have the original responses so they may determine, as
much as they can, why answers to the same question differ. Reinter-
viewers must (1) evaluate whether the original interviewer falsified
data or erred, or whether the respondent provided inconsistent answers,
and (2) prepare a report, which is reviewed by management personnel
for appropriate action.

The Bureau does not tolerate falsification of data. If such is indicated
and confirmed, the interviewer is dismissed. Bureau figures on proven
incidents indicate that data falsification is not a significant contributor
in reducing data quality. For instance, the Bureau confirmed 31 such
incidents in the cps for all regions from September 1982 to August 1984.
An average of approximately 57,000 interviews is completed monthly.
Based primarily on discussions with the supervisors and SFRs, we
believe their experience and familiarity with the interviewer’s cormit-
ment to the job is a significant control in preventing data falsification.
Management personnel and interviewers we questioned and observed
are very sensitive to the proper conduct for survey interviews. When
supervisors detect potential problems, we found they take steps immedi-
ately to more closely monitor an interviewer’s performance. When the
disparity in responses can be attributed to interviewer error, additional
training and closer supervision may be scheduled. In all cases, inter-
viewers are informed of the reinterview results; a copy of the report
goes into their personnel file.

The Bureau also uses the reinterview program to measure data relia-
bility for cps, but not for SIPP. In 20 percent of CPS’ reinterview cases, the
interview is conducted without referring to the original responses. The
reinterview results are forwarded to headquarters and compared with
the original responses; analysis of the comparison between the two pro-
vides a measure of data quality. For sIPP, the reinterview program is not
used to assess data quality, partly because of the cost and respondent
burden necessary to reconcile original and subsequent responses.

We examined two potential problem areas of this program: (1) inter-

viewers’ possible advance knowledge of forthcoming reinterviews and
(2) providing the original responses to the reinterviewer.
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Data Processing Controls

In the first area, we determined that safeguards are sufficient to mini-
mize an interviewer’s foreknowledge of reinterview. For one, inter-
viewers and their assignments are selected randomly each month. For
another, only supervisory staff or SFrs conduct reinterviews. The
Bureau relies on their integrity not to forewarn an interviewer of a
planned reinterview.

In the second area, having the original responses before reinterviewing
could influence a reinterviewer’s judgment or could allow for copying of
the original answers and not conducting the reinterview. We found that
the Bureau has no direct check on reinterviewers.

Bureau officials interviewed on this matter generally agree that, ideally,
all reinterviews should be conducted as if they were original interviews,
with a third party comparing the original and reinterview responses.
Should the two responses differ significantly, contact with the respon-
dent would be initiated. We were informed that the Bureau has consid-
ered, but not implemented, this procedure, due primarily to additional
cost, time delays, and respondent burden. In particular, the time
required to compare original to reinterview responses and have the
results included in the cpS estimates published a week later is difficult.
We believe that current practices are reasonable, given the cost, time,
and respondent burden. Overall, we believe the reinterview program is
accomplishing its primary objective of discouraging data falsification.

Data processing differs for CpPs and SiPP. CPS questionnaires are shipped
daily to Jeffersonville, Indiana, for entry into headquarters’ data
processing system. SIPP questionnaires are edited within the regional
offices, then are electronically transmitted into headquarters’ data
processing system.

Each regional office counts and records the number of shipped CPS ques-
tionnaires. Each receives confirmation from Jeffersonville that the cor-
rect number of questionnaires has arrived. We observed that the
prescribed procedures for accounting for the transactions were carried
out. For each Cps interview cycle, monthly count forms are maintained
at each regional office.

Jeffersonville’s activities include converting CPS questionnaire data into
electronic form for transmission to headquarters’ processing system.
There the data enter an acceptance/pre-edit routine; certain errors
detected are returned to Jeffersonville for correction. The remaining
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data processing—including a final edit and tabulation of results—con-
tinues at headquarters.

In contrast to CPS, SIPP’s data processing activities occur in the regional
offices. The questionnaires are batched and the data are entered by data
entry clerks. These entries are checked by an electronic data processing
(EDP) supervisor. The clerks are expected to operate at a minimum-
standard error rate of less than .043 percent. If performance falls below
this level, all the clerk’s data batches are completely edited. In contrast,
clerks continuously maintaining a satisfactory error rate have a sixth of
their batches edited. After editing, data are electronically transmitted
for entry into headquarters’ data processing system. Any data rejected
are transmitted back to the originator for correction and resubmission.
Headquarters processes data until they are acceptable.

In both regional offices we found that controls over regional-office data
processing—transmission and document shipping-—are adequate, in
place, and operating. We observed document shipping for cps to be in
compliance with Bureau procedures. We also observed that all sipP docu-
ment batching, delivery to the EDP unit, keying, supervisory checks, and
edits are conducted as required. SIPP editing policy is followed: data are
not transmitted to headquarters until the appropriate control steps have
been completed. Rejected data are monitored until they are acceptable to
headquarters’ computer system. Since headquarters verifies receipt of
the SIPP data from the regional offices and performs the final edit and
tabulation, these data processing controls are not within the scope of
this review. Neither are data processing controls for cps at Jeffer-
sonville and headquarters within the scope of this review.
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Attracting and
Retaining Qualified
Interviewers

As we examined data-collection, review, and processing controls for Cps
and SIPP, we became aware of other factors that impact the overall
quality of federal statistical data. Specifically, the Bureau'’s ability to
attract and retain individuals to perform interviews, the job’s being
part-time, respondents’ willingness to provide information, and general
funding levels are factors that also affect data quality.

These issues are not unique to the CPS and SIPP but are factors in most
federal statistical surveys. Because of congressional concern on pre-
serving federal statistical quality, we include a general discussion of
these factors.

Interviewing requires certain skills; it is employment that cannot be
readily performed by some, and its nature is not attractive to others.
Recruiting and retaining qualified individuals for interviewing is a chal-
lenge. Bureau officials believe that the numbers of qualified individuals
who desire an interviewer’s job, who find the pay acceptable, and who
will work part-time are limited, increasing the challenge of attracting
and retaining interviewers.

The Bureau and other research-oriented organizations have done consid-
erable study and analysis on desirable characteristics for interviewers.
Generally, the following are considered best: middle-age; need for money
or job; adequate and dependable child care for interviewers with chil-
dren; desire for part-time, not full-time, work; neat appearance; good
personality and physical health; and interest in the job. Bureau officials
have stated that it is difficult to recruit individuals who have these
characteristics and who also find the work and compensation
acceptable.

Over the years, the typical interviewer can be described as a white
female, 42-52 years old, middle-class, married, and having a high school
education or better. While these individuals have traditionally made up
the interviewing staff, today the Bureau finds the *‘typical interviewer”
pursuing full-time, long-term, career-oriented employment and not
seeking or interested in part-time Bureau employment.

Potential interviewers are subjected to the same selection criteria in all
regions. New York constantly recruits to fill positions for all of its
surveys. For example, from July to December 1984 that office held 39
testing sessions at various metropolitan locations for 797 individuals
who had applied or had expressed interest in becoming an interviewer.
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Of this number, 367 showed up for testing, and 214 passed. For various
reasons, such as the applicant did not meet the other selection criteria or
was no longer interested, only 93 of the original 797 individuals could be
hired.

Kansas City does not need to devote as much effort to recruiting as does
New York. In most cases, Kansas City has been able to fill its needs
through current interviewers’ knowing of qualified, interested
individuals.

Bureau officials, asked about the differences in effort expended to
attract potential candidates, said they believe it is in part due to regional
demographic and economic differences.

Retaining the interviewer staff is another challenge the Bureau faces.
For the past 20 years, it has been confronted with a turnover rate of
approximately 30 percent. Turnover adds costs in terms of hiring and
training new interviewers and can contribute to a loss of data accuracy.
New interviewers generally tend to make more errors and are not as
successful at probing for the data. Decreasing turnover rates, thus
retaining more-experienced interviewers, might reduce costs and
improve data quality. However, having an experienced staff, who
accrue service time and pay increases, may add costs. In either case, it
has not been clearly established whether reducing the present 30-per-
cent turnover rate is possible or whether this is the best rate attainable.
Kansas City does not yet consider interviewer turnover to be a critical
issue. New York’s rate is higher than the average 30 percent. Other met-
ropolitan-area regional offices are beginning to experience increases in
turnover rates.

The Bureau has tried to isolate the reason for high interviewer turnover.
In its most recent study (January 1985), former interviewers were asked
why they left. Most said the nature of interviewing, performance expec-
tations, pay, personal/family situations, lack of supervisory support,

cutbacks in work, relocations, and/or retirement caused their departure.

We believe that the Bureau is limited in what it actually can do. For
example, Bureau officials believe it is difficult to dramatically change
the job’s characteristics. Performance expectations must be high to
foster and maintain data quality. Cutbacks in hours worked depend
somewhat on available funding or changes in survey practices. Officials
have little control or influence over relocation and retirements.
Improving pay may help, but will not single-handedly reduce the rate.

Page 21 GAO/IMTEC-86-8 Creditable Collection Procedures



Appendix IT
Other Issues Potentially Affecting Federal
Statistical Data Collection

Part-Time vs. Full-Time
Employment

The Bureau recently surveyed interviewer attitudes and is studying the
results. To date, no specific recommendations have evolved. Regardless,
we believe turnover impacts data quality.

There are advantages and disadvantages to part-time and full-time
employment. Offering the interviewer’s position as full-time employ-
ment might attract people who want a long-term career opportunity. It
is possible that if interviewers’ jobs were full-time their work would be
more accurate and complete or that they would be less likely to quit. No
available data support or refute these hypotheses. Hiring interviewers
full-time would involve going through regular federal hiring and firing
channels and paying benefits—sick leave, insurance, or retirement—not
currently required. Additional factors are that surveys are short in
duration and a full-time work load is difficult to guarantee. The Bureau
has reached no definite resolution on these issues.

Respondents’
Participation

The Bureau must carefully design its survey sample population and
questionnaires to provide the basis for projecting national estimates
with the desired high degree of statistical validity. Certainly the esti-
mates are heavily dependent on the respondents’ taking the time to pro-
vide the data. Participation in most federal surveys is strictly voluntary.

Respondents’ willingness to participate in a particular survey can be
influenced by various factors, such as disagreement with certain gov-
ernmental activities or policies, timing, interview frequency (monthly
for cps, once every 4 months for SIPP), or a perception that questions are
too personal or none of the government’s business. If certain informa-
tion, say, Social Security number, has already been given, a respondent
may not repeat it to the interviewer.

If the Bureau cannot maintain a certain response rate within a pre-
scribed sample size, the resulting lack of data will undermine the
survey's statistical validity; larger population surveys can tolerate mor:
nonresponses than small-sized ones, where nonresponses become more
significant.

Funding Implications

The quality of statistical data collection requires a certain level of
funding to balance the degree of accuracy desired and costs to be
incurred. Areas of consideration are: raising interviewers’ compensatio
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and benefits, expanding a survey sample to possibly get better informa-
tion, performing studies of alternative collection methods, and
improving statistical methodologies. Funding is a significant factor
when considering whether survey methodologies and questionnaires
need change or updating. The necessary research and pretesting can be
costly.

Such issues are difficult to evaluate since the effect of cost on data
quality may not be clear or immediate. In recent years, the Bureau,
experiencing budget cuts, has reduced the CPs and SIPP survey sample
size. A reduced sample size gives norresponses greater impact on data
quality. Staff may perceive the need for high response rates as
increased pressure to obtain interviews. Such pressure could, in turn,
contribute to turnover rates, which might increase error probability and
result in less reliable estimates.

082)

We want to emphasize that our review covered only questionnaire
design, interviewer selection and training, and data collection and
review procedures at two regions. While we found these essential con-
trols for data quality effectively operating, we believe that they, in and
of themselves, are not sufficient to guarantee a high degree of statistical
quality. The question of statistical quality must be answered with atten-
tion to numerous factors involved in preparing for and gathering the
data as well as serious examinations of the trade-offs statisticians,
policy-makers, and users are willing to make.
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