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I. INTRODUCTION 

June 15, 1993 
c 

Government decision-making can often get bogged down in 

formal committees ill-suited for decisions. This paper reports 

I 

on a case study in one government agency where gridlock was 
I 

avoided by the establishment of an alternate mechanism--formation I 
1 of a specialized team. 

The U.S. Bureau of the Census has only recently (1990) 

adopted Total Quality Management (TQM) to improve its customer 

I 
service.' All employees have been trained in TQM, with senior 1 
staff and selected others receiving intensive training. Key to 

success in a TQM environment is~collaboration and sharing of 
I 

responsibility in a team environment (see Katzenbach and Smith, 

1993, for a discussion of teams). A crisis in management of a 

I 
particular survey operation provided the impetus for application I 

1. The author is chief, Housing and Household Economic Statis- 
I 

tics Division, U.S. Bureau of the Census, Washington DC 20233- 
3300. This paper reports the general results of research under- 
taken by Census Bureau staff. The views expressed are attribut- 
able to the author and do not necessarily reflect those of the 

I 
Census Bureau. The author wishes to thank William Butz, Sherry 
Courtland, Enrique Lamas, Charles Nelson, Arthur Norton, Kenneth 
Riccini, Paula Schneider, and Preston Waite for their helpful 

I 
comments and suggestions. 

2. The Census Bureau form of TQM is called Census Quality 
Management, or CQM. 
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of TQM principles. This paper reports on the outcome of that 

' I approach and draws some general lessons from the experience. 

I The Census Bureau is responsible for all aspects of the 

Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). The SIPP is a 

I unique demographic survey for the Census Bureau, as it is the . 

only demographic survey (besides the Decennial Census long form) 

I with no external sponsor. The Census Bureau must itself act as 

the survey sponsor, as a surroqate for all data users. As the 

producer of the Nation's official income and poverty statistics, 
I 

this is a natural role, though. 

The SIPP was begun in late 1983 after a joint large-scale 

1 Census Bureau-Social Security Administration-Department of Health 

and Human services (Office of the Assistant Secretary of Planning 

and   valuation) research effort that lasted frdm 1975 to 1981. 

I' After being totally discontinued in 1981 because of competing 

priorities within the Social Security ~dministration, the SIPP 

I was revived in October 1982 and placed at the Census Bureau with 

I 
a mandate to begin field operations within a year. 

After a decade of data collection and analysis (1983-1992) 

I following seven years of research, experimentation, and field 

testing (1975-1981), the Census Bureau decided in 1992 to under- 

I take a thorough review of the accomplishments and the failures of 

the survey to date and to use that review to redesign the struc- 

I ture of the survey to make it more useful to its data users. The 

I difficulties in carrying out that redesign led to the establish- 

ment of an alternate managerial approach. 
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11. MANAGEMENT STRUCTURE 

The Census Bureau established a SIPP Executive committee 

(SEC) to act internally as the survey sponsor. The SEC consists 

of the key division chiefs within the Census Bureau concerned 

with SIPP and is chaired by the Associate Director for Demo- 

graphic Programs. This committee is intended to provide overall 

I I 
direction for the survey and has met once every two or three I 
 month^.^ The day-to-day operations of the survey are carried 

out at the branch level (see below). 
I 

The Census Bureau is organized into seven Directorates I 
(~dministrative, Decennial, Demographic, ~conomic, F'ield, Infor- 

mation Technology, and Standards) each consisting of ~ivisfons; I 
~ivisions are composed of branches and related branches are 

supervised by Assistant ~ivision chiefs (ADCs). The ~emographic I 
Programs area of the Census Bureau is organized functionally. It 

consists of (1) the Demographic Statistical Methods Division 
I 

(DSMD), whose responsibilities include sample design and selec- 

tion, statistical methodology, and statistical review of publica- 

I 
tions; (2) the Demographic Surveys Division (DSD), whose respon- I 
sibilities include overall survey management, including question- 

naire design, liaison with field operations, processing and 
I 

editing of raw data, and production of internal and external 

microdata products; and (3) the Housing and Household Economic 

I 
Statistics (HHES) and (4) Population (POP) Divisions, both I 
"subject matterw divisions whose responsibilities include content I 



* 
determination, specification of edits and imputations, data 

I' 
ci 

quality review and approval, and production of analytical rep- 

D 
o r t ~ . ~  The SEC includes the Associate Director, the chiefs of 

these four divisions, and the chiefs of the Field Division and 

I the Center for Survey Methods Research. Decisions are usually 

arrived at through consensus building, but occasionally votes are 

I taken to resolve issues over which there is substantial disagree- 

I making and undertake specific projects, under the overall direc- 

tion of a SIPP Operations Committee (the key Assistant Division 

I Chiefs and branch chiefs with operational responsibilities for 

SIPP). These other internal committees are Data Products, Pro- 

cessing, Research and Evaluation, and External Affairs, and 

I include employees at the ADC, branch chief, and lower levels. 

This structure is illustrated in Figure 1. 

a In addition to the Census Bureau's SIPP External Affairs 

Committee, several mechanisms have been established to insure 

I appropriate input to decision-making for the survey. The key 

formal mechanism for external input has been a committee orga- 

nized by the Office of Management and Budget's (OMB) office of 

I Statistical Policy (OSP) to coordinate the input of other federal 

agencies into SIPP decision-making. Other mechanisms have 

evolved to provide advice to the Census Bureau from other groups 

M 4. In addition, within the Demographic Programs Directorate, 
there are two divisions dealing with international issues, 
neither involved with SIPP. 
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of users. These include an Association of Public Data Users 

committee, a working group of the American Statistical Associa- 

tion's Survey Research and Methodology section, and an ad hoc 

D.C. Area Users Group. Past mechanisms have included a committee 
I 

of academics set up by the Social Science Research council and 

two technical panels of the National Academy of Science's commit- 

I 
tee on National statistics (CNStat). Most of these external I 
groups have been funded by the Census Bureau. 

This overall management structure has been criticized by a 
I 

recent CNStat panel on the future of SIPP as ill-sewing the 

needs of the data user (National Research Council, 1993). They 
I 

recommended establishment of a "principal investigatorgg type of I 
approach, where "a senior person with relevant substantive 

background and survey experienceIg (p. 231) is chosen to direct 
I 

the survey, assisted by teams assembled from members of the 

existing functional divisions. They argued that the additional 
I 

functions of content, analysis, and user services beyond the 

normal Census Bureau task of survey operations "necessitate 

I 
, 

strengthening and focusing the management of the programn {p. 
I 

232). The senior management of the Census Bureau is currently 

considering the CNStat proposal. 
I 

IV. DESCRIPTION OF THE SIPP 

I 
The SIPP is a longitudinal panel survey, designed to inter- I 

view a random sample of the Nation's households eight times at 

four-month intervals. A11 adult members of the initial sample 
I 
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households are followed, even if they leave the original house- 

hold. A serious attempt is made to follow movers as well. (See 

U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991, for more details.) A new panel 

is introduced every year. 

The SIPP has been plagued by two major problems in its first 

decade. Originally designed as a overlapping survey, with a new 

panel of 20,000 households begun each year, the survey ran into 

budget problems almost immediately. The very first (1984) panel 

was cut by roughly 3,700 eligible households in mid-1985, from 

I its initial panel size of 20,897 eligible households. Because of 

these budget problems, every subsequent panel during the 1980s 
6 

was smaller than the original design, and some were truncated to 

I 

I 
fewer than eight waves as well.' 

These small sample sizes were hampering attempts by users to 

fully utilize the survey data. In order to provide a short-term 

solution, the Census Bureau decided in mid-1989 to make a radical 

move to obtain the funds to restore the 1990 panel to its full 

size. It truncated the 1988 panel after six waves (of a planned 

eight) and the 1989 panel after three waves. This permitted it 

to field a 1990 panel of 23,627 households, which included a 

special subsample of 3,681 households with Black, Hispanic, and 

I female householders (with no spouse present and living with 

relatives) drawn from the 1989 panel. At the same time, a 

longer-term strategy was approved by the ~dministration and the 

5. The initial eligible sample sizes for the 1985-1989 panels 
were 14,306, 12,425, 12,527, 12,725, and 12,867 households, 

1 I 
respectively. 
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Congress; this involved restoring the base level funding for the 

,I 
SIPP program. I 

A second major problem hampering full use of the SIPP data 

was the inability of the Census Bureau to produce microdata 
I 

products from the survey quickly. Initial cross-section products I 
from the 1984 panel were produced quickly, but as the flow of 

data from the field continued, the processing fell further and I 
further behind. In addition, the fast initiation of the survey , 

prevented the Census Bureau from developing mechanisms for 

creating two important microdata products: a file combining I 
cross-section data from more than one panel (since UP to three - 

J 

panels are in the field at one time, the sample size for a given u 
analysis can be enhanced tremendously by pooling data across 

panels) and a file designed tc be truly longitudinal rather than I 
a collection of hastily edited cross-section observations. (A 

fuller description of these problems, and suggested solutions, 

can be found in National Research council, 1993.) I 
While it was clear that these problems were being addressed 

in some fashion by the Census Bureau staff (e.g. cross-section ! 
core data products from the 1990 and 1991 panels are being issued 

within eight or nine months after the end of data collection), 

there was a realization that the entire survey would benefit from I 
a thorough reexamination of its purposes, content, and structure. 

I 
6. Reflecting the earlier shortfall in funding, the 1991 panel 
was but 15,626 households. The 1992 and 1993 panels, however, 
began with 21,577 and 21,823 eligible households, respectively. 
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V. REDESIGN ACTIVITIES 

I Persistent complaints that the data products from the survey 

I 
were not meeting the needs of the Census Bureau's,customers led 

the SIPP Executive Committee to establish a TQM team of Bureau 

I employees to discover and prioritize its customers' needs. This 

team was established in November 1991, under the leadership of 

I the special assistant for SIPP in HHES (the Census Bureau's main 

user contact person). While not directly focused on obtaining 

the input of users for redesign decisions, the team undertook a 

full-scale survey of user (and potential user) needs, and infor- 

mal interaction with respondents led to valuable input. 

I Meanwhile, based on a concern that the infrequent meeting 

I 
schedule of the SEC and the typically broad-brush focus of its 

meetings would preclude the timely and informed decision-making 

I necessary to keep the assessment and subsequent redesign of the 

SIPP structure on schedule for a 1995 implementation, the Execu- 

I tive Committee adopted a subcommittee structure. The SIPP 

Management Redesign Team (SMRT) was established in February 1992 

I to make the necessary decisions and develop recommendations for 

I the larger Executive Committee to review (see Figure 2). SMR* 

consisted of the divisions chiefs of DSD, DSMD, HHES, and POP, 

and typically met weekly. Individuals from outside the team were 

invited to make presentations on relevant topics. Minutes were 

kept by the members on a rotating basis. sensitive issues were 

I debated freely within the team, but disagreements were not 

reported to those outside the team. 




























