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Overhauling the Current Population Survey

Why is it necessary to change?

In recent years, the cps has been

hard pressed to keep pace with the changes

in U.S. economic and social life;
as a result, a revamped survey,
geared to the 1990's,

will be initiated in January 1994

most important source of information on

the labor force, employment, and unem-
ployment in the United States—is 53 years old this
year. It yields perhaps the most eagerly awaited
economic statistic—the monthly unemployment
rate—and a host of other key data related to trends
in employment. Data from this sample survey of
60,000 households across the entire Nation give
policymakers, business persons, and academic
analysts the key grist for their varied mills.

But the post-World War II years have seen vast
changes in the Nation’s socioeconomic life. The
economy, buffeted by developments at home and
on the international scene, has weathered periods
of recession and shortages alternating with years
of robust growth. The responses to these changes
have included serious efforts to meet stiff compe-
tition in international markets; the streamlining of
many industries and the loss of some; and the
rapid growth of the services sector relative to the
traditional goods-producing sector. On the social
scene, there have been changes in the structure of,
and number of workers in, American families; a
massive movement of women into the labor force;
the arrival of millions of immigrants from poorer
nations, who must be assimilated into the society;
and a general shift in the places where people
work and the types of work they do.

. Does the Current Population Survey, as it is
currently structured and administered, allow us to
fully capture the effects of these developments?
The answer appears to be that it could do better.
Mounting evidence of the problems prompted yet
another wholesale examination of the survey, be-
ginning in 1986. Changes to the survey as a result

T he Current Population Survey (cpsy—the

of that review will be implemented and tested with
the introduction of a new labor force questionnaire
in January 1994.

This article presents an overview of the Current
Population Survey, and generally discusses the ar-
eas slated for change. Anne E. Polivka and Jen-
nifer M. Rothgeb next address specific points of
the 1994 revision in greater detail. In the final ar-
ticle in this issue, Chester E. Bowie, Lawrence S,
Cahoon, and Elizabeth A. Martin describe the
plans to assess the effects on labor force estimates
of the new mathodological changes (o the cps.

Origins of the crs

In 1940, with the effects of the Great Depression
on economic activity in general and employment
in particular still very much in evidence, the U.S.
Govemment launched a monthly sample survey in
an attempt to provide timely estimates of the num-
ber of employed and unemployed persons. The
survey was rather small, involving only 8,000
households. Some experts judged it a shaky propo-
sition because the use of sample surveys to detect
trends in a complete population was not fully ac-
cepted at the time.! Moreover, no one had really
agreed on the best way to identify and count the
unemployed.

The Works Projects Administration (wPA), an
agency created to help drag the Nation out of the
depression, had attempted to count the unem-
ployed 3 years earlier, in 1937. This Enumerative
Check Census of Unemployment was a postcard
survey covering the entire country.? Such a survey
présented numerous problems for economists and
statisticians alike, because no statistical controls—

t
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such as accounting for nonresponse—were pos-
sible, but it certainly whetted appetites for more
and better data. By late 1939, some forward-
looking statisticians with the wra had designed a
national sample and a short questionnaire, based
on the notion that one should be measuring em-
ployment and unemployment according to the ac-
tual activity of each member of the household.
Following a brief testing period, a survey called
the “Monthly Report of Unemployment” was ini-
tiated in March 1940,

The timing of the new monthly survey was, of
course, intentional. It would give analysts a
chance to compare the results of the sample survey
with those from the full-blown 1940 Decennial
Census. Results from the small sample matched
those from the much larger census count very
closely, as it tumed out. Indeed, the new survey,
with its extensive training of interviewers and cau-
tious methods of enumeration, appeared to pro-
vide more accurate estimates than did the cen-
sus—a phenomenon that confounded many
nonstatisticians for years to come.

The wea did not survive many more years, and
a permanent home for the new sample survey had
to be found. The Bureau of the Census was se-
lected, and what is now called the Current Popula-
tion Survey—or the more familiar acronym, cPs—
has been conducted by the agency since 1942. The
Bureau of Labor Statistics entered the picture in
1959, when it assumed responsibility for the
analysis and publication of the monthly unem-
ployment statistics. And so, in the intervening
years, the survey has grown, from one covering
8,000 houtzholds with a very simple question-
naire to the present 60,000 sample with a larger set
of more complex questions.

With the passage of time, the survey has in-
creased not only in size but also in usefulness
(the two are quite naturally related). Much of its
value derives from the nature of data collected.
Because it is a statistical sample survey, the in-
formation collected relates to the employment
status of the entire population, not just a portion
of it. There is full demographic coverage, so that
data are obtained on a broad array of character-
istics of people and families. With respect to the
labor force (the employed plus the unemployed),
data are obtained on industrial, occupational,
and class-of-worker status. For the employed,
there are data on hours worked, providing infor-
mation on the full-time and part-time status of

1 workers, and on their vsual weckly eamnings. By
way of example, the availability of full-time/
part-time data has been useful in examining the
growth of so-called contingent work in the
United States, while earnings data—available
both on a weekly basis, and annually from
supplements to the regular March survey—have
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been used with great frequency in examining
such things as female/male pay differences over
time. For the unemployed, data routinely are
collected on duration of unemployment, the
respondent’s job status at the time that his or her
jobless spell began (lost or left job or labor force
entrant), and jobseeking methods used. And, fi-
nally, among those not in the labor force, data are
obtained for that elusive group, “discouraged
workers"—persons who would like to have jobs
but do not feel that they can find any. Taken in its
entirety, there are a virtually infinite number of
analytical possibilities provided by the cs.

But even given the huge amount of data already
collected, there is a strong demand for more. The
last time that the cps was materially changed was
in 1967, when there were marked revisions to the
questionnaire. These changes resuited largely
from recommendations made by the President’s
Committee to Appraise Employment and Unem-
ployment Statistics, known more familiarly as the
Gordon Committee, in 1962.> Not only were a
number of marginal changes made in the way em-
ployment and, particularly, unemployment were
measured, but there was also a significant expan-
sion in the types of data collected, including the
beginnings of a data series on labor market dis-
couragement. But that was 26 years ago, and,
over the intervening period, a considerable back-
log of unfulfilled data requirements has been
generated. Adding impetus for change was the
fact that, in 1979, another Presidential Commis-
sion, the National Commission on Employment
and Unemployment Statistics, made recommen-
dations for improving labor force :tatistics, par-
ticularly regarding the measurement of labor
market discouragement.*

Just as there has been increasing demand for
more data over the last two decades, there has been
a demand for better data. As statistical research on
improving the efficiency of the cps sample design
and estimation procedures proceeded in prepara-
tion for the sample redesign based upon results of
the 1980 census, it became apparent that major
reductions in the mean square error of cps-based
estimates would have to be made by reducing
nonsampling, rather than sampling, error. Al-
though there had always been a recognition of the
existence of nonsampling error, in general—and
measurement error, in particular—the documenta-
tion of rotation group bias during the mid-1970’s
provided a quantification not previously avail-
able.’ Further research on this bias and its causes
was limited, in part, due to a lack of a theoretical
model and appropriate research methods. Then, in
the early 1980’s, the introduction of two new sur-
vey research methodologies provided the means
for understanding and reducing measurement er-
ror. These included the application of behavioral

i




science theory and methods—more commonly re-
ferred to as the cognitive aspects of survey meth-
odology®—and computer-assisted interviewing. It
is through the blending of these two methodolo-
gies that a new collection procedure, which fo-
cuses on reducing measurement error, was made
possible.

Recognizing an opportunity, the Bureaus of
Census and Labor Statistics convened, in 1986, a
high-level working group that included the top
leadership of both agencies. These experts met for
2 years, during which they formulated an exten-
sive plan to overhaul the cps from top to bottom
during the 1990’s. Among the undertakings speci-
fied were to: 1) Revamp the questionnaire in its
entirety, taking into account cognitive interview-
ing technigues; 2) conduct the survey entirely by
computer-assisted means; and 3} develop a state-
of-the-art data processing system that would ac-
commodate the first two, These proposals were
submitted to the U.S. Office of Management and
Budget (oMB) as part of a comprehensive budget
request to redesign the cps and were approved for
both agencies by oms and the Congress for the pe-
riod 1990-96.

Change in data collected

The Bureau of Labor Statistics and Census Bureau
researchers who undertook the development of the
revised qQuestionnaire considered a number of is-
sues, needs, and recommendations. These in-
cluded, but certainly were not limited to, the fol-
lowing: :

e National Commission on Employment and
Unemployment Statistics (Levitan Commission)

Tecommendations;

» Demands for more data that would help resolve
or explain certain ambiguities in labor force be-
havior or trends;

¢ Better longitudinal data;

* More reliable eamnings data;

® Data that would assist in providing information
about emerging issues of the times, such as the in-
cidence of contingent work, the “glass ceiling” as
a limit on women’s job advancement potential,
availability of child care, and so forth;

® Changes in perceptions or meanings of certain
words or concepts over time.

These are discussed in greater detail below.

Levitan Commission recommendations. The
most recent examination of the Nation’s labor
force statistics, including their underlying techni-
cal and conceptual foundation, was conducted by
the Presidentially appointed National Commis-
sion on Employment and Unemployment Statis-
tics (NCEUS) in 1978-79. The report that the NCEUS

issued on Labor Day 1979 had no specific recom-
mendations for changing the concepts of employ-
ment and unemployment but did recommend
changes in the way labor market discouragement
was measured.

At present, discouragement is determined by
asking persons who are not working at all in the
survey reference week, and who have not looked
for work during the prior 4-week peried, if they
would like to work “now,” either full or part time,
with those answering in the affirmative being
asked the reason why they are not seeking a job.
Those who respond with a job market-related
reason, such as their belief that work is not avail-
able, the fact that they gave up their search, or the
effect of some personal factor (age, race, lack of
skill, and so forth), are then counted as “discour-
aged workers,” Recognizing the inherent subjec-
tivity in such a concept, the NcEUs recommended a
measuremnent based on evidence of prior search
and current desire and availability for a job. (This
would be in keeping with the way discouragement
is measured in the Canadian labor force survey.)
The NCEUs recommendation was accepted by the
Secretary of Labor 2 years later,” but could not be
implemented without the use of a separate overlap
sample, which would determine if the changed
concept had &n impact on other measures, such as
the unemployment rate, Therefore, any change
had to await the availability of funding for ques-
tionnaire testing and a separate panel of house-
holds (overlap sample).

Other Nceus recommendations for question-
naire development included the expressed need
for more detailed information on persons not in
the labor force, the “terms and conditions under
which the unemployed are seeking work,” data on
usual versus actual hours, and-more information
on the job-changing patterns of employed persens.
The Commission also devoted an entire chapter of
their report to the desirability of “measuring labor
market related hardship,” implying the need for
more and better data on earnings and on marginal
labor force activities.

Other data needs. A commonly cited issue in
the labor force field has been the large, often inex-
plicable, differences in employment levels and
trends emanating from comparisons of data from
the cps and those from the BLS survey of nonfarm
establishments. These differences exist even after
attempts to account for measurable differences
through “reconciliation exercises,” which account
for known variations, particularly coverage. His-
torically, employment estirnates from the two sur-
veys did tend to track fairly well over time, if not
on a month-to-month basis. However, even that
relationship broke down in the late 1980’s, when
employment growth as measured by the establish-
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ment survey significantly outstripped that mea-
sured in the household-based cps.

One factor that clearly played a role in the ob-
served divergence was multiple jobholding, which
is measured infrequently in cps supplements. (In
the monthly measurements, employed persons are
counted only once in the cps, regardless of the
number of jobs they hold, whereas, in the estab-
lishment survey, persons with multiple jobs are
counted for each job they hold.) It was estimated
that increases in the number of persons working at
two or more jobs accounted for as much as 65 per-
cent of the difference in employment growth
measured by the two surveys over the May 1985~
89 period—May being the month in these 2 years
during which data on dual jobholding was col-
lected in special cps supplements.® Thus, regular
collection of data on multiple jobholding could
prove guite useful, not only for shedding light on
the survey differences in measuring employment,
but also for determining once and for all the rotal
counts of full-time and part-time jobs in the
United States—a very important data need.

The measurement of self-employment in the
United States is of continuing interest to data users

concemed with the extent of business formation in -

this country. Also entering in are issues surround-
ing marginal work, such as unpaid family work
{which must be at Ieast 15 hours a week to be
counted as employed in the ces). This is another

area in which ¢ps measures have been somewhat .

deficient, and in which improvements thus are
desirable.

Better longitudinal data. Because of its 484
rotatien scheme, wherein households enter the
survey for 4 months, exit for 8 months, and then
return for another 4 months, the cps provides the
potential for tracking persons over a total of 16
months. In practice, there are difficulties with this
methodology, due to such problems as rotation
group bias, faulty recall, response bias, and the
like. There is therefore strong interest in making a
number of improvements that would reduce the
likelihood of spurious, or otherwise inaccurate,
changes being reported in the survey from month
to month.

The use of dependent interviewing would go
the furthest in solving this problem. With respect
1o the measurement of an employed person’s oc-
cupation, for example, it has been determined that
presently about a third of the cps participants who
are employed in 2 consecutive months change
their occupation. Testing suggests that a high pro-
portion of these changes are spurious, that is, the
persons did not change their occupations; what in
fact happened is that different descriptions of
their duties and responsibilities were reported,
resulting in their being classified in a different
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occupation. A more accurate estimate of the
“true” monthly change in occupation would be
about 10 percent from month to month.® This
problem could be “corrected” if the prior
month’s information could be made available
to the interviewer, and only those persons who
indicate that they have changed employers or
that their duties and responsibilities have
changed would be asked about their current
jobs; otherwise, the prior month’s status would
be carried forward.

Similar problems exist with measuring the du-
ration of vnemployment. Norman Bowers and
Francis W. Horvath found a significant negative
relationship between the unemployment duration
reported during the first interview and the reported
change between months.'® They concluded that
the average duration of unemployment may be
overstated by at least 2 weeks. Estimates might be
improved for persons found to be unemployed in
both the current and previous months if the num-
ber of weeks the persons had been jobseeking
were to be carried forward automatically from the
previous month’s count.

More earnings data.  'Whereas most cps data us-
ers are familiar with the annual March supple-
ment, with its full array of income, eamings, and
work experience data covering the previous calen-
dar year, fewer users are aware that data on the
*“nsual weekly eamnings” of wage and salary work-
ers, and the hourly rate of pay for those paid by the
hour, have been collected monthly in the cps since
1579 (in the two out-going rotation groups, 4 and
8). These data (tabulated and published quarterly)
have been used, for example, to study trends in the
female/male eamings ratio, which was up to 76
percent for full-time workers in the second quarter
of 1993."! Given the considerable potential value
of these data, there is interest in furthering their
usefulness—first, by improving the accuracy of
the measures, and then by expanding to some de-
gree the amount of data available.

Data on other important current issues. How
many contingent workers are there in the United
States? Does the glass ceiling still exist, or alterna-
tively, is it being gradually pierced? How many
workers have child care problems? People look to
the cps to answer these and many other timely
questions. If items were added to the cps ques-
tionnaire relating to weekly hours of work and if
more detail became available on the reasons why
people work less than full time (defined as fewer
than 35 hours per week), the resulting data could
prove useful in the examination of both the contin-
gent work force and the need for child care. Better
estimation of occupational and earnings data (re-
ferred to above) would be helpful (but certainly
not ill-serving) in answering the glass-ceiling
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question. There are undoubtedly other issues, not
yeton the national (or local) agenda, on which sur-
vey improvements of this sort could shed light.

Changes in perceptions or meanings. An excel-
lent example of this phenomenon involves the
measurement of persons “on layoff.” In the past,
most persons defined layoff as a temporary sepa-
ration, whereby there was an expectation of recall
as soon as business conditions improved. More
recently, we have come to recognize that the term
layoff has taken on a much broader meaning. For
example, in recent focus group exercises, when
persons were asked “Do you have a job from
which you are temporarily laid off?”, some re-
spondents who had permanently lost their jobs an-
swered in the affirmative.* In other words, when
used in isolation, the term now signifies a degree
of permanence to many respondents. This recog-
nition is crucial to proper measurement, if only to
get a better fix on how many people are truly laid
off, in order to differentiate this group from those
who are unemployed for other reasons—espe-
cially those jobless due to permanent discharge. In
the present questionnaire, the distinctions are in-
sufficiently clear, and thus revised wording is nec-
essary to ensure the precise meaning. A likely out-
come would be fewer persons enumerated as
being on layoff and more persons assigned to the
“other job losers™ category.

The data collection process

Whereas the 1967 questionnaire changes were
prompted by a shift in the concepts of employ-
me at and unemployment, changes in the mnde
of collection have, historically, been ti.e result of
the need to cut costs (for example, the increase
in telephone interviewing during the 1970’s} or
reduce processing time (as in the case of the
switch to Fospic? in 1961). For the 1994 revi-
sions, improving data quality is the primary rea-
son for changing both the questions and the
mode of collection.

Despite the existence of what theoretically may
appear to be very concise definitions of labor force
status, the conversion of concepts into a series of
questions for determining status is not straightfor-
ward." While, for most people, the measurement
of labor force status is robust and reliable, there is
a small minority for which it is not.

To reduce measurement error, it is necessary to
investigate the processes of question asking, ques-
tion answering, and the interaction between re-
spondent and interviewer.”® The question asking
task has been characterized as encompassing
question reading or recall and question formula-
tion. In fact, the interviewer's task goes beyond
question asking to include categorizing responses

to open-ended questions when the questionnaire
provides only a small set of response categories,
and converting sometimes lengthy descriptions of
kind of work or important activities or duties into
responses that can be entered on one 5-inch line. -

Question sequencing has long been recognized
as having an effect on data quality.'® In a cPs-based
example, questions for persons not in the labor
force were moved from the first- and fifth-month
interviews to the fourth- and eighth-month inter-
views in January 1970, because there was evi-
dence that the original timing of the questions re-
sulted in unacceptably high reporting of additional
unemployed persons as well.”

To minimize interviewer error associated with
question wording, cPs interviewers are trained to
pose the questions exactly as worded. Yet, a study
using 1969 and 1971 data showed that the ques-
tion “Did. . . have ajob or business from which he
was temporarily absent or on layoff last week?”
was reworded by the interviewer in 18 percent of
the observed interviews.'® Interviewers participat-
ing in focus groups indicate that this question and
others are difficult to ask and often are too com-
plex for respondents to understand.'®

Under certain circumstances, inferviewers are
given instructions to deviate from the script and to
formulate their own questions. For example, inter-
viewers are to probe about unpaid work if the
household is involved with a farm or business.
Yet, the current questionnaire contains no explicit
guestion to identify such households, implying
that the use of such probes can be “iffy” at best.

Instructions to interviewers on how to pro-
ceed—termed “'question sequencing™—are given
using two methods, directional arrovs or itali-
cizec instructions. In the absence of either method,
the interviewer’s default procedure is to proceed
in numerical order. As a result, questions are
soretimes skipped; the missing data rate for some
questions can be as high as 4 percent.

The respondent’s task of question answering is
not always easy either. One model of question an-
swering includes four tasks: question comprehen-
sion, knowledge recall, judgment, and response
verbalization.”* Comprehension may be a problem
for respondents, because some of the words and
terms used in cps questions have multiple mean-
ings (such as *job™), some are given a broader in-
terpretation by respondents than intended by BLS
(for example, “on layoff'”); and some have diverse
meanings (as in “looking for work™).?!

Recall of the many nonsalient activities of ev-
eryday life is complicated by their storage in
memory as schema rather than as specific epi-
sodes, For example, people have a typical work-
week. To answer accurately a question such as
“How many hours did you work last week?”, they
would have to access their episodic memory to re-
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construct the actual days worked, beginning and
ending times, and periods of absence. Motivation
on the part of respondents to search their memo-
ries for specific episodic events varies. Search
strategies also vary. In the case of proxy respon-
dents——persons who respond on behalf of other
household members—the specific information
may not be known at all.

Respondents must judge the adequacy and rel-
evance of recalled information. They may recall
incorrectly but judge what they recall as accurate.
Or they may engage in “satisficing behavior,”
such as providing an adequate but incomplete an-
swer when a more substantial cognitive effort is
needed to answer a question completely and accu-
rately.2 Thus, instead of trying to recall specific
hours worked last week, many people respond
with an estimate of their usual hours worked. They
may also recall correctly but judge the information
as imelevant. For example, there is evidence that
adults may use a different standard for judging an
activity, such as looking for work, when the sub-
ject is a child (teenager) rather than an adult.?

A number of factors can influence a respon-
dent’s decision at the communication stage, in-
cluding the sensitivity of the question, the social
desirability of the answer, and the expectation of
the interviewer, Respondents may feel a need to
give a favorable impression of themselves. Both
respondent and interviewer characteristics interact
with social desirability. For example, it has been
discovered during laboratory studies of proxy re-
porting that there are respondents who answer the
¢Pps questions as if they went to work last week but
who, if their spouses are to be believed, are actu-
ally unemployed or not in the labor force.” In one
case, the proxy even commented that her spouse
was ashamed of not having a job and often misrep-
resented his labor force status.

Interviewer processing of a response parallels
the question answering process, consisting of
comprehension, recall, judgment, and recording.
Judgment plays an important role in classifying
responses to open-ended questions. Interviewers
may judge some responses as inadequate and
probe for details; others may check the category
“other” and write in the response. (Interviewers
are trained to include only legitimate job search
activities in “other,” but a recent study showed
that 32 percent of “other” responses should
have been classified into one of the prespecified

' categories.”)

The physical form of the questionnaire is notan
insignificant factor in the information exchange
between respondent and interviewer. Inconsisten-
cies in instructions to the interviewers, inadequa-
cies in question sequencing, and incompleteness
of questions for certain circumnstances are in part
due to the space limitations of the current FOSDIC
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booklet. The separation of the household roster
forms, which are retained in the Census Bureau re-
gional offices, from the labor force questionnaires,
which are new each month and contain no pre-
printed information, requires interviewers to re-
enter basic demographic information each month
on the labor force questionnaires.

The mode of interviewing (personal visit, tele-
phone, computer-assisted telephone contact) also
can affect response.® After 24 months during
which centralized computer-assisted telephone in-
terviewing (CATI) was used in the cps, the unem-
ployment rate for the cami test panel (not all data
for sample households in the caTi-designated
panel are actually collected using catr) was found
to be 0.8 percentage point higher than for the con-
trol panel.”

The new cps questionnaire has been devel-
oped with an eye toward minimizing these and
other problems. It is recognized, of course, that
they cannot be eliminated altogether. The guid-
ing principle has been to reduce measurement
error by aiding the cognitive processing of both
respondents and interviewers. Comprehension is
enhanced by including definitions and by dividing
questions invelving multiple concepts. Recall is
aided by providing respondents with a strategy
for remembering their activities. Judgment is
augmented by including probes in the survey in-
strument and using the computer to do calcula-
tions. Better communication is achieved with the
improved flow of the interview through the use
of the computer. Interviewers feel more profes-
sional, and respondents feel less threatened.

The use of a computer as a survey instrument
provides a powerful tool that allows greater flex-
ibility in question wording and sequencing. The
computer permits the tailoring of question word-
ing and complex branching among questions to
meet specific situations, thus relieving interview-
ers of a significant burden. It allows for informa-
tion collected in a previous interview to be used in
the currerit interview to lighten the task of both re-
spondents and interviewers, Automated collection
procedures also provide the means for extending
the types of data collected in order to meet the de-
mands of the many users without a significant in-
crease in respondent burden.

A QUARTER OF A CENTURY has passed since the last
major revision to the Current Population Survey.
During that time, our society has changed greatly
and the demand for information has exploded. In-
creasingly, legislators and policymakers are look-
ing to the Federal statistical system to provide
themn with accurate and timely data on a wide vari-
ety of issues. While trying to meet some of these
evqr—increasing demands for data, we must not
lose sight of our primary measurement goal: to




provide a monthly snapshot of the activities of
our population of working age—how many
people are working, how many are looking for
work, and how many are out of the labor force
altogether. Morcover, we have a commitment to
providing the best quality data possible, using a
measurement process that takes advantage of the
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significant improvements in survey methodol-
ogy. It is believed that the introduction in 1994
of the “new” cps—the culmination of a multi-
year project undertaken by BLS and the Bureau of
the Census to revise and modernize the survey—
will go far toward meeting the Nation’s needs in
this regard. O
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Overhauling the Current Population Survey

Redesigning the cps questionnaire

The wording and order of questions, the survey
instrument, and the interaction of interviewers
and respondents all are vital to the success

of a survey; modifications addressing these
factors should greatly reduce the labor force
misclassification of individuals in the “new” CPS

Anne E. Polivka robably the single most politically sensi-
and tive number published by the Federal
Jennifer M. Rothgeb Government is the seasonally adjusted

monthly unemployment rate. This measure, -

along with other information about the U.S. la-
bor force, such as earnings, number of hours
worked, and job search intentions of those not in
the labor force, is calculated using data collected
through the Current Population Survey (cps).
Nevertheless, despite the importance of the sta-
tistics derived from the survey, and the changing
American economy, the cps has remained virtu-
ally unchanged since 1967.

In 1986, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS),
in collaboration with the Bureau of the Census,
began a program to modernize the cps. An inte-
gral part of this effort was evaluating and rede-
signing the survey questionnaire. The result is a
completely redesigned questionnaire,. which
will be implemented in January 1994. This ar-
ticle briefly elaborates on the history of and
concepts underlying the cps questionnaire, as
Anne E. Polivka is an difiCussed by John E. Bregger and Cathryn S.
economist with the Office Dippo on pages 3-9. Its chief focus, however,
of Research and Evaluation,  is the new questionnaire: the need for the rede-
Bureau of Labor Statistics.  sign; methods used to test alternative versions;
Jeonifer M. Rothgeb is a comparisons of the revised questionnaire with
social science statistitian .
with the Center for Survey the current one; and the extent to which labor
Methods Research, Bureay  force misclassification appears to be reduced
of the Census. through the redesign.
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Background in brief

Since its inception as a national survey of sample
households in 1940, the cps has based its meas-
urement of employment and unemployment on
individuals® activities. However, the implementa-
tion of these activity-based measurements (and the
auxiliary information collected with the cps) has
undergone some alterations throughout the years.

The most fundamental changes to the cps
questionnaire occurred in 1945 and 1967. In 1945,
four standardized questions were incorporated to
ascertain whether individuals were employed, un-
employed, or not in the labor force. Previously,
enumerators had assigned labor force classifica-
tions during the interview by following a compli-
cated prioritization scheme. However, special
studies conducted at the time demonstrated that
the lack of specifically worded questions resulted
in the exclusion from the labor force of a large
number of part-time and intermittent workers, and
created inconsistencies among individuals’ labor
force classifications. The introduction of specific
questions ensured uniformity in data collection
and relieved enumerators of the burden of apply-
ing complicated prioritization schemes.!

.- In the 1967 revision, these four standardized
labor force questions were maintained. However,
based on the recommendations of the President’s
Committee to Appraise Employment and Unem-




ployment Statistics (the Gordon Commitiee), a 4-
weck timeframe was inserted in the question to de-
termine if an individual had locked for work
within the preceding 4 weeks. Separate questions
about methods of job search and ability to take a
job also were added.? Since 1967, to be classified
as unemployed, an individuat has to have actively
looked for work within the last 4 weeks.

Other changes based on the Gordon Commit-
tee’s recommendations inciuded: raising the cut-
off age for exclusion from the labor force from
under 14 years to under 16 years; inclusion of two
questions about extra hours worked and time
taken off by persons working between 35 and 48
hours per week; addition of probing questions
about the duration of unemployment, and about
self-employment; and inclusion of questions ask-
ing if individuals who had not recently tested the
job market wanted to work and, if so, why they
had not searched for jobs.?

Since 1967, there have been no major changes
to the cps questionnaire, although earnings ques-
tions were added in 1979, guestions about union
membership and union coverage were incorpo-
rated in 1984, and inguiries about school enroll-
ment were included in 1985.

In the late 1970's and 1980°s, revisions to the
survey were proposed, most notably by the Na-
tional Commission on Employment and Unem-
ployment Statistics (the Levitan Commission).
Changes based on these recommendations were
tested by the Bureau of the Census in the early
1980's through the Methods Development Survey,
jointly developed by BLs and the Census. No major
changes were implemented, however, due to the
lack of funding for a large overlap sample neces-
sary to assess the effects of questionnaire changes.

The need for change

The U.S. sccioeconomic environment has
changed radically since 1967, and meodifications
to the cps questionnaire to account for these
changes are long overdue. The primary goal in
revising the questionnaire is to obtain more pre-
cise and consistent measures of the labor force. An
auxiliary, but still important, reason for the change
is to collect more information about the U.S.
population of working age.

The major way to obtain more precise meas-
ures of the labor force is to reduce the misclass-
ification of individuals’ labor force status that
results from interviewer or respondent error or
problems with the questidns asked. In the recent
redesign of the cps, four ways were identified to
reduce misclassifications: 1) clarification of ex-
isting definitions, 2) incorporation of defini-
tional changes proposed by various commis-
sions, 3) revision of question wordings and

sequencings, and 4) computerization of the sur-
vey collection process.*

Clarification of existing definitions. ldentifica-
tion of labor force activities frequently requires cps
respondents to understand specific concepts.
However, several of these concepts are not explic-
itly defined in the questionnaire. Better imple-
mentation of existing definitions entails clarifying
these concepts, rather than assuming that all sur-
vey participants employ a common definition,
Problematic concepts that were targeted for clarifi-
cation, include: “work”—because previous re-
search indicated that marginal work activities,
such as unpaid family work and intermittent-type
work were missed, while volunteer work some-
times was mistakenly captured in the survey; “on
layoff"—because evidence indicated that between
30 to 50 percent of “laid off” respondents did not
include the expectation of recall in their definition
of layoff; and “looking for work”—because it was
suspected that passive job search methods, such as
reading newspaper advertisements, were inappro-
priately being coded as active search methods,
causing some individuals to be falsely classified as
unemployed.?

Existing definitions also could be improved by
building definitions of phrases and terms directly
into the questions. Two phrases specifically iden-
tified as needing to be explained were “last week”
and “full-time work.” Previous research indicated
that only 17 percent of respondents used a defini-
tion of “last week” that matched the cps definition
of Sunday through Saturday. The majority, 54
percent, defined last week as Monday through Fri-
day.’ The Levitan Commission recommended de-
fining the phrase “full-time work” in the question-
naire, because the cps definition of full-time work
as 35 hours per week or more is not in accord with
many legal definitions and may not match com-
monly held notions of such work.’

A third way of clarifying existing definitions is
to ask explicitly for information rather than infer-
ring it from answers provided. One example in
which information currently is assumed rather
than explicitly requested involves the classifica-
tion of individuals as involuntarily part time (part
time for economic reasons). Underlying the con-
cept of part time for economic reasons is the as-
sumption that individuals who are involuntarily
working part time want, and are available, to work
full time. However, in the current cps, individuals
who are classified as part time for economic rea-
sons are never explicitly asked about their desire
or availability for full-time work. Rather, both are
assumed from the reasons respondents provide for
working part time. For example, individuals who
say they are working part time because they are
too busy with housewaork, school, or personal busi-
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ness are assumed not 1o be available for or to de-
sire full-time work. But, individuals who say they
are working part time because they cannot find
full-time work are assumed to be available for and
to want such work.

Incorporation of recommended definitional
changes. The Levitan Commission criticized
the discouraged worker definition for its reliance
on implicit information, as well as the subjec-
tivity of its definition. The Commission recom-
mended that the definition of “discouraged
workers” be more precise, and that the possibil-
ity of misclassification be reduced by including
direct questions about recent prior job search
and current availability for work.

Revisions to question wording and question
sequencing. A third way identified to reduce la-
bor force misclassification involves improving
question wording and resequencing questions
within the questionnaire to reduce error in the in-
teraction between respondents and interviewers.
One means of doing so involves splitting long,
complex gquestions into two or more separate
items. Perhaps the most notoriously complex
question in the current cps is the one asking about
both temporary absences and layoffs—"Did you
have a job or business from which you were tem-
porarily absent or on layoff LasT week?” Also, the
follow-up question, “Why were you absent from
work LasT weex?”, could confuse individuals who
may not consider their layoffs as absences.

A second means of restructuring the question-
naire to minimize error is to reduce reliance on
volunteered information. An example of a case in
which interviewers must rely on volunteered in-
formation to classify individuals is the counting of
unpaid family workers. The current question
about last week’s work activities has parenthetical
instructions telling the interviewer to ask about
unpaid work if the household has a fanm or busi-
ness. The current questionnaire, however, does
not provide a mechanism for interviewers to di-
rectly establish the existence within a household
of a business or farm. The interviewer may not
learn of a family business until a person is identi-
fied as self-employed through the industry and
occupation questions. This may be after data
collection has been completed for other house-
hold members who may also be involved in the
business.?

A third technique for reducing errors is to in-
corporate metnory aids into the questionnaire.
‘For example, previous research indicates that the
question about actual hours worked in the cur-
rent cps is cognitively difficult for respondents
to answer. The hours question is supposed to
measure how many hours respondents actually
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worked in the reference week, taking account of
extra hours worked, time taken off due to illness
or vacation, and hours worked on secondary
jobs. It is suspected, however, that the hours re-
ported as “actual” are a mixture of usual hours,
exact actual hours, and some approximation of
actual hours.?

A fourth means of reducing error in the interac-
tion between interviewers and respondents is
changing the wording of questions to reflect cur-
rent sociological and economic conditions. Ques-
tions in need of updating occur in both the em-
ployed and the unemployed series. For example,
current question wordings do not adequately re-
flect the growth in numbers of working mothers or
the increased incidence of paid work done at
home. Interviewers are instructed to tailor the first
question in the labor force series to the age and
gender of the respondent. Specifically, if the re-
spondent “appears to be a homemaker,” the inter-
viewer is supposed to ask “What were you doing
most of last week—keeping house or something
else?” If the respondent seems relatively young,
the interviewer asks “What were you doing most
of last week-—going to school or something else?”
For all other respondents, interviewers are to ask
“What were you doing most of last week—work-
ing or something else?” The next question cur-
rently is “Did you do any work at all LAST WEEK,
not counting work around the house?” Because
home offices and other work arrangements that
involve individuals working in their homes have
become more prevalent, the phrase “not counting
work around the house” could be confusing. The
combination of the interviewer's tailoring of the
first work question and the phrase ‘ot counting
work around the house” is outdated, and could be
offensive to many respondents.

A fifth way to reduce nonsampling error in
the questionnaire involves revising the precoded
response categories. In the current guestion-
naire, approximately half of the questions are
“open-ended”—questions that do not include
specific possible responses in the body of the
question or that are not simple “yes/no” ques-
tions. For the majority of these questions, inter-
viewers have available a fixed set of response
categories to record respondents’ answers. Re-
search by Maria P. Fracasso indicates that the
accuracy of coding in the cps is reduced where
response categories are inappropriate, nonex-
haustive, or not mutually exclusive.'” For ex-
ample, examination of the coding of the reasons
for being temporarily absent from work indi-
cated that 15.5 percent of the responses were cat-
egorized as “other.” The vast majority of these
responses could have been classified as mater-
nity leave if such a category had been provided
in the survey instrument.




Computerization of the collection process. The
final method identified to reduce labor force
misclassification was the automation of the survey
instrument so that all interview data could be col-
lected using a computer. Starting in January 1994,
all interviews will be conducted using a combina-
tion of laptop computers and centralized computer
telephone interviewing facilities.

Computerization of interviews can reduce the
incidence of misclassification errors in several
ways. For example, the computer will automati-
cally skip interviewers from question to question.
It also will automatically tailor questions, insert-
ing appropriate pronouns or names and changing
verb tenses. This automation will relieve inter-
viewers of the burden of correctly following in-
structions to skip certain questions on the basis of
answers to earlier questions, and will ensure that
respondents move smoothly through the question-
naire. Autornated skip patterns also permit the use
of more appropriate and detailed questions, geared
towards specific groups or situations.

In addition, computerization makes it pos-
sible for editing, verification procedures, range
checks, and consistency checks to take place
during the interview. The use of these proce-
dures should improve data quality by detecting
possible ermors while respondents can still aid in
the cormrection of the data. Without these auto-
mated procedures, inconsistent answers can be
“corrected” only through imputation in the
postinterview processing.

Computerization also improves the quality of
the data by allowing the automatic transmission of
household and demographic information for the
cases interviewers are scheduled to intcrview,
"Currently, all demographic background data for a
<p$ household must be kept within the survey
supervisors’ offices. This requires interviewers to
transcribe all demographic and identifying infor-
mation onto the paper questionnaires being used
for the current interview, Furthermore, while a full
accounting of an interviewer’s assignment on a
housing-unit basis is undertaken clerically at the
supervising office, there is currently no account-
ing for each person listed on the household roster.
Specifically, there is no attempt to ensure that in-
formation has been collected for each person
listed on the survey supervisor’s demographic
control card for the household for the month. Both
the hand transcribing of information and the lack
of complete checks on respondent enumeration
will introduce error into the data. The computer-
ization of the transmittal of demographic informa-
tion eliminates many of these constraints, and thus
will improve the quality of the data.!

Expansion of collected information. Although
not a major reason for the questionnaire rede-

sign, the new cps questionnaire will expand the
amount of data collected. One group about
whom it was deemed necessary to collect addi-
tional information is multiple jobholders. Conse-
quently, in the redesign, information about the
number of multiple jobholders will be collected
monthly. In addition, it was also decided to col-
lect information on the number of hours multiple
jobholders work on their main jobs and secon-
dary jobs separately, along with information on
the industry and occupation of the second job.
With this information, it will be possible to track
the number of dual jobholders over the business
cycle; to obtain a count of the number of indi-
viduals in pant-time jobs, as opposed to the num-
ber who are working part time (individuals who
hold two or more part-time jobs which total more
than 35 hours are currently classified as full-time
workers); and to reconcile, at least partially, dif-
ferences in employment measures between the
cps and establishment surveys.

There also was a recognized need for informa-
tion on: persons earning overtime pay, tips, or
commissions; the usual hours for all workers, and
not only for those who worked less than 35 hours
in the reference week; and data on potentially dis-
couraged workers for all those in the sample,
rather than just those in outgoing rotation panels.
Obtaining this additional information will make
possible a more complete assessment of labor
force dynamics.

Preparation for the redesign

Preliminary work. In 1986, a joint aLs and Bu-
reau of the Census task force convened 1o identify
problems with the current questicanaire, suggest
possible solutions for those problems, and develop
a plan for research to improve and test the design
of the questionnaire along with related survey
procedures, 2

Beginning in 1986, the two agencies conducted
a number of research projects to obtain informa-
tion necessary to guide the development of a re-
vised cps questionnaire. The projects included in-
terviewer focus groups, respondent focus groups,
respondent debriefings, a test of interviewers’
knowledge of concepts, indepth cognitive labora-
tory interviews, response categorization research,
and a study of respondents’ comprehension of al-
ternative versions of labor force questions.’

Evaluation and selection of new questions. Based
on recommendations from the Levitan Commis-
sion, suggestions made by the 1986 Census—BLS
Questionnaire Redesign Task Force, and the re-
sults of BLs—Census research projects conducted
prior to 1990, two alternative versions of the cps
questionnaire were developed. These versions
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were compared to the current questionnaire in a
test conducted from July 1990 to January 1991,
during which datz were collected for more than
72,000 individuals. The results of the test were
used to develop a single alternative version of the
questionnaire. This version was compared to the
current version of the questionnaire in a second
phase of testing conducted from July 1991 to Oc-
tober 1991, during which data were obtained for
more than 32,000 individuals.

Both phases of testing used computer-assisted
telephone interviewing (CATI) and a random-digit
dialing (roD) sample. Questionnaire versions were
assigned randomly to households, and once a ver-
sion was assigned, the houschold was interviewed
for 4 consecutive months using the same ques-
tionnaire. The results of both phases of testing
were used in development of the final revised cps
questionnaire.

Both quantitative and qualitative methods were
used to select questions and to identify problems
along with potential solutions. Analysis was based
on behavior coding of interviewer-respondent in-
teractions, interviewer debriefings, respondent
debriefings, response distributions, and item
NONTEsponse mMeasures.

Behavior coding of interviewer-respondent in-
teractions entails monitoring or tape recording ac-
tual interviews and keeping a quantitative record
of those questions that interviewers read incor-
rectly or that respondents had difficulty answer-
ing. Using a specially developed form, researchers
from BLs and Census coded interviewer-respon-
dent interactions from July 1990 to December
1990 and from July 1991 to October 1991. Inter-
viewer behaviors that were recorded included
reading the questions exactly as worded, making
minor of major changes in the question wording,
posing of probing questions, and adopting appro-
priate verification procedures. Respondent inter-
changes that were recorded included providing an
adequate answer, giving an inadequate answer,
and requesting clarification of a question."

Interviewer debriefings tap interviewers’ opin-
ions about, and experiences with, the question-
naires being tested. The CPS CATYRDD research used
two interviewer debriefing techniques: 1) self- ad-
ministered debriefing questionnaires, and 2} focus
group discussions. Interviewers were first asked to
complete a slf-administered questionnaire. Sev-
eral weeks later, they were brought together into
focus groups consisting of eight to ten people fora
mmore free-form discussion of their opinions and
impressions. Questions that were asked of inter-
viewers included: 1) which questionnaire version
flowed the best/worst, 2) which series of questions
seemed most difficult for respondents to answer,
and 3) which question did respondents refuse to
answer most often. In addition, interviewers were

14 Monthly Labor Review September 1993

asked which concepts or terms they thought were
most commonly misinterpreted or misunderstood
by respondents. They also were invited to cite any
other problems in the tested surveys."

Field-based respondent debriefings use a series
of question-specific probes to ascertain whether
certain words, phrases, or situations are under-
stood by respondents in the manner intended by
the questionnaire designers. In the CPS CATIRDD
study, respondents were administered the respon-
dent debriefing after their final monthly interview,
The respondent debriefing consisted of two parts.
Ninety percent of the respondents received two or
three sets of followup questions that were keyed to
responses given during the main labor force sur-
vey. Ten percent of the respondents were read
short hypothetical vignettes and then asked to
classify the scenario presented in each vignette.
(For example, respondents were asked to classify
an individual in a vignette as “working” or “not
working.”) Among other purposes, these respon-
dent debriefing questions were designed to deter-
mine if key labor force concepts were being mis-
understood and to ascertain whether certain
gquestions in the main survey were superfluous.'®

Analysis of both response distribution and item
norresponse was based on data collected directly
with the test questionnaires. Response distribu-
tion analysis consisted of statistical COmpArisons
of the distribution of answers with the distribu-
tion for comparable questions among the various
questionnaires being tested. Item nonresponse
analysis was conducted by calculating the “don’t
know” and “refusal” rates for each question. A
high “refusal” rate was used to flag a question as
potentially sensitive, while a high *“don’t know”
rate was used to indicate a potentially confusing
guestion.

No single method was employed to determine
which version of a question was best; instead, de-
cisions were based on the combination of infor-
mation from various sources."’

Features of the new questionnaire'®

Based on the results of the CATVROD tests, a revised
questionnaire was developed. This section high-
lights many of these revisions. The discussion is
divided into three parts, dealing with revisions re-
lated to 1) employment, 2) unemployment, and 3)
persons classified as not in the labor force. Ac-
companying the description of each revision is a
brief discussion of the problem with the current
question that made the change necessary, and
some of the CATVRDD results used to support the
revision. The empirical results were calculated
using cumulative data. The reported standard er-
rors were corrected using a Roa-Scott adjustment
procedure®® to account for the clustering of indi-

.




viduals within households and the repeated obser-
vations of individuals over several months. The
empirical results from the CATURDD tests are pre-
sented only as evidence to support decisions about
the inclusion of certain questions and about ques-
tion wording. The CATVRDD tests results are nor
adequate for assessment of the impact of the ques-
tionnaire revisions on labor force estimates. Limi-
tations of an rRop sample, along with the large
variance of estimates due to the small size of some
subsamples, preclude the measurement of signifi-
cant differences in the labor force estimates.®

Employment related revisions

1. "Arwork” questions. The first two labor force
guestions in the current cps are: “What were you
doing most of LAsT Week?” and—for persons who
do not say “working" or “unable to work™—"Did
you do any work at all LAST WEEK, not counting
work around the house?” As noted earlier, these
questions may fail to classify as “working” those
individuals involved in intermittent or casual work
activities, while inappropriately classifying as
“working” those persons involved in volunteer
activities.

The wording of the current “at work™ questions
also is ambiguous, outdated, and potentially con-
fusing. If respondents were to answer the first
question literally, they might say “sleeping,”
while persons who operate businesses from their
households might say “no,” they did not do any
work outside the house. To eliminate this type of
problem, the first two labor force questions were
replaced with a single question: “LasT WEEK, did
you do any work for pay?”

To obtain a more complete measurement of
unpatd family workers and the self-employed, an
introductory question was added to the labor force
series inquiring about the existence of household
businesses. If a household business is reported,
then the single “at work™ question is expanded 1o
include the phrase “or profit.” Individuals who
live in households that report a business, but say
that they did not do any work in response to the *‘at
work” question, are subsequently asked if they
had done any unpaid work in the family business.

The caTiroD results for phase II indicate that
approximately 15.1 percent (n = 7,604, where n
is the sample size) of the households reported a
business. (It should be noted, however, that the
initial inquiry 2bout the existence of a business
was never intended to obtain a measure of the
number of household businesses and therefore
does not impose any criterion for establishing
the legitimacy of a reported business. The new
question was added merely to improve the mea-
surement of unpaid family workers and work
done for profit.)

The combination of the revised work question
and the introductory business question was suc-
cessful in that 25.2 percent of individuals in house-
holds with businesses who answered “no, they did
not work” to the initial work question did report
doing unpaid work in the family business later in
the revised survey.

2. Multiple jobholder questions. Recognizing
the need for timely information on multiple job-
holders, the cps was revised so that individuals are
asked every month, “Last week, did you have
more than one job, including part-time, evening, or
weekend work?” Individuals who indicate that
they are multiple jobholders will be asked a fol-
lowup question to establish the number of jobs
they have. In addition, multiple jobholders will be
asked to report the hours usually and actually
worked on their main job, separately from the
hours for all their other jobs combined.?' In their
fourth and eighth month interviews, multiple job-
holders also will be asked about the industry and
occupation of their second jobs. The latter infor-
mation will be used to aid in the reconciliation of
cps data with data collected in the Current Em-
ployment Statistics Survey of establishments.

In the second cATYRDD test, 7.5 percent (n =
9,437) of employed persons were multiple job-
tolders. This estimate is slightly higher than those
obtained from the first cATURDD test and from the
1991 cps supplement. In the first CaTURDD test,
when the two alternative versions are averaged,
6.8 percent (n = 29,149) of persons employed were
multiple jobholders, and in the May 1991 supple-
ment, 6.2 percent of those employed were multiple
jobholders. The differences in the percentages
could be due to changes in the number of multiple
jobholders over the business cycle—a phenom-
enon that can be analyzed when monthly collec-
tion of data on multiple jobholders begins.

The combination of the questions about mul-
tiple jobholders, and the reporting of hours on
main jobs separately from hours worked at all
other jobs also allows a more complete examina-
tion of the characteristics of part-time jobs. For
example, in the second CATLRDD test, it was found
that, based on usual hours, 4.5 percent of multiple
jobholders had two full-time jobs of 35 hours or
more per week, 69.0 percent had one full-time job
and one part-time job, and 25.5 percent had two
part-time jobs (n = 599).2

3. Hours guestions. In addition to providing
more complete information on the number of part-
time jobs, asking multiple jobholders for hours on
their main job and all other jobs separately will
also improve the quality of the hours data. In the
current survey, working individuals are asked,

“How many hours did you work last week at all
{
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jobs?" However, interviewers reported during
debriefings conducted in 1988 that at least some
respondents do not seem to hear the phrase “at
all jobs,” which might result in the respon-
dent’s underestimation of mean hours worked. It
may also falsely yield a higher estimate of the
proportion of individuals working part time, if
multiple jobholders report hours at only one of
their jobs.

The current hours questions pose problems for
other worker groups as well. Asking respondents
to report the number of hours they actually
worked, without a surrounding context, could re-
sult in a large amount of rounding in the reported
hours. Currently, if individuals report working be-
tween 35 and 48 hours, they are asked followup
probes to determine if they worked any extra
hours or took any time off, Interviewers are in-
structed to correct the actual hours reported based
on the answers to the probes. However, it is uncer-
tain whether interviewers cormrect the actual hours
information uniformly. Also, posing the probes
after the initial hours question has been asked does
not aid respondents in reporting actual hours. Fi-
nally, because the probes are not asked of every-
one who is working, there could be a difference in
the accuracy of the hours data between persons
who work more than 35 hours and those who work
less. Because BLs defines full-time workers as all
individuals who actually worked more than 35
hours in the survey week, this lack of symmetry
could translate into a biased measurement of full-
and part-time workers.

To better measure actual hours and the inci-
dence of various types of work schedules, an “an-
chor and recall” strategy was built into the revised
questionnaire. Under this strategy, individuals are
first asked “How many hours per week do you
USUALLY work at your job?" Then, they are asked
“LAST WEEK, did you lose or take off any hours
from work, for ANy reason such as illness, slack
work, vacation or holiday?” and “LasT weEk, did
you work any overtime or EXTRA hours that you do
not usuaLLY work?"” Individuals who indicate that
they have worked extra hours or have lost hours
are asked about the number. Finally, the respon-
dents are asked how many hours they actually
worked, with the question “(So, for) LAST WEEK,
how many hours did you ACTUALLY work at your
job?” ‘

Data from the second CATYRDD test indicate that
the anchor and recall strategy was slightly more
sensitive in obtaining estimates of individuals
working less than 35 hours per week. The propor-
tion of employed individuals who worked full
time was 69,3 percent {n = 9,028) as measured us-
ing the current wording and 66.5 percent (n =
8,654) when the revised wording was used. The
mean of reported hours measured with the current
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wording was 39.0 compared to 37.9 hours mea-
sured with the revised wording. (X*for the differ-
ence = 15.8, p-valve = 0.000).

In addition to improving the data, restructuring
of the questionnaire will address one of the con-
cerns of the Levitan Commission, Usual hours
data will be collected for aif employed individu-
als, rather than only for those who actually worked
less than 35 hours. This will allow classification
of employed individuals based on their usuval
full-time/part-time status, rather than on a com-
bination of actual and usual hours as is currently
the case. It will also permit a!l individuals, rather
than only those who actually worked part time
during the survey week, to be classified by rea-
son (gconomic or noneconomic) for their part-
time status.

4. Economic part time. In the cps, persons who
work part time (less than 35 hours a week) are di-
vided into two groups: voluntary part time (those
working part time for noneconomic reasons}); and
involuntary part time (those on part time sched-
ules for economic reasons). To be classified as
economic part time, persons must give such rea-
sons as slack work, slower business, or inability to
find full-time work.

The size and characteristics of the involun-
tary part-time work force have been closely
watched as important cyclical indicators of eco-
nomic activity. In addition, the composition
and number of involuntary part-time workers
have been examined to determine the economic
hardship associated with being part time * To
adequately analyze the policy implications and
labor market dynamics associated with part-
time work, it is nacessary to establish clearly
the difference between its voluntary and invol-
untary components.

As previously noted, the concept of economic
part time is not well defined in the current ques-
tionnaire. Individuals who usually and actually
work less than 35 hours a week are asked, “What
is the reason you ustaLLY work less than 35 hours
a week?" Based on the reasons individuals pro-
vide, their availability and desire for full-time
work are inferred. There are no direct questions to
obtain such information.

Even if the reason for working part time was
all the information desired, the current open-
ended cps question would be inadequate. Previ-
ous research indicates that a basic problem with
open-ended questions asking about “reasons”
for doing or not doing something is that the sur-
vey designers and respondents sometimes do not
share a common frame of reference.® If the sur-
vey designers’ intended frame of reference is not
explicit and answer categories are not presented,
respondents with different frames of reference




may fail to spontaneously give a suitable answer
because they do not know the intent of the
question. It may also be that respondents would
not think spontaneously of an answer that might
be preferred once it is suggested.®

A final problem with the current series, cited
by the Levitan Commission, is that the reasons for
working part time are obtained only for individu-
als who actually worked less than 35 hours during
the reference week. Individuals who usually
worked less than 35 hours, but actually worked
more than 35 hours during the survey week, would
not be included in estimates of part-time workers.

In developing the revised questionnaire, the
concept of economic part-time status has been
better implemented by including a direct ques-
tion on the desire for full-time work for all indi-
viduals who usually work less than 35 hours a
week. All individuals who want to work full
time will be asked for the main reason they usu-
ally work part time. Those who do not want to
work full time will be asked why they are not
working full time, but they will not be classified

_as part time for economic reasons, and any rea-
sons they provide for working part time will be
classified as noneconomic. Those who provide
an economic reason for working part time will
be asked if they are available to work more than
35 hours a week.”

To help respondents better understand what is
being asked, the “reason for working part time”
question has been reworded to include both eco-
nomic and noneconomic reasons for working part
time. Specifically, individuals who say they want
to work full time are asked “Some people work
part time because they cannot find full-time work
or because business is poor. Others work part time
because of family obligations or other personal
reasons. What is your MaIN reason for working
part time?” (Individuals who indicate that they do
not want o work full time are asked “What is the
main reason you do not want to work full time?"”)
Results of the second catyrDD test indicate that
26.6 percent (n = 1,734) of persons who usually
work less than 35 hours a week want to work full
time. More than 90 percent (n = 195) of those
classified as nsually part time for economic rea-
sons reported that they were available for full-time
work “last week.”

Explicitly asking about desire and availability
for full-time work slightly lowered the proportion
of those who usually work part time who were
classified as part time for economic reasons.
Among those who usually and actually worked
part time during the week preceding the interview,
14.4 percent of those who received the current
wording were classified as part time for eco-
nomic reasons, compared with 11.0 percent of
those who received the revised wording. (The X?

for the difference was 5.61, and the p-value was
0.028.)

5. Industry and occupation guestions. Every
meonth in the current cps, respondents are asked:
a. For whom did you work?
b, What kind of business or industry is this?
‘c. What kind of work were you doing?
d. What were your most important activities or
duties at this job?
e. Were you:
® An employee of a PRIVATE COMPANY, O
business, or individual for wage or
salary or commission
A FEDERAL Government employee
A statE Government employee
A LocaL govermnment employee
Self-employed in own business, profes-
sional practice, or farm
— Is this business incorporated?
Yes
No
¢ Working wiTHOUT PAY in a family busi-
ness, or farm
® NEVER WORKED

Going through these questions every month is
quite burdensome for respondents and interview-
ers. Frequently, interviewers report that respon-
dents complain that they had already provided the
information in the previous month.

Collecting information repeatedly every month
also results in spurious reports of industry and oc-
cupation shifts by workers. This problem occurs
because it is sometimes difficult for a respondent
to describe an occupation consistently from month
to month, the household respondent who is pro-
viding answers for the industry and occupation
questions may be a different person in subse-
quent months, and interviewers may change
slightly the way in which the same answer is re-
corded. (For example, they may paraphrase
longer responses.) The situation is aggravated by
the fact that respondents’ answers are coded us-
ing 3-digit industry and occupation codes. Be-
cause categories at the 3-digit level are quite de-
tailed, very subtle wording changes can result in
an incorrect report of change in industry or occu-
pation. Also, when codes are assigned to respon-
dents, it frequently is important to know if an
individual’s industry or business is in manufac-
turing, retail trade, or wholesale trade, The ques-
tion “What kind of business or industry is this”
does not always yield this information.

A 1974 study by Candace L. Collins showed
that about 32 percent of the three-quarters of the
sample that overlap between 2 consecutive months
had a change in their 3-digit occupation classifica-
tions, and about 16 percent had a change in their 3-
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digit industry classifications.” In the first cATVRDD
respondent debriefing, self-respondents who re-
ceived the current question wording were asked if
they had changed employers from the previous
month. Those who had not were then asked if their
usual activities or duties had changed. These re-
sponses were then compared to the actual change
in industry and occupation codes between the pre-
vious month and the current month determined in
the main survey. Of those who said “no, they had
not changed employers or job duties” in the de-
briefing, 39.0 percent {(n = 1,014) had changed
industry codes between consecutive months in the
regular survey, and 21.7 percent (n = 1,064) had
changed occupation codes. These high rates of
change reflect response and coding errors rather
than true change, because by their own reports in
the debriefing, respondents’ employers and job
duties had not changed.

Another problem with the current occupation
question is that obtaining information about indi-
viduals® most important activities may not accu-
rately reflect what individuals usually do or what
their occupations are.

A final problem with the current questionnaire
wording is that the class-of-worker information—
the individual’s status as a private wage and salary
worker, a government worker, self-employed, or
an unpaid family worker—is collected after other
industry and occupation information has been re-
corded. This questionnaire structure, along with
the question wording, frequently induces inter-
viewers to fill in the answer to the class-of-worker
question without consulting the respondent. Inter-
viewers' “silent” coding could lead to an inaccu-
rate class-of-worker distribution. Further, because
the assignment of some industry codes varies de-
pending on whether an individual is self-em-
ployed or a private indusiry worker, errors in an
individual’s class-of-worker information could
translate into errors in assignment of industry and
occupation codes.

Not knowing an individual’s class-of-worker
status prior to asking the other industry and occu-
pation questions, also precludes rephrasing ques-
tions to make answering them less awkward. For
example, self-employed individuals are asked
“For whom did you work?" This question usually
would prompt the response of “myself,” when in
actuality the name of the individual's business or
company is desired.

To reduce the possibility of misclassification,
the industry, occupation, and class-of-worker

“questions were rearranged in the revised ques-
tionnaire. Respondents are first asked: “Were you
employed by government, by a private company,
a non-profit organization, or were you self-em-
ployed?” Not only does putting the class-of-
worker guestion first prevent interviewers from
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filling in the answer without asking the question,
but it also permits the wording of subsequent in-
dustry and occupation questions to be custom tai-
lored. For example, rather than asking everyone
for whom they work, the revised questionnaire
asks povernment workers, “What is name of the
government agency for which you work?” Private
wage and salary workers are asked “What is the
name of the company for which you work?”,
while the self-employed are asked “What is the
name of your business?” To further aid in industry
coding, the explicit probe “Is this business or orga-
nization mainly manufacturing, retail trade,
wholesale trade, or something else?” will appear
on interviewers’ computer screens. Interviewers
are instructed to ask this probe if necessary.

To improve the quality of the occupation data,
the duties question has been altered to ask for
usual activities and the phrase “that is, what is
your occupation” was added to the question in-
quiring about the kind of work. The two revised
occupation questions thus will read “What kind of
work do you do, that is, what is your occupation?”
and *“What are your usual activities or duties at this
job?” '

To ease respondent burden, dependent inter-
viewing—using information from the previous
month's interview in the current interview—has
been incorporated into the industry and occupa-
tion questions. After the indusiry and occupation
data are collected in the first month, rather than
being asked for the same information every
month, individuals inteviewed in successive
months are asked:

a. Last month, it was reportzd that you worked
for (company name). Do you still work for
{I-<company name)?

Yes (Ask next question)

No

Don't know (Skip to independent industry/
occupation question series)

Refused (Skip to independent industry/oc-
cupation question series)

b. Have the usual activities and duties of your
job changed since last month?
Yes (Skip to independent industry/occupa-
tion question series)
No (Ask c)
Don't know (Ask ¢)
Refused (Ask ¢)

c. Last month you were reported as (previous
month’s occupation or kind of work per-
formed) and your usual activities were (pre-
vious month’s duties). Is this an accurate
description of your current job?

Yes (End series)
.- No (Skip to independent industry/occupa-
tion question series)




Don’t know (End series)
Refused (End series)

Results from the second CATV/RDD test indi-
cate that the revised questions did result in data
that were more easily coded, and that verbatim
descriptions that had to be referred to expert su-
pervisory coders or that were not assigned a
code due to insufficient information were re-
duced significantly.

To obtain an up-to-date measure of true
changes, expert coders analyzed a sample of indi-

viduals’ jobs descriptions collected from the same .

respondent for three pairs of consecutive months.
(The methodology used in this analysis was based
on 2 1975 job mobility study by Candace L.
Collins.®} The purpose was (0 determine if, in
fact, a true change at the 3-digit level occurred.®
Under contract to the Bureau of Labor Statistics,
wesTAT, Inc., designed and analyzed the results of
this test. As shown below, WESTAT found estimates
of true change to range from 3.8 to 4.2 percent for
industry codes and from 5.9 to 7.4 percent for oc-
cupation codes at the 3-digit level. Following are
the average month-to-month changes in industry
and occupation codes as determined by the two
surveys and the expert coders (sample sizes in
parentheses). Note that estimates of change for the
revised questionnaire in the second CATVRDD test
include month-to-month change for both the de-
pendent and independent measures of industry
and occupation.

Percent change in
3-digit categories from—

Current cps Revised cps
Industry. coeerraenn 23 (1,426) 5 (1,361)
Occupation . ..o« - 39 (1,392} 7 (1,392)
WESTAT expert coders
IndUSITY . . Jaae e orren 3.8-4.2 (250)
OCCUpation ...« «-v .ot 5.9-7.4 (406)

If one accepts the expert coding results as a
measure of the “true” change between interviews,
the current questionnaire greatly overestimates the
rates of gross flows of persons among industries
and occupations, while those from the revised
questionnaire are fairly close to those assumed to
be rates of “true change.”™ :

An added byproduct of using dependent inter-
viewing for collecting industry and occupation
data is that it permits the identification and analy-
sis of individuals who have changed employers
without a period of unemployment or who have
changed occupations while remaining with the
samne employer. This analysis will partially meet
the request of the Levitan Commission for more
information on job mobility.

I

Data from the second CATVRDD test indicate that
4.8 percent (n = 5,366) of persons eligible for de-
pendent interviewing changed employers between
months. Some 1.9 percent (n = 5,081) of those
who did not change employers reported that their
duties had changed, while another 23 percent(n=
4,894) reported that the previous month’s descrip-
tions of their duties was inaccurate.

6. Earnings questions. To obtain estimates of
weekly earnings, wage and salary workers in the
ces currently are asked the following series of
questions:

a. How many hours per week do you UsU-
ALLY work at this job?

b. Are you paid by the hour on this job?

(if no skip to d)

¢. How much do you eam per hour?

d. How much do you USUALLY €arn per
week at this job before pepucTions? In-
clude any overtime pay, commissions, Or
tips usually received.

There are several problems with these ques-
tions. The current version of the eamnings series
forces everyone to report eamnings on a weekly
basis, even though that may not be the easiest way
for respondents to recall or report garnings. Data
from the first CATVRDD test indicate that, in one test”
version, only 14 percent (n = 853) of the non-
hourly workers were paid at a weekly rate, and in
the other test version of the questionnaire, only
24.3 percent (n = 1,623} of such workers found it
easiest to report their eamings as a weekly amount.

A second problem is the complexity of the cur-
rent weekly earnings question. This complexity
arises because the instructions t0 include any over-
time pay, tips, and commissions and to report
gross earnings (before deductions) all are embed-
ded in one question. A final problem is that asking
hourly workers how many hours they usually
work, how much they earn per hour, and how
much they eamn per week could sound guite redun-
dant if respondents are not listening carefully.

Given these concerns, the earmning question se-
fes has been altered dramatically. In the revised
questionnaire, the series first requests the periodic-
ity for which it is easiest for respondents 10 report
their earnings. Once a peniodicity 1s identified, the
wording of questions requesting the amount
eamned s tailored to this periodicity. Individuals
also are asked a specific question to determine if
they receive overtime pay, tips, Of commissions.
To improve the quality of the data, if individuals
indicate that they do receive “extra” eamings, a
lead-in is included in the earnings amount ques-
tion, reminding respondents to include overtime
pay, tips, and commissions when reporting gross
earnings. The accuracy of the data also will be
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improved through a series of range checks and
verification procedures that have been pro-
grammed into the survey instrument.

Because, for some minimum wage studies, it is
important to obtain an estimate of the number and
rate of pay of hourly workers, additional questions
are asked of individuals who do not initially find it
easy to report eamings on an hourly basis.

Below is an example of the eamings question
series an individual who chooses to report
monthly would be asked:

“This month I have a few questions about eam-
ings.”

a. For your job, what is the easiest way for you
to report your total eamings BEFORE taxes or
other deductions: hourly, weekly, annually,
or on some other basis?

b. Do you usually receive overtime pay, tips,
or commissions?

c. (Including overtime pay, tips and commis-
sions,) What are your usual monthly eam-
ings on this job, before taxes or other de-
ductions?

d. I have recorded your total earnings as . ..
MONTHLY before taxes or other deductions.
Is that correct?

e. Even though you told me it is easier to re-
port your eamings monthly, are you PAD AT
AN HOURLY RATE on this job?

f. (EXCLUDING overtime pay, tips and commis-
sions) What is your hourly rate of pay on
this job?

The parenthetical phrases are added if the answer
to question b is “yes.”

Results from the second cATYRDD test indicate
that the revisions to the earnings series did lead
to significant decreases in the incidence of
“don't know” responses for calculated weekly
earnings. With the current wording, “don't
know” responses were received from 18.6 per-
cent (n = 3,467) of the eligible individuals, in
sharp confrast to the 12.8-percent (n = 2,985)
“don’t know” rate among those who were ad-
ministered the revised questionnaire (the X? for
the difference = 39.1, the p-value = 0.00). Re-
fusal rates were 8 percent for both versions, The
drop in the “don’t know” rate illustrates how
much more information can be obtained from
respondents if they are provided with reporting
options instead of being asked to compute their
earnings in terms of a specified periodicity.

While data from the second cATI/RDD test sug-
gest that the revised earnings series produces a
lower nonresponse rate than the current series, the
data do not indicate any significant differences in
earnings estimates. In the second caTiRDD test,
average weekly earnings for persons who re-
sponded to the current wording was $465 (n =
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2,823), compared with $456 (n = 2,355) for
those who responded to the revised series (f =
0.89, p-value = 0.355). The respondent debrief-
ing did indicate, however, that a larger percent-
age (85.1 versus 70.4 percent) of those receiving
the revised wording were reporting gross (rather
than net) eamings, compared to those who re-
ceived the current wording. The phase II test
also demonsrated the importance of asking ad-
ditional questions of those who do not find it
easy to report eamings on an hourly basis in or-
der to obtain the number of hourly workers.

Without the additional question, only 38.3 per-
cent of those who received the revised question-
naire would have been classified as hourly work-
ers, compared with 61.7 percent of respondents
who received the current questionnaire. With the
additional question, the estimate of the number of
hourly workers was significantly higher in the re-
vised version (66.9 percent, n = 2,800) than in the
current version (61.7 percent, n= 3,402, X? for the
difference = 13.53, f -value = 0.00).

Unemployment-related revisions

1. Unemployed—looking for work. To be clas-
sified as unemployed, an individual has to have
looked for work within the last 4 weeks, or be on
layoff. In the current questionnaire, the two key
questions used to classify an individual as “unem-
ployed—looking for work™ are “Have you been
looking for work during the last 4 weeks?”, and if
yes, “What have you been doing in the last 4
weeks to find work?” _

In response to the latter question, interviewers
are instructed to place each active job search
method reported into one of the prespecified re-
sponse categories. An active job search method is
defined as any effort that could have resulted ina
job offer without any further action on the part of
the jobseeker. In other words, an active job search
is one that directly brings potential employers and
employees into contact. The prespecified active
search methods categories on the current cps are:
“checked with public employment agency,”
“checked with private employment agency,”
“checked with employer directly,” “checked with
friends or relatives,” “placed or answered ads,” or
“other.” (Interviewers are instructed to code all
passive job search methods, such as reading the
newspaper, attending job training courses and
practicing typing, into the “nothing” category.)

Research indicates that interviewers have diffi-
culty correctly recording active and passive job
search methods using current response categories.
A 1989 observational study of interviewers con-
ducted by Fracasso found that only 39 percent of
the “looked at ads™ answers were correctly placed
into the “nothing™ category, while 45 percent were

'



incorrectly put into the “placed or answered ads™
category, and 16 percent wound up in the
“other” category.”? The interviewer study also
found that 64 percent of the “attended job train-
ing” answers were incorrectly placed in the
“other” category. As the results of the interview
study revealed, coding a passive search method
as “nothing” seems illogical to many interview-
ers, because the respondent actually did some-
thing. A 1986 examination of verbatim entries
conducted by Martin also established the fact
that there was confusion among interviewers in
the use of the “other” category.”

In addition to the difficulty noted in correctly
distinguishing between active and passive job
search, there also is concern that interviewers are
not consistently probing for cases in which more
than one job search method was used. Comrectly
distinguishing between active and passive job
search, along with completely enumerating all
search methods used can be crucial, because only
individuals who report at least one active search
method are classified as unemployed. All others
who say they have “looked for work,” but who
have not used at least one active job search
method, are classified as not in the labor force.
Therefore, failing to record all active job searches
could lower the unemployment rate. Conversely,
incorrectly classifying passive job search methods
as active could artificially raise the unemployment
rate.

There also was concern that the initial “look-
ing for work” question might be interpreted by
respondents as requiring intensive job search
over an extended period. If the initial “looking
for work” question were too restrictive, indi-
viduals would be incorrectly excluded from be-
ing unemployed before the interviewer even
reached the job search methods question. In re-
designing the questionnaire, the intention was to
use the broadest initial “looking for work™ ques-
tion, and later screen out passive jobseekers in
the job search methods question.

To broaden the group of individuals who could
be classified as unemployed, the initial “looking
for work™ question was changed to “Have you
been doing anything to find work during the last 4
weeks?” To ensure that interviewers ask about the
possibility that more than one job search method
was used, the computer displays the probe “any-
thing else?” after the response to the initial job
search method has been entered.

" To address concerns about the distinction be-
tween active and passive job search methods, sev-
eral response categories were added or had their
labels changed. To further reduce confusion, the
response categories also were reformatted so that
active and passive search methods appear in two,
separately labeled columns. On the interviewer's

computer screen, the search method questions will

appear as follows;
“What are all of the things you have done to find
work during the last 4 weeks?”

Active Passive
Contacted: Looked at ads
Employer directly/interviewed Attended job
Public employment agency training pro-

Private employment agency grams/
Friends or relatives courses
Schoolfuniversity/employment Other passive
center
Sent out resumnes/filled out
applications
Placed or answered ads Nothing
Checked union/professional
association registers
Other active

The active response categories that were
added are “contacted school/university/employ-
ment center,” “sent out resumes,” *filled out ap-
plications,” and “checked union/professional as-
sociation registers.” The passive categories
added are “looked at ads,” and “attended job
training programsfcourses.” In addition, the
“other” category was split between “other pas-
sive” and “other active.”

The differences resulting from the use of the
“other” and “nothing” categories, as measured in
the second CATI/RDD test, most clearly exemplify
the impact of the additional response categories. If
all the passive search methods in the revised ques-
tionnaire are collapsed into a single “nothing” cat-
egory, 23.6 percent (rn = 706) of the responses
would have been coded as “nothing,” compared
with only 4.7 percent (n = 773) of the responses to
the current question. It should be noted, however,
that the effect of the additional response categories
on the classification of individuals as unemployed
is not as dramatic as the differences in the “noth-
ing” category might imply. In the revised ques-
tionnaire, all of the passive methods can be used in
combination with active methods. Only individu-
als who actually said they did “nothing™ or used
passive methods exclusively would be classified
as not in the labor force instead of unemployed. In
the revised questionnaire, 5.9 percent (n = 706) of
those stating that they had looked for work in the
last 4 weeks used only passive methods, compared
to 4.7 percent (n = 773) of those responding affir-
matively to the search question in the current ques-
tionnaire,

The additional response categories also re-
duced the use of the “other” category. In the sec-
ond CATI/RDD test, 25.9 percent (n = 773) of the re-
sponses to the current wording were classified as
“other,” compared with only 10.3 percent {(n =
706) of those with the revised wording. Concur-
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rent with the reduction of the use of the “other”
category was a reduction in the misclassification
of passive job search methods as “other.”

As shown in the tabulation below, analysis of
verbatim responses collected in the second CATY
RDD test indicates that 31.5 percent (n = 133) of the
“other” responses measured with the current
wording were actually passive methods that
should have been coded as “nothing.” By com-
parison, 8.3 percent (n = 48) of the “other active”
methods measured with the revised questionnaire
should have been coded as passive.®

In the revised questionnaire, there was some
error in the other direction. Thirty-four percent
of the “other passive™ methods should have been
coded as active methods. The effect of these
misclassifications should be smaller than the er-
rors measured with the current wording, how-
ever, because only 5.4 percent (n = 706) of the
responses in the revised questionnaire were clas-
sified as “‘other passive.” The probability of indi-
viduals inappropriately being excluded from be-
ing unemployed based on these misclassifi-
cations is further reduced by the fact that active
job search methods can be mentioned in con-
junction with job search methods classified as
“other passive.” In the second CATIRDD test,
“other passive” job search methods were men-
tioned by themselves only 0.8 percent of the
time.

Following are the percentages of respon-
dents who were misclassified in the specified
categories as described above, suggesting the
potential error in job search methods classified
as “other™

“Other
active”

“Other
“QOther” passive"”
Total. ..........
Sample size (n) ...
False active in current
version

259 6.8 54
(773)  (706)  (706)

315 — —

False active in revised

VErsion ......ooiehun —_ 83 —
(48)
False passive in revised

version .S ..., ... — — 4.2
(38)

2. Unemployed on layoff. In addition to being a
jobseeker, the other major way to be counted as
unemployed in the current cps is to be classified as
" on layoff. According to the official cps definition,
individuals on layoff must expect to be recalled.
However, as mentioned previously, the current
cps does not verify whether individuals on layoff
expect to be recalled. The measurement of indi-
viduals on layoff in the current questionnaire is
further complicated by the fact that the layoff in-
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quiry is part of a complex question that also in-
quires about temporary absences. Previous re-
search determined that this question is long, awk-
ward, and frequently misunderstood.” To reduce
respondent error, the temporary absence and lay-
off question was split into two separate items. In
the revised questionnaire, respondents are first
asked “LAST WEEK, did you have a job either full or
part time? Include any job from which you were
temporarily absent."¢ Respondents who say “no”
are then asked, “LAST WEEK, were you on layoff
from a job?”

The recall expectations of those who say they
are on layoff are ascertained in the revised ques-
tionnaire using a series of two questions. Indi-
viduals who say they are on layoff are first asked
“Has your employer given you a date to return to
work?" Individuals who have not been given a
date are then asked “Have you been given any
indication that you will be recalled to work
within the next 6 months?” In the second CATY
rOD test, of those who initially said “yes, they
were on layoff,” only 36.3 percent (n = 300) ex-
pected to be recalled. Of these persons, 57.8
percent (7 = 109) had been given a date 1o return
to work. -

Individuals who initially said “yes, they were
on layoff,” but did not indicate that they expect to
be recalled are asked the “looking for work” ques-
tions. Consequently, even those who do not expect
to be recalled have the opportunity to be classified
as unemployed. In the second CATIRDD test, 78.5
percent (n = 191) of those who did not expect to be
recalled in the revised version were still classified
as unemployed because they had actively looked
for work within the last 4 weeks.

The overall effect of the revised layoff series
on the unemployment rate is unclear. The direct
layoff question may increase the number of in-
dividuals who say “ves,” they are laid off. How-
ever, the expectation of recall question should
screen out many of those initially reported to be
laid off in response to the direct question, thus
lowering the unemployment rate.

On the other hand, if the increase in the
number of individuals who initially said they
were on layoff in response to the direct question
was large enough, or the layoff series increased
the proclivity of those who go on to the job
search question to say “yes,” they had Jooked for
work, then the revised layoff series could actu-
ally increase the unemployment rate.”

Results of the second cATI/RDD test indicate that
the revised layoff series will have little impact on
the composition of the unemployed. Of those clas-
sified as unemployed in the second CATYRDD test,
13.0 percent (n = 722) of persons responding to
the revised wording were classified as on layoff,
compared 1o 14.5 percent (n = 841) of those who
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responded to the current wording (X*for the dif-
ference = 0.721, p-value = 0.396).

3 Duration of unemployment. Economists exam-
inc the duration of unemployment to test theories
ahout declining reservation wages, the effects of
unemployment insurance, and distinctions be-
wween those who are unemployed and those who
are not in the labor force. In addition, the duration
of unemployment is considered an indicator of
sconomic hardship and of relative position within
1 business cycle. Nevertheless, despite the interest
in the duration of unemployment, several studies
have established that the current cps duration data
are prone to a great deal of measurement error. In
the current cps, respondents are forced to report
how many weeks they have been looking for work
ar on layoff. Individuals who have been looking
for work or who have been on layoff in consecu-
tive months are also asked to report their jobless
durations independently each month. Norman
Bowers and Francis W. Horvath established that
forcing respondents to report durations of jobless-
ness in terms of weeks resulted in overreporting of
duration for those with shorter spells of unem-
ployment and underreporting of duration for those
with spells of unemployment lasting 26 weeks or
longer.™ Research by Horvath also established
ihat, although respondents were requested to re-
port duration in weeks, there was a great deal of
clustering of durations at the 4-week intervals.®

Analysis of the data from the first cATYRDD test
established that durations were not consistently
reported from month to month, In the first caty
RDD test, when data were collected independently
each month, only 22.3 percent (n = 269) of those
looking for work in consecutive months increased
their reported time of unemployment by 4 weeks
plus or minus a week. Only 12.6 percent of those
looking for work in consecutive months reported
an increase in the length of time they had been
looking by exactly 4 weeks.

Analysts also identified another potential
source of measurement error in the duration of
unemployment.® They speculated that, although
the reported duration is supposed to be the time an
individual is without work, it also could include
weeks during which individuals were’still work-
ing. This overestimate could occur becaunse the
current cps asks individuals how long they have
been looking for work, not how long they have
been looking while without a job. ces interviewers
are instructed to include only the time an indi-
vidual spends looking for work while not em-
ployed. In the current survey, there are questions
asking when an individual last worked at a full-
time job and, if it was within the last 12 months,
what the last month was in which an individual
worked. The answers to these questions are sup-

posed to provide interviewers with the basis for
correcting reported durations. However, for re-
spondents who do not volunteer additional clari-
fying information and for those who have most
recently worked part time, the interviewers’ in-
structions are irrelevant or misleading.

Several changes have been made in the ques-
tionnaire to reduce response error and thus im-
prove the consistency and quality of data col-
lected. To reduce response error, respondents are
permitted to report their duration of joblessness in
any periodicity they wish. Respondents are asked
“As of the end of LasT weEk, how long had you
been looking for work™ (or for those who are on
layoff, “As of the end of LAST WEEK, how long had
you been on layoff?”) However, to encourage
more precision in the cases of shorier spells of
unemployment, if respondents report a duration of
4 months or less, they are then asked to report their
duration in weeks, with the question “We would
like to have that in weeks, if possible. Exactly how
many weeks had you been looking for work (or on
layoff)?” To ensure consistency in reported dura-
tions for those who are unemployed in consecutive
months, the duration of unemployment will be
updated automatically by 4 or 5 weeks.

So that search for altemative employment
while still employed is excluded from the duration
of unemployment, the date that an individual last
worked is collected for those who have worked in
the last year. If that date results in a jobless dura-
tion that is shorter than the reported duration of
jobseeking, the duration will be set equal to the
length of time since an individual last worked
during the postinterview edit of the data.

The exact set of questions included in the re-
vised questionnaire was not tested in either of the
CATIRDD tests. However, in the first CATI/RDD test,
the questionnaire that did have both the dependent
interviewing and a followup probe requesting du-
rations in weeks for those who reported being un-
employed for 1 or 2 months did result in an aver-
age duration of jobseeking of 20.8 weeks (n = 546,
8D = 40.0), compared with an average duration of
13.0 weeks as measured with the current wording
(n=7534, SD = 18.8), a difference that was statisti-
cally significant. The followup probe tested in the
first phase—"In terms of weeks, how long had you
been looking for work,” was modified because the
resulis revealed that 74.7 percent (n = 79} of those
reporting durations of 1 or 2 months gave a dura-
tion in weeks that was exactly 4 times their
monthly report.

Not in labor force-related revisions

1. Reduced burden for persons retired, disabled,
and unable o work. One of the most frequent
complaints from respondents about the cps is that

]
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itis burdensome for retired and disabled individu-
als who have no attachment to the labor force.
Currently, persons who say they are retired in re-
sponse to the first major activity/status question
stil! are asked if they did any work last week, if
they were temporarily absent or on layoff from a
job, if they had looked for work in the last 4
weeks, and—in their fourth and eighth month in-
terviews—their work histories within the last 5
years. To reduce respondent burden, the response
category of “retired” has been added to each ques-
tion about labor force status. If individuals 50
years of age or older volunieer that they are retired
in answer to any of these questions, they are
skipped to a question asking whether they cur-
rently want a job, and, in outgoing rotation
groups, when they last worked. If these indi-
viduals indicate that they do not want to work,
they are classified as “retired—not in the labor
force” and the interview is terminated, In the
second CATIRDD test, only 3.9 percent (n = 1,790)
of those who volunteered that they were retired
said that they wanted to work. The use of the
*“retired” response option in reducing respondent
burden was demonstrated by the large propor-
tion of individuals 50 years or older reported as
retired on the first labor force question in the
first caTyrDD test. The data from both of the al-
ternative versions of the questionnaire tested
showed that, of all those reported as retired, 43
percent (r = 5,985) were classified as retired
based on the response to their first question.

To further reduce the burden in subsequent
months, the revised questionnaire was designed
to use dependent interviewing for those reported
as retired in the previous month. Initially, it is
ascertained if individuals classified as retired in
the previous month had done any work in the last
week. If these individuals did not work, they are
then asked to verify that they are retired through
the questions “Last month you were reported to
be retired, are you still retired?” and “Do you
currently want a job?” For those who confirmed
that they are still retired and do not want a job,
the interview is concluded.

Similar changes were made to reduce the bur-
den for those who volunteer that they are “unable
to work™ or “disabled.” If individuals are reported
as “disabled” or “unable to work™ in any of the
major labor force classification questions, a fol-
lowup question is asked to determine if they can
do any gainful work in the next 6 months. If they
cannot, they are classified as *not in the labor
force—disabled/unable to work” and the inter-
view is terminated. Data from the second caT/RDD
test indicate that 88.3 percent (n = 248) of those
reported as “disabled” and 70.5 percent (n = 105)
of those reported “as unable to work™ were unable
to do any kind of work in the next 6 months. In
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subsequent months, they are asked if they worked
in the last week. Individuals who have not are
asked to venfy their previous month’s status as
disabled or unable to work. Almost 99 percent (n=
1,284} of those reported as retired, disabled, or
unable to work in the previous month verified that
their status had not changed.

It should be noted that the response categories
of “retired” and “disabled” were not developed to
obtain a complete measurement of retired or dis-
abled persons. Classification as retired or disabled
is dependent on individuals’ volunteering the sta-
tus. No attempt is made to determine if those who
say that they are retired ever worked at a paying
job. Nor is there an attempt to distinguish between
disability and retirement for older individuals. The
categories of “retired,” “disabled,” and “‘unable to
work” were added to the major labor force ques-
tions merely to reduce respondent and interviewer
burden. Interviewer focus groups conducted dur-
ing the first and second CATLRDD tests indicate that
the additional response categories and the result-
ing questionnaire flow were useful in meeting
these objectives.

2. Discouraged workers. The current defini-
tion of a discouraged worker—someone who is
not employed, wants a job, but is not locking for
work because of perceived job market factors—
has been widely criticized. The Levitan Com-
mission faulted it as being too subjective be-
cause it was primarily based on the “desire for
work,” rather than more objective measures of
recent job search activities. The definition also
has been criticized because individuals® infor-
mation about availability and desire for work is
inferred from the reasons provided for not look-
ing. The measurement of discouraged workers is
important because, like the unemployed, these
individuals represent underutilized resources. In
fact, one of the unemployment rates published
by BLs includes discouraged workers in the mea-
surement of unemployment.*!

To accommodate the recommendations of the
Levitan Commission, the revised questionnaire
includes questions to determine whether a person
has searched for a job within the last 12 months,
and whether an individual was available to work
during the reference week. During the respondent
debriefing for the first cATIRDD test, it was found
that a substantial proportion of those classified as
discouraged had looked for work in the last year,
found a job, lost or left that job, and had not looked
for work since. Because the intent of asking about
discouragement is to measure individuals who
have given up looking, it was thought inappropri-
ate to include those persons described above in the
measurement. For this reason, the revised cps also
includes questions asking if individuals who have
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worked in the past year have looked since they last
worked.

The revised questionnaire continues 10 ask in-
dividuals who want jobs why they have nol
searched for work in the last 4 weeks., However,
unlike the current questionnaire, the new instru-
ment asks for the main reason individuals are not
Jooking. The current question asking about rea-
sons for not looking for work allows multiple re-
gponses. A complex priority scheme applied dur-
ing processing determines which reason takes
priority, and thus whether an individual can be
classified as discouraged. By asking for the main
reason, the revised questionnaire allows respon-
dents to prioritize the reasons themselves.

The final change to the discouraged workers
series in the revised questionnaire is that the series
will be asked of eligible individuals every month,
rather than only during fourth and eighth month
interviews. Collection of data from all eligible in-
dividuals every month will permit BLs to publish
information about discouraged workers on a
monthly, rather than on a quarterly, basis, as is
currently done.

Using the new criteria to define discour-
agement could potentially reduce the number
of discouraged workers by more than half. When
these criteria were applied in the second CATYRDD
test, the percentage of persons not in the labor
force classified as discouraged was 0.3 percent
(n = 2,048), compared with 1.1 percent (n =
2.127) as measured with the current question-
naire wording.

Assessing effects of the revisions

As noted at the outset of this article, one of the
major abjectives in redesigning the cps question-
naire was to reduce labor force misclassifications.
In this section, the effectiveness of the redesign in
meeting this objective is evaluated using data
from the second caTIRDD test. The evaluation pro-
cedure primarily compared distributions of vari-
ous labor force classifications and examination of
answers to the respondent debriefing questions.
Again, given the limitations of the CATLRDD
sample, the results presented here cannot be gen-
eralized to the population as a whole.

Work. One objective in redesigning the work
questions was to avoid misclassifying individuals
who had actually done work during the survey
week. The effectiveness-of the revised working
series was evaluated during the respondent de-
briefing. The first individual who was reported as
not working was asked “In addition to people who
have regular jobs, we are also interested in people
who may work only a few hours per week. LAST
weEk did you do any work at all, even for as little
as one hour?”

Of those asked the “missed work™ probe, 3.81
percent (n = 1,524) of those who received the cur-
rent wording and 2.61 percent (n = 1,263) of those
responding to the revised wording reported missed
work activities (X2 for the difference = 3.2, p-value
= 0.07). These percentages represent the propor-
tion of individuals classified as not working who
should have been reported as working. However,
to obtain a more accurate view of the effect of the
revised series, a measure was constructed to ana-
lyze those who were identified as working only
through the respondent debriefing as a proportion
of all those measured as employed. To obtain a
comparable sample between the respondent de-
briefing and the main survey, only the first person
in each household who worked more than 1 hour
during the survey reference week was included in
the index. The constructed index showed that 2.9
percent of those working had their work activity
missed with the current wording, compared to 2.0
percent of those who received the revised ques-
tionnaire. (This difference is also marginally sig-
nificant: X? for the difference = 3.25, p-value =
0.071.y%

These apparent differences in missed work ac-
tivity did not translate into large differences in the
proportion of the population reported as working.
In the second caTiRDD test, 57.7 percent (n =
16,175) of the population was reported as working
with the current questionnaire, compared with
58.4 percent {(n = 15,609) of those who received
the revised questionnaire. The revised question-
naire, however, did appear to elicit more reports of
work activities involving relatively few hours. The
proportion of those working less than 20 hours in
the reference week was 10.0 percent (n = 8,654)
with the revised wording, compared with 8.8 per-
cent (n = 9,028) with the current wording (X? for
the difference = 8.5, p-value = 0.00).”

Hidden part-time workers. Another purpose in re-
designing the cps questionnaire was to collect
usual hours for all those who were employed to
obtain a more complete count of part-time work-
ers. Data from the second cATYRDD test indicate
that the current procedure of classifying individu-
als based on the number of hours actually worked
in the survey week as opposed to the number of
hours they usually work does result in an
undercount of usual part-time workers. Phase II
data indicate that 5.8 percent (n = 1,656) of those
who usually worked part time actually worked
full time in the survey week. These usually part-
time workers represented 1.67 percent (n =
5,734) of those reported as working full time in
the survey week. Similarly, 7.4 percent (n = 213)
of those who usually worked part time for eco-
nomic reasons worked full time in the survey
week. ’
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Missed unemployed. In redesigning the cps, an
attempt was made to revise the “looking for work”
questions in order to improve the classification of
unemployed individuals. One method employed
in the second CATI/RDD test to assess the success of
the revision was to ask respondents who had been
identified in the main survey as wanting a job (but
not classified as unemployed) the following de-
briefing questions:

During the last 4 weeks, have you done any of the
following to find work (READ LIST)

a. Checked union or profession registers?

b. Contacted an employer directly?

c. Contacted an employment agency or center?
d. Placed or answered ads?

e. Contacted friends or relatives about jobs?

Using the responses to this debriefing question, a

quasi-measure of those who were revealed as un- -

employed in the respondent debriefing as a propor-
tion of all unemployed {main survey and debrief-
ing) could be constructed. These measures indi-
cated that the proportion of unemployed missed
was not significantly different between the revised
and current questionnaire. These constructed in-
dexes were thought instructive for comparisons
between versions of the questionnaire. However,
because the respondent debriefing question was
fairly leading and apt to elicit socially desirable re-
sponses, the magnitude of “missed unemploy-
ment” was judged to be unreliable.

Conclusion

Beginning last July (1992), the revised question-
naire has been administered to a national overlap

Footnotes

sample survey of 13,000 eligible households per
month. This will continue until December 1993 to
enable 18 months of data to be collected. (House-
holds follow the same rotation pattern as that in
cps, that is, they are in sample for 4 consecutive
months, out for 8, and back in for 4 more.} The
overlap sample is a test of the revised question-
naire in a fully automated environment of caTv
carl. The overlap data are being processed using
the revised labor force edit and processing system
which will be used to process “live” cps starting in
January 1994.

The results from the overlap sample are being
compared with data from the current crs to
benchmark differences in the labor force esti-
mates due (o the new questionnaire, new modes
of interviewing, and other design changes. Dur-
ing the analysis of the labor force estimates,
special emphasis will be placed on changes
which may differentially affect certain demo-
graphic groups, differences that may influence
measurements of changes in social trends (such
as the trend in the number of hours women work
outside of the home), and differences due to
definitional changes (for example, measurement
of discouraged workers). Evaluation of the ef-
fect of the revised questionnaire on labor force
classification error will continue. Methods of
evaluation to determine questionnaire effects
will be similar to those used during the caT/RDD
test.

The revised questionnaire will be fully imple-
mented in the field in January 1994, Reports will
be issued in February 1994 to document the ef-
fects of the redesigned questionnaire. Later re-
ports will include analysis of the data to explain
the differences that may be observed. O
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still say “yes, they have a job” and then provide “layoff” as
their reason for being absent. In the second CATURDD test, 5.4
percent of those who said they were absent from work pro-
vided layoff as the reason.

9 Using the numbers from the second CATIRDD test, the
potential for the revised layoff questions to increase the un-
employment rate can be illustrated as follows. In response to
the current questionnaire wording, 129 individuals said they
were on layoff. In the revised questionnaire 300 individuals
said “yes” they were on layoff in response to the initial layoff
question . Of these, 109 expected to be recalled and thus were
directly classified as unemployed. The remaining 131 were
asked the “looking for work question.” Of these, 150 had ac-
tively looked for work. Consequently, in the revised
questionaire, 259 individuals were classified as unemployed
through the layoff series. It is impossible to make a complete
assessment of the effect on unemployment estimates between
the questionnaire versions, however, because it is impossible
to ascertain how many of those who said “no” to the current
temporarily absent/on layoff question and then went directly
10 the looking for work question would have said “yes” to the
revised layoff question.
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Overhauling the Current Population Survey

Evaluating changes in the estimates

A 1-112 year overlap sample is being used
to gauge differences in measures from the old

and revised surveys; the effects of

questionnaire changes, advanced computerization,
and centralization of the interview process

will be subject to special scrutiny

comerstone of the U.S. labor market infor-
mation systemn. It provides monthly statis-
tics that serve as measures of both current labor
force utilization and the overall performance of
the economy. The data are used for both cyclical
and secular trend analysis and also form the basis
for the official U.S. labor force projections. The
cps is also used for a program of special inquiries
on particular characteristics of the population and
labor force, such as income and poverty, work ex-
perience and migration, school enroliment and
educational attainment, and fertility. In addition, it
is a widely used microdata source for research ona
variety of labor market and social science topics.
The survey’s most well-known statistic—the
monthly national unemployment rate—often is
used as a prime barometer of the health of the
economy. Monthly unemployment rates for
States, which are based either directly (for 11 large
States) or indirectly (for the remaining States and
the District of Columbia) on the cps, are used in
the allocation of Federal funds to local areas.

T he Current Population Survey (cps) is the

Recapping the reasons for change

For decades, the cps has been the worldwide stan-
dard for household surveys. Its design, concepts,
and operational procedures have served as a
model for many other such surveys. Over the past

few years, however, the household surveys of
some other countries have surpassed the cps in
the use of more modern and innovative survey
methods.

The current cps labor force questionnaire has
remained essentially unchanged since the last ma-
jor revisions in January 1967, which were based in
part on recommendations of the 1962 Gordon
Commmittee. Additional revisions were proposed in
the late 1970’s and 1980's, most notably by the
Levitan Commission. No major changes in the
questionnaire have been implemented until now,
due to the lack of funding for a large overlap
sample necessary o assess their effect on the cps
labor force data series.’

Current efforts to redesign the questionnaire;
which began in 1986, resulted from joint Census
Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics plans for a
major redesign of all aspects of the cps. The cps
redesign plan calls for the introduction of a new
labor force questionnaire in January 1994, follow-
ing a period of field testing and using a 1-1/2-year
national overlap sample to estimate the effect of
the changes on the labor force estimates. Concur-
rent with this initiative, attempts are being under-
taken to eliminate paper and pencil data collection
by adopting integrated computer-assisted inter-
viewing methods. Finally, the redesign involves
the selection of new sample areas and housing
units from a sample frame developed from the

Monthly Labor Review September 1993 29




Overﬁauling the cps:  Evaluating Changes in Estimates

1990 Decennial Census, in order to account for
changes in the population that have occurred since
the preceding census. The redesigned sample will
be phased in gradually starting in April 1994, 4
months following the introduction of the new
questionnaire and computerization of the inter-
viewing process,

Description of the modernization

Most of the objectives of the cps labor force ques-
tionnaire redesign have been described earlier in
this issue in articles by John E. Bregger and
Cathryn S. Dippo and Anne E. Polivka and Jen-
nifer M. Rothgeb, and so will not be discussed fur-
ther here. However, the major points are summa-
rized in the box below.

It is important to restate that efforts were made
to enable consistent application of classification
criteria for labor force concepts, and to incorpo-
rate the use of dependent interviewing. Dependent
interviewing—using information from previous
interviews to identify “real” change—was investi-
gated to reduce the incidence of spurious change
in gross flow and longitudinal data,

Another objective of the survey redesign that
merits further discussion is the use of the capabili-
ties of computer-assisted interviews for improving
data quality and reducing respondent burden. The
survey redesign strategy requires that all inter-
viewing, and therefore all data capture, will be

computer-based. This will invelve both computer-
assisted telephone interviewing (cati) and com-

puter-assisted personal interviewing (capi). Com- -

puter-assisted telephone interviewing takes place
in either a central location where the questionnaire
is administered by interviewers under direct super-
vision of a superior or from the home of a field
representative who makes use of a laptop com-

puter. Computer-assisted personal interviewing

involves field representatives conducting inter-
views in the respondents’ homes using a laptop
computer. Consistent with current interviewing
strategy, most cps interviews will be conducted by
telephone. ‘

The single most important dimension that the
compater brings to the interviewing environment
is the ability to simplify the process for the field
representative. The redesigned cps labor force
questionnaire has become so complex that it could
not be conducted using a paper questionnaire.
However, with a computer doing all the compli-
cated work, the actual interview is simplified for
both the respondent and interviewer. The com-
puter automatically brings the appropriate ques-
tion to the screen. It can also be programmed to
perform editing functions and to identify inconsis-
tent answers. Another potentially important fea-
ture of computerized data collection systems is the
ability to store and display data from earlier inter-
views, 50 as to permit dependent interviewing, In
addition, caTicapi enhances the longitudinal as-

The objectives of the cps labor force question-
naire redesign are as follows:

e To improve the measurement of those
concepts which, although well defined, are not
measured precisely in the current questionnaire.
Examples are:

— employment/unemployment status

— layoff

— hours worked

— self-employment/unpaid family work

— earnings

¢ To define those concepts that are not well
explained in the current questionnaire. Examples
are:

— part-time workers

— status of persons not in the labor force

® To introduce revised concepts. A prime
example is the need to introduce a new concept
for measuring discouragement.

¢ To reduce respondent burden. Examples
include revising the approach to:

An overview of the modernization

— retired persons

— persons unable to work or disabled
persons

— inquiries concerning duration of un-
employment for unemployed persons

® To reduce spurious changes in certain cps
data, such as those related to:

— industry and occupation

— duration of unemployment

¢ Toincrease available data on topics of cur-
rent analytic importance, such as:
— dual jobholding
— usual hours worked
— earnings detail (for example, tips, com-
missions, overtime pay)
— child care for part-time workers

o To reduce dependence on volunteered in-
formation about such topics as:
— the existence of a business in a household
— full-time/part-time work status and the
*"  reason for that status
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pects of the cps by facilitating matching of house-
hold members between adjacent months,

Evaluating the changes

Whenever significant changes are made in an on-
going survey operation, there is always the expec-
tation that those changes will affect the character-
istics of the data obtained. It is important to
measure any such effects. For just this purpose, an
overlap sample—a sort of control group—has
been designed for the cps, to run from July 1992
through December 1993,

The primary objective of the overlap sample is
to provide a reference point for the transition of
the main labor force series from the “old” to the
“new” cps. The main measurement objective of
the overlap is to obtain precise estimates of overall
differences due to the redesign, and less precise
estimates for certain major subgroups of the popu-
lation. Secondary goals are to measure the effect
of specific types of changes:

& questionnaire changes;

# computerization of the interviewing pro-
cesses; and

¢ centralization of a portion of the interviewing.

It is highly likely that interaction effects among
these three types of change will be observed. The
overlap sample has been designed with special
features to specifically measure the effects of
some individual components of the change.

A large number of survey design features are
being changed in the new crs, and a number of
them, alone or in combination, could result in sig-
nificant changes in the estimates. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics and the Census Bureau want to be
able to explain to the public why differences be-
tween the new and old series occur, and to com-
ment on whether any changes reflect improve-
ments in the quality of the data. The two agencies
also need to understand from a scientific point of
view the effect of different design features on la-
bor force estimates. A third reason for wanting to
know the reasons for differences between the (wo
surveys is to use the information diagnostically to
improve the data collection process during the
overlap period (for example, by improving train-
ing) to ensure a smooth transition from the overlap
to full implementation of the redesigned cps in
1994,

The overlap sample is designed to meet the first
objective of calibrating the new and old cps esti-
mates, but its ability to meet the second objec-
tive—explaining the differences—is limited. For
the most part, the overlap design does not provide
for comparisons that would permit estimation of
the effects of different design features on overall
estimates.

The following section provides an overview of
the design of the overlap sample. It is followed by
a summary of the types of analysis that are
planned in order to evaluate the changes between
the “old” and “new surveys.

Overlap sample design

The overlap sample design was based on that used
inthe National Crime Victimization Survey, which
is conducted by the Census Bureau for the Bureau
of Justice Statistics. This design was chosen be-
cause the principal intent is to measure national-
level effects. Although the cps is a State-based de-
sign, none of the changes being made to the survay
treats States differently. Cost constraints mitigated
against designing an overlap sample that would
measure effects at the State level.

The design is a stratified multistage sample.
The larger metropolitan areas are included in the
sample with certainty—that is, with a probabil-
ity of 1. The remaining areas are stratified with
one Primary Sampling Unit (psu) (or locality)
selected per stratum to represent the other psu’s
in the stratum. The sample size for the overlap
survey is approximately 14,000 eligible housing
units within the selected psu’s per month.

Analysts will be comparing estimates from the
overlap sample with those from the ongoing cps.
The overlap sample will provide annual average
estimates with a standard error of approximately
0.11 percent for the unemployment rate and ap-
proximately 0.2 percent for the labor force partici-
pation rate.

Analysis of data effects

As indicated earlier, the overlap sample was de-
signed to measure directly the effects of all of the
changes to the survey. Embedded in the overlap
sample and in the current cps sample are a number
of split-panel designs to measure the effects of
some individual components of the change to the
new system.

The cube pictured below shows the types of
changes that could be analyzed. The historical
system is represented by the lower right-hand
front comner, and consists of the current ques-
tionnaire, no enhanced use of computer tech-
nology, and no centralized interviewing. The
goal is the diagonally opposite comer in the
back upper left, depicting a system using the
new questionnaire, advanced computer technol-
ogy, and both centralized and decentralized in-
terviewing.

Each of the lines along the edge of the cube
represents a dimension of change, the effects of
which analysts would like to obtain a measure. For
cxample, the segment from point 1 to point 5 rep-
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resents the use of computers with the present ques-
tionnaire and no centralized interviewing. By
gaining an understanding of the effects of each
of the changes individually, we hope to gain a
better understanding of the reasons for any over-
all effects.

o

CENTRALIZED INTERVIEWING

o -

-
GUESTIONNAIRE

1. Old questionnaire; decentralized;
nc computer (historical)

2. Old questionnaire; centralized;
computer

3. New questionnaire; centralized
(and decentralized);
computer (goal)

4. New questionnaire;
decentralized; computer

5. Old questionnaire; decentralized;
computer

The new questionnaire is sufficiently complex
that it is almost certainly unreasonable to attempt
to construct and use a paper version. For this rea-
son, some ¢omers of the cube represent unrealistic
situations. These are scenarios that would require
the use of the new questionnaire without computer
assistance,

To evaluate the implications of all the changes
to the survey, we have focused our efforts in these
directions:

1) Analysis of the overall effect;

2) Analysis of questionnaire effects; and

3) Analysis of mode effect—that is, the joint
effects of computerization and centralization of
data col]?cﬁon.

These areas are discussed in the following sec-
tions. '

New vs. old questionnaire

Numerous changes were made in the question-
naire to better define cps concepts, improve re-
spondents’ understanding of the intent of ques-
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tions, reduce reliance on volunteered information,
and improve the reliability of classification by in-
terviewers. The effects of these changes are hy-
pothesized to be improvements in data quality
and more consistent labor force classifications,
but few net differences in estimates between the
old and the new surveys. For the few labor force
concepts for which definitions were changed
(consistent with the recommendations of the
Levitan and Gordon Commissions), substantial
differences in estimates between the old and new
questionnaire are expected, in particular with re-
gard to declines in the number of economic part-
time workers and in the number of discouraged
workers. Finally, it is expected that dependent in-
terviewing will greatly reduce reported month-
to-month changes in industry, occupation, and
class-of-worker categories. In short, the hypoth-
esized effect is that the direction of the bias in the
current data will be reversed and reduced: a large
overreporting bias will be replaced by a much
smaller underreporting bias,

We will not attempt to conduct paper-based
interviews using the new questionnaire. It incor-
porates complex branching patterns and depen-
dent interviewing techniques that are not feasible
to incorporate in a paper survey instrument;
therefore, we will not know how the absence of a
paper questionnaire will affect survey results, or
be able to gauge the effect of automation on the
new questionnaire.

We will be able to tabulate the effects of the
questionnaire change using mis (number of a
group’s months in the sample) 2-4 and 6-8 can
cases by comparing caTi cases in the overlap
sample with those in the current sample across
common psu’s. For mis | and 5 cases, using the
current design with the old questionnaire adminis-
tered on paper and with the new one on cap1, we
get only an overall measure of the effects of com-
puterization and use of the new questionnaire. Be-
cause these cases all involve personal visit, there is
no effect of centralization of data collection.

Computers vs. paper

Ideally, automation makes it possible to achieve
greater control over how a survey is actually ad-
ministered, resulting in greater standardization.
Automation necessarily reduces interviewer errors
in following instructions to skip certain itemns or in
asking questions out of order, and very likely re-
duces variability in the way questions are asked,
Standardized probes are programmed, which con-
tribute to greater uniformity in how problem situa-
tions or “don’t know" responses are handled. On
the other hand, automation involves reliance on
machines, which can break down or malfunction
in ways that can disrupt the interview. In addition,




there is the possibility that capi interviewing,
which involves bringing the computer into the re-
spondents’ homes, may inhibit rapport or have
other unintended effects on the interview,

As noted above, it is not possible to measure
the effects of automation separately from the ef-
fects of the new questionnaire, because it is not
feasible to implement the new questionnaire on
paper. However, a variety of qualitative and quan-
titative information: will be collected to assess in-
terviewers’ and respondents’ reactions to Capl data
collection. These include item nonresponse meas-
ures, response distributions, respondent and inter-
viewer debriefing data, and behavior coding of
interviewer/respondent interactions.

Centralized vs. decentralized interviewing

The Census Bureau’s field staff is highly experi-
enced and generally well-trained. Many cps field
representatives have years of experience con-
ducting the survey. In contrast, interviewers in
the Census Bureau’s Hagerstown, mp, facility
have many fewer years of experience and less
training, and the staff in the newly opened Tuc-
son, Az, centralized facility have even less train-
ing and experience. These differences in training
and experience may tum out to be sources of dif-
ferences in data quality between the old and new
cps, which may result in differences in results
between the centralized and decentralized
modes of interview.

To assess and monitor possible effects of in-
terviewer training and experience on the quality
of data, a number of measures will be collected,
primarily to use as tools for diagnosing and cor-
recting problems. The measures are intended to
identify problems with the implementation of
capl and/or the new questionnaire, which would
be addressed primarily during training. The
means of assessing interviewer performance
will include:

» interviewer focus groups;

® monitoring (in caTi) and taping (in cat and
the field) of interviews; and

o capture of data on frequency of interviewer
backups and corrections in CATI and CAPL

‘Weaknesses identified will be addressed through
supplementary training.

1t is also believed that centralization will affect
cps results, because it permits more communica-
tion among interviewers, and more monitoring of
workers by supervisors, than is possible within a
decentralized field staff. Greater communication

means that interviewers in a centralized facility
can, and do, develop their own agreed-upon inter-
pretations of survey procedures and questions.
This is beneficial when interviewers' interpreta-
tions agree with standard procedures, but this is
not always the case, Past experience has suggested
that interviewers in Hagerstown have their own
idiosyncratic ways of handling certain sitations,
such as classifying job search methods in other
than the intended way, and obtaining job titles
rather than occupation information.

In the overlap sample, cases are being ran-
domly assigned for interviewing by either the
Hagerstown and Tucson offices or the decentral-
ized field staff. This makes it possible to estimate
the effect of centralization, which is recognized as
a possibly important source of variation between
the old and new surveys. However, CATI inter-
viewing, and thus the experimental assignments,
is only being implemented in multi-interviewer
PSU’s, not in single-interviewer psu’s. Multi-inter-
viewer psu’s tend to be urban and suburban areas.
Hence, analysts will not know the effects of cen-
tralization versus decentralization for rural re-
spondents, who are being interviewed only by de-
centralized field staff. The effects of interview
centralization on the new survey also will not be
measured in rural psu’s.

The above cases illustrate some of the compari-
sons being planned, and there are many others.
Under ideal circumstances one would wish to ex-
amine, to the extent possible, the effects of each
change. However, budget constraints forced a de-
sign of the overlap sample to measure primarily
the total effect of the changes. The resulting small
sample size will not always permit formation of
firm conclusions about the effects of the survey
redesign, especially for small estimates and small
changes.

THE PLANNED REDESIGN and modernization of the
cPs is an extraordinarily important and ambitious
undertaking. The result of planning and testing
since 1986 will culminate in the replacement of
the current cps operation with a revised question-
naire and a modemn data collection system begin-
ning next year. At the time of the redesign imple-
mentation, it must be possible to estimate what the
effects of the new questionnaire and the use of au-
tomation (catrcap) have on the published cps la-
bor force estimates, and to explore the reasons for
these changes. The design and implementation of
an overlap sample and the various analytical ef-
forts described above should provide the informa-
tion required to address these objectives. (W
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Where to Find
Information on
Employment and Unemployment

Employment and Earnings:

Monthly periodical containing labor force
and establishment data, National,

State, and area figures on

employment, unemployment, hours,

and earnings. Order

Employment and Earnings

from Superintendent of Documents, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington
I’ D.C. 20402. Includes text,
statistical tables, and technical notes.

Employment Situation News Release:

Copies of this national statistical monthly
release reach the public about a week after the
release date. Write: Inquiries and
Correspondence, Burean of Labor Statistics,
Room 2860, 2 Massachusetts Ave. NE,
Washington, D.C. 20212-0001.

Machine-Readable Form:

Labor force data from the household survey and
employment, hours, and earnings data from the
establishment survey are available on both
computer tape and diskette. For

information, write to the Office of
Employment and Unemployment Statistics,
Bureau of Labor Statistics, Room 4675,

2 Massachusetts Ave. NE., Washington D.C.
20212-0001 or call (202) 606-6373.
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Electronic News Release:

Quickest. Accessible electronically
immediately at release time through BLS news
release service. Write to the Office of
Publications and Special Studies, Bureau of
Labor Statistics, Room 4110, 2 Massachusetts

Ave. NE. Washington, D.C. 2(0212-0001, or call
(202) 606-5902,

Telephone:
T Quick summary on 24-hour recorded message,
T[] Key numbers, plus other BLS
BER indicators and upcoming release dates. Call

(202) 606-STAT.

Monthly Labor Review:

Employment and unemployment statistics
included in monthly 47-page

summary of BLS data and in

analytical articles. Available from

the Superintendent of Documents,

U.S. Government Printing Office
Washington, D.C. 20402,






