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This report is released to inform interested parties and to encourage discussion of the work in progress.  Any views expressed in this report are those of the author and not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.

Abstract

The U.S. Census Bureau has published several standards on particular issues related to data quality, and now it is developing a comprehensive set of data quality standards that will govern all the Census Bureau’s data products and the processes that generate them.  These standards will ensure compliance with the September OMB’s 2006 Standards and Guidelines for Statistical Surveys.  However, they will include additional requirements and provide guidance to address the issues faced by the Census Bureau.  Current plans call for completing the standards in 2007.  While the standards apply to all programs at the Census Bureau, each program directorate is responsible for implementing the standards within their programs.

Questions
1. What are your thoughts about the general process we are following?

2. Do you see any serious omissions in the framework of standards?

3. What are your thoughts about using audit programs to help inform top management of implementation issues regarding the standards?

4. What approaches do you suggest to deal with cost versus quality tradeoffs?

Background

The Census Bureau began publishing data quality standards in 2001, under the direction of its Methodology and Standards (M&S) Council.  As of February 2007, the Census Bureau has issued 10 standards that cover a variety of topics.  Most of the existing standards, however, focus on the dissemination of data products.

The process to determine the need for a standard was ad hoc: often an employee encountered a situation where a standard would be helpful and proposed the need for the standard to the M&S Council.  The Council would charter a team to develop a standard to address the issue identified.  This approach resulted in standards that sometimes overlapped or addressed similar issues.  This approach also left gaps.  These teams worked on developing their assigned standards in addition to their regular assignments.  This approach lead to long development times – averaging over two years from the day a team was chartered to the day the standard was issued.

In November 2004, the M&S Council asked the Quality Program Staff (QPS) to benchmark the Census Bureau’s existing data quality standards against the draft standards being developed by the OMB (Standards and Guidelines for Statistical Surveys) the Statistics Canada’s Quality Guidelines, and the National Center for Education Statistics’ Statistical Standards.  The primary recommendation resulting from this exercise was to develop a complete and cohesive set of data quality standards that address the requirements of the OMB standards.

In October 2005, the Council decided to engage a contractor to help in developing the new complete set of data quality standards.  The aim was to shorten the development time and reduce the demand on staff resources.  The Census Bureau and the contractor held the kick-off meeting in May 2006.

New Approach to Developing Standards

Rather than have teams develop these new standards in their “spare time,” the Census Bureau will try a different process.  It calls for:

· The contractor to prepare a preliminary list of the requirements for the proposed standard,

· All Census Bureau programs to review this preliminary list of requirements for the proposed standard,

· The contractor to conduct a focus group of experts on the topic of the standard,

· The Quality Program Staff to draft the standard following the recommendations of the focus group,

· All Census Bureau stakeholders to review and comment on the draft standard,

· The Quality Program Staff to respond to comments and prepare the final standard,

· The M&S Council to review and recommend the standard for approval, and

· The Program Associate Directors to approve the final standard.

We expect this process to reduce the development times from the recent average of 35 months per standard to only a few months each.  

Framework of the Standards

The framework of the standards consists of sixteen process standards and five supporting standards. The framework is based on OMB’s Standards and Guidelines for Statistical Surveys, but is tailored to meet the Census Bureau’s products and processes.  The document, “Framework of Census Bureau Data Quality Standards” identifies the standards and their purpose.  While there are some exceptions, the standards apply to all Census Bureau data products and all programs and processes that generate data products, regardless of the data source or methodology, including products obtained or generated by a contractor working for the Census Bureau.  

Implementation Issues

The QPS periodically evaluates the implementation of the existing Census Bureau standards.  These evaluations are in effect audits across all program areas and programs to identify any problems with the implementation of a specific standard.  These evaluations do not report which programs are noncompliant, but instead point out general trends across all program areas regarding the implementation of the standard.

So far, the QPS have evaluated the implementation of two standards, in each case finding that a major cause of noncompliance was because employees did not remember that the standard existed or were not aware of all the requirements of the standard.

The Economic Programs Directorate has established an audit program to evaluate compliance with the OMB’s Standards and Guidelines for Statistical Surveys.  After the Census Bureau’s standards are published, the audit program will evaluate compliance against the Census Bureau’s standards.

The audit program aims to evaluate each program once every five years, report noncompliance issues, recommend corrective actions to address noncompliance issues, and recommend improvements to the program, based on the information obtained during the audit.
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