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Harnessing Administrative Records for Official Statistics on People and
Households

Abstract
The availability and excessiveness of alternative (non-survey) data sources, collected on a daily, hourly, and
sometimes second-by-second basis, has challenged the federal statistical system to update existing protocol for
developing official statistics. Federal statistical agencies collect data primarily through survey methodologies
built on frames constructed from administrative records. They compute survey weights to adjust for non-
response and unequal sampling probabilities, impute answers for nonresponse, and report official statistics via
tabulations from these survey. The U.S. federal government has rigorously developed these methodologies
since the advent of surveys -- an innovation produced by the urgent desire of Congress and the President to
estimate annual unemployment rates of working age men during the Great Depression.

In the 1930s, Twitter did not exist; high-scale computing facilities were not abundant let alone cheap, and the
ease of the ether was just a storyline from the imagination of fiction writers. Today we do have the technology,
and an abundance of data, record markers, and alternative sources, which, if curated and examined properly,
can help enhance official statistics. Researchers at the Census Bureau have been experimenting with
administrative records in an effort to understand how these alternative data sources can improve our
understanding of official statistics. Innovative projects like these have advanced our knowledge of the
limitations of survey data in estimating official statistics. This paper will discuss advances made in linking
administrative records to survey data to-date and will summarize the research on the impact of administrative
records on official statistics.
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Disclaimer
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This presentation was prepared for the 2018 ADRF Conference in Washington, DC. 

It was developed to promote research and advancements in our understanding of 
the use of administrative records in household and person-level statistics. In that 
spirit and to encourage discussion and thoughtful feedback at early stages of our 
work, this presentation has undergone a more limited review than official Census 
Bureau reports. All views and any errors are solely those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect any official position of the Bureau. 

Do not cite or distribute without author permission.



Motivation

• Nonresponse on the rise; people less willing to share data

• Innovation of household surveys is necessary in the world of big data 
we live in today

• Can we produce better, improved statistics more efficiently with 
already existing resources?

3



First Question: Are Administrative Records 
and Census/Survey Data Really So Different?
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Second Question: Does the Household Survey 
of Yester Year Meet Today’s Needs?
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History of Surveys
• 1930s: “Enumerative Check Census”

• First attempt to use national sampling to 
measure unemployment

• Develops into the monthly Sample 
Survey of Unemployment in March 1940

• Primary Sampling Units (PSU) developed 
in 1943 and evolved into 230 PSUs (from 
58) by 1954…what is now… 

• Current Population Survey (CPS)
• Monthly survey; rotational (4-8-4)
• Historically we have versions of the 

surveys from 1962 to present
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Today the Census Bureau administers more 
than 130 surveys every year!
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History of Statistical Reporting
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History of Statistical Reporting
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History of Statistical Reporting from Surveys
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Everything Revolves around the Survey-Year

• Historically, this makes sense.
• Sampling (and therefore national estimates) based on survey-year
• Interested in changes and trends over time:

• For example, income, poverty, the number of college graduates by year
• Back end seems fine, however…

• What are we missing?
• We are in an age of big data – “data, data, everywhere!”
• Integrating data from multiple sources on the front end can: 

• Enhance and improve national statistics 
• Strengthen statistics on small populations
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Challenges

• Updating infrastructure and protocol
• Editing and storing data

• Can we get away from manual data curation?
• Statistical methods to handle generating statistical properties from 

multisource data
• Skillsets & human capital

• Policy and data privacy issues
• Other topic areas are more advanced in figuring out these issues

• Business Register
• Master Address File
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Opportunities?
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How many uniquely 
new respondents we 
have interviewed post 
the 2000 decennial?
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How many total veterans we have data on? What 
generation those veterans come from?

We
collected 
data on 
4.3 
million 
veterans 
between 
2000 and 
2015.
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What’s Next?

• Are administrative data and survey data so different?
• In terms of data collection, perhaps not.
• In terms of policy and quality, variability exists.

• Does the Household Survey of Yester Year Meet Today’s Needs?
• Maybe, but it shouldn’t limit us
• Can we do better?

• Only engage the survey when we cannot find the information via any other source?

• Need a system for improved data integration at the front end that connects, cleans, and 
harmonizes multisource data

• The system should also feed into new surveys (pre-populate)
• The system should be updated regularly
• The integrated data should be available under updated data privacy and protection rules to 

statistical agencies for production and to researchers
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Thank you

Questions or comments to:
misty.l.heggeness@census.gov
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