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Attached is our final audit report on the Census Bureau’s regional office alignment and field
management reforms. Our audit included two objectives: (1) identify and assess the
benchmarks—including the manner in which response rates are calculated and reported on
surveys such as the American Community Survey—that the Bureau is using to assess the
success of the realignment effort and assess whether or not the Bureau is achieving its cost
savings and efficiency goals; and (2) assess the impact of the realignment on survey sponsors
and customers and determine whether external sponsoring agencies and internal Census
Bureau offices are satisfied with the survey content and design process, survey administration,
data quality, cost, and any other issues deemed important.
We identified internal control deficiencies in the Bureau’s process for managing reimbursable
agreements with external sponsoring agencies. Also, regional office staff are not utilizing tools
meant to monitor survey quality and cost. We also found that the Bureau did not retain
documentation to support the realignment cost-saving estimate—based on the reduced number
of regional offices and staff—that it had developed to justify the realignment. As a result, the
Bureau could not support that estimated cost savings had been achieved. Finally, the Bureau did
not develop benchmarks to determine whether its quality and efficiency goals were achieved.
In response to our draft report, the Bureau concurred with our recommendations. We have
summarized the Bureau’s response and included its entire formal response in appendix E. The
final report will be posted to OIG’s website pursuant to section 8M of the Inspector General
Act of 1978, as amended.
In accordance with Department Administrative Order 213-5, please provide your action plan
within 60 days of the date of this memorandum. We appreciate the assistance and courtesies
extended to us by Bureau management and staff.

We appreciate the assistance and courtesies extended to us by the Bureau. If you have any
questions about this report, please contact me at (202) 482-6020 or Terry Storms, Supervisory
Auditor, at (202) 482-0055.
Attachment
cc:

Nancy A. Potok, Deputy Director and Chief Operating Officer, Census Bureau
Colleen T. Holzbach, Program Manager for Oversight Engagement, Census Bureau
Pamela Moulder, Senior Program Analyst, Economics and Statistics Administration
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Report In Brief
O C TO B ER 22, 2015

Background
Immediately following the 2010
decennial census, senior Bureau
officials and the 12 regional directors determined that, in order to maintain a high-quality
survey operation and to proactively plan for decreased funding,
a restructuring of the Bureau’s
regional operations was needed.
To that end, a reduction in the
number of regional offices and
changes to the management of
data collection activities would
better position the Bureau to
reduce costs and achieve operational efficiencies, and the realignment was scheduled for completion by January 2013.

Why We Did This Review
We conducted this audit of the
Bureau’s regional office realignment and field management reforms from June 2014 to February 2015 to identify and assess
the benchmarks that the Bureau
is using to assess the success of
the realignment effort; to assess
whether or not the Bureau is
achieving its cost savings and
efficiency goals; and to determine
the impact of the realignment on
survey sponsors and customers
to ascertain whether external
sponsoring agencies and internal
Census Bureau offices are satisfied with the survey content and
design process, survey administration, data quality, cost, and
other issues deemed important.
To accomplish our objectives,
we interviewed management to
determine if metrics were identified prior to realignment; reviewed skills of new postrealignment employees; assessed
the Bureau’s methods for estimating and tracking survey costs;
and ascertained if staff are fully
using tools to improve response
rates and data collection efficiency.
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WHAT WE FOUND
Reimbursable agreements are not adequately managed. The Bureau has not developed
effective controls for estimating and documenting survey cost estimates and reporting
anticipated and actual costs to survey sponsors. We found instances where, as noted in a
prior OIG audit report, employees working on surveys may not be charging salary costs
appropriately. As a result, the Bureau may be over- or undercharging survey sponsors;
the process for developing survey cost estimates is not consistent; and survey sponsors
are not receiving the information needed to compare costs to budgeted amounts and
make management decisions, such as questioning survey costs.
The Bureau is not monitoring survey costs and failed to research interview anomalies. After
reviewing data quality reports for all six regional offices—and conducting site visits with
staff in the Atlanta and New York regional offices to assess their processes for
monitoring and improving survey performance—we determined that regional office staff
are not fully utilizing all tools available to reduce survey costs and improve data quality.
Specifically, we found that most regional office survey statisticians are neither fully utilizing
the Bureau’s Unified Tracking System nor monitoring survey costs, despite performance
plans that emphasize both. In addition, our review of the Bureau’s FY 2014 data quality
indicator reports regarding the Department of Justice’s National Crime Victim Survey
identified several instances where field representatives were flagged for items requiring
supervisory attention, yet supervisors took no action to investigate these issues.
The Bureau Could Not Support That Estimated Cost Savings Have Been Achieved and Did Not
Develop Measureable Goals to Improve Efficiency and Data Quality. Although the Bureau
identified cost savings goals, it was unable to demonstrate that the goals were achieved. In
addition, the Bureau did not document measureable efficiency and data quality goals with
assumptions. Therefore, the Bureau is unable to demonstrate to survey sponsors and
Congress that its realignment goals were achieved.

WHAT WE RECOMMEND
We recommend that the Director of the Census Bureau
1.

implement steps to ensure that time charged by Census employees in WebTA
reflects actual work performed on specific surveys.

2.

develop policies and procedures, which define (a) the methods for estimating
reimbursable agreement costs, (b) the level of detail required for reporting actual
costs of reimbursable agreements to survey sponsors, and (c) how often cost reports
should be provided to survey sponsors.

3.

improve survey cost and quality monitoring by (a) establishing measurable cost and
quality standards, (b) consolidating monitoring systems to avoid duplicate capabilities
and reduce costs, (c) prioritizing the implementation of all surveys in the Unified
Tracking System and ensuring that all regional office survey statisticians are trained on
system capabilities, and (d) instituting periodic time frames for supervisory review of
the cost and quality reports and taking corrective action before the next survey cycle.

4.

calculate the costs of the realignment, using net change in personnel and lease costs,
to confirm whether actual cost savings occurred and will continue to be realized.
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Introduction
Along with its data collection efforts associated with the decennial census, the Census Bureau
collects and provides data about the people and economy of the United States throughout the
decade through a variety of surveys and censuses. To accomplish this, the Bureau manages a
nationwide staff responsible for gathering data by personal visit or telephone, for its own
surveys as well as for other government agencies and institutions.
Immediately following the 2010 decennial census, senior Bureau officials and the 12 regional
directors determined that, in order to maintain a high-quality survey operation and to
proactively plan for decreased funding, a restructuring of the Bureau’s regional operations was
needed. 1 The Bureau’s field structure, consisting of 12 regional offices, had been in place since
1961. The Bureau justified the realignment by explaining that “the survival of our survey
business requires changes at headquarters and in the field.” In its June 2011 reprogramming
request to Congress, the Bureau stated that a reduction in the number of regional offices and
changes to the management of data collection activities would better position the Bureau to
reduce costs and achieve operational efficiencies. Congress approved the request on July 28,
2011, and the realignment was determined by Census officials to be complete by January 2013.
In planning the realignment, more than 20 regional office reconfigurations were considered.
Ultimately, it was decided that reducing the number of regional offices from 12 to 6 was
optimal (see table 1, next page). The Bureau estimated that the realignment would affect 330
employees with a net loss of approximately 115 to 130 positions nationally. The Bureau
expected the realignment to reduce annual survey costs by about $18 million, beginning in fiscal
year (FY) 2014. Also, the realignment was designed to achieve workload equality across the six
remaining regional offices, shift supervisory responsibilities from the regional offices to the field,
and reorganize the survey management structure within the regional offices. (See appendix C
for a comparison of the pre- and post-realignment configurations of the Bureau’s regional
offices; and see appendix D for the pre- and post-realignment management structure and
descriptions of survey positions.)
In FY 2015, the Bureau will have spent about $280 million on its Census Bureau–funded
surveys, such as the American Community Survey and the Survey of Income and Program
Participation. The Bureau also enters into interagency agreements for reimbursable surveys,
conducting work on a full cost recovery basis. 2 During FY 2015 the Bureau anticipates it will
have spent $315 million to conduct several reimbursable surveys for other federal, state, and
local agencies, such as the Current Population Survey, Consumer Expenditure Survey, and the
New York City Housing and Vacancy Survey (NYCHVS). (See appendix tables B.1 and B.2 for
listings of these Census Bureau-funded and reimbursable surveys and their estimated costs in
FY 2015.) Surveys are managed and conducted by staff at the Bureau’s headquarters in Suitland,
Maryland, its six regional offices, and its three call centers in Maryland, Indiana, and Arizona.
1

The senior Bureau officials included the Director, Deputy Director, Associate Director for Field Operations, and
Chief of Field Division.
2
The Bureau is authorized to conduct special statistical compilations and surveys for other federal and state
agencies under United States Code, Title 13, section 8(b).
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Table 1. Status of the Census Bureau’s Regional Offices
After Realignment
Remaining Offices

Closed Offices

Atlanta

Boston

Chicago

Charlotte

Denver

Dallas

Los Angeles

Detroit

New York

Kansas City, Kansas

Philadelphia

Seattle

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Objectives, Findings, and Recommendations
Our audit of the Bureau’s regional office realignment and field management reforms included
two objectives:
1. identify and assess the benchmarks—including the manner in which response rates are
calculated and reported on surveys such as the American Community Survey—that the
Bureau is using to assess the success of the realignment effort and assess whether or
not the Bureau is achieving its cost savings and efficiency goals; and
2. assess the impact of the realignment on survey sponsors and customers and determine
whether external sponsoring agencies and internal Census Bureau offices are satisfied
with the survey content and design process, survey administration, data quality, cost,
and any other issues deemed important.
For information regarding our scope and methodology, see appendix A.
We identified internal control deficiencies in the Bureau’s process for managing reimbursable
agreements with external sponsoring agencies. Also, regional office staff are not utilizing tools
meant to monitor survey quality and cost. We also found that the Bureau did not retain
documentation to support the realignment cost-saving estimate—based on the reduced number
of regional offices and staff—that it had developed to justify the realignment. As a result, the
Bureau could not support that estimated cost savings had been achieved. Because previous
managers did not document the assumptions they used to calculate estimated savings from the
realignment, the actual cost savings provided to OIG during the audit were calculated by
subsequent managers in a different manner. Finally, the Bureau did not develop benchmarks to
determine whether its quality and efficiency goals were achieved.

I.

Reimbursable Agreements Are Not Adequately Managed
The Bureau has not developed effective controls for estimating and documenting survey
cost estimates and reporting anticipated and actual costs to survey sponsors. We found
instances where, as noted in a prior OIG audit report, employees working on surveys may
not be charging salary costs appropriately. 3 As a result,
•

the Bureau may be over- or undercharging survey sponsors,

•

the process for developing survey cost estimates is not consistent, and

•

survey sponsors are not receiving the information needed to compare costs to
budgeted amounts and make management decisions, such as questioning survey
costs.

During our audit, some survey sponsors expressed concerns with the management of
reimbursable surveys.
3

U.S. Department of Commerce Office of Inspector General, May 21, 2014. The Census Bureau Lacks Accurate and
Informative Cost Data to Guide 2020 Census Research through a Constrained Budget Environment, OIG-14-021-A.
Washington, DC: DOC OIG.
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A. The Bureau’s Processes for Charging Time Are Inadequate
During our review, we found that some employees do not consistently charge salary
costs based on the time actually spent working on a specific survey. According to the
Department of Commerce’s Accounting Principles and Standards Handbook, reimbursable
agreements are conducted on a full cost recovery basis. 4 Full cost recovery standards
require that all direct and indirect costs associated with conducting a survey be
recorded based on actual costs. Actual costs are recorded in the accounting system in a
separate account for each survey. Time spent by employees working on a reimbursable
agreement should be recorded as a direct cost of that agreement during each pay
period that an employee works on a survey.
Bureau headquarters provide each regional office with an operating plan identifying the
number of days to be charged to each survey during the upcoming fiscal year. Regional
office managers add the names of their employees to the operating plan with the
number of days they will work on each survey. Some employees work exclusively, and
have all of their time allocated to, a single survey. However, other employees have their
time divided between multiple surveys. We compared the time charged by all Program
Coordinators supervising multiple surveys to the number of surveys they manage.
Coordinators oversee data collection activities for at least 12 surveys and directly
supervise the regional office and field survey statisticians. 5 We found that coordinators
only charge their time, via the Department’s Web Time and Attendance payroll system
(WebTA), to a subset of the surveys they manage (see table 2, next page). 6 Some
coordinators stated that they charge their time based on their budgeted allocations, as
opposed to actual hours worked on each survey.
We also found examples of other employees—such as regional office survey
statisticians, clerks, and recruiters—charging time based on budgeted allocations as
opposed to actual hours worked on each survey. For example, the NYCHVS, sponsored
by the New York City Department of Housing Preservation and Development, is
conducted every three years to comply with New York state and New York City’s rent
regulation laws. During the 2011 NYCHVS, at least two Census Bureau employees
worked on the NYCHVS but charged their time to another project.
As a result of employees charging time based on budgeted amounts, as opposed to time
actually spent working on a specific survey, survey sponsors may be over- or
undercharged. In addition, if these erroneously recorded costs are used to develop
future survey budgets, inaccurate figures will be included in the reimbursable agreement.
4

DOC, September 2011. Accounting Principles and Standards Handbook, Washington, DC: DOC,
http://www.osec.doc.gov/ofm/Accounting/cover.html (accessed April 29, 2015). See Chapter 11, “Fees and
Revenues,” and Chapter 12, “Managerial Cost Accounting.”
5
Regional office survey statisticians manage specific surveys conducted through their regional office. Field survey
statisticians manage approximately 12 field supervisors.
6
WebTA is a web-based time and labor system that allows employees to input and certify time, and supervisors to
approve leave requests and certify time cards, online, all in one system. WebTA information updates the
accounting system, where final costs are recorded.
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For example, if a survey sponsor was undercharged for work on a survey in a particular
year, there might be an underestimation of costs for the next survey and a subsequent
funding shortfall once it is under way, thus requiring the Bureau to either request
additional funding from the survey’s sponsor or reduce its deliverables. Since the Bureau
does not track the actual time (as opposed to the budgeted time) its employees work
on a specific survey, the information needed to quantify the amounts that may have been
erroneously billed to a survey sponsor is not available. Although past OIG and
Government Accountability Office reports have highlighted similar weaknesses related
to the Census Bureau’s charging practices, the weaknesses persist . 7
Table 2. Discrepancies Between the Estimated Number of Surveys Managed
and the Number of Surveys Charged by Program Coordinators
Regional
Office
Atlanta

New York

Chicago

Los Angeles

Denver

Philadelphia

Coordinator
Identifier

Number of
Surveys Charged

Number of Surveys Managed,
Based on Operating Plan

A

5

12

B

4

12

C

7

12

D

5

12

E

3

12

F

8

12

G

6

12

H

5

12

I

10

12

N

10

12

O

5

12

P

8

12

Q

4

12

R

7

12

S

10

12

J

8

12

K

0

12

L

3

12

M

7

12

Source: OIG analysis of U.S. Census Bureau information.

7

U.S. General Accounting Office, October 4, 2001. 2000 Census Better Productivity Data Needed for Future Planning
and Budgeting, GAO-02-4. Washington, DC: GAO, and DOC OIG, May 21, 2014. The Census Bureau Lacks Accurate
and Informative Cost Data to Guide 2020 Census Research through a Constrained Budget Environment, OIG-14-021-A.
Washington, DC: DOC OIG.
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B. The Bureau Has Not Developed Adequate Controls over Survey Cost Estimates
The Census Bureau has not developed adequate internal controls over survey cost
estimates. This condition exists because the Bureau has not developed policies and
procedures for survey directors or participating divisions 8 to follow when estimating
survey costs. As a result we found survey costs are inconsistently developed or
calculated and may not include all cost considerations.
For example, some divisions participating in surveys do not prepare a cost estimate,
even when asked to do so by survey directors. In these instances, survey directors
estimate costs based on the previous year’s agreement amounts, adjusting for salary or
workload. Based on issues noted in finding I.A., cost estimates based on previous
agreements may be inaccurate since some employees do not charge their time
accurately. Other participating divisions, however, do provide estimates. But, since there
is no prescribed estimate format, the information provided by these divisions is
inconsistently detailed.
Cost estimates are the basis for determining the amount of each reimbursable
agreement. Based on issues noted in finding I.A, including employees charging time based
on budgeted allocations as opposed to actual hours worked on each survey, an
inaccurate cost estimate may result in overcharges to a survey sponsor or prevent the
Bureau from achieving full cost recovery for an interagency agreement. Some Census
Bureau projects, based on inaccurate cost estimates, have experienced cost overruns.
The Bureau may not be able to complete all deliverables specified in an agreement
without receiving additional funding from the survey sponsor.
A proper control environment for estimating survey costs would include a policy that
prescribes methods that the Bureau’s participating divisions can use to create
consistently detailed and formatted cost estimates for use in developing accurate
budgets for reimbursable agreements. Because the Bureau lacks such a policy for
estimating survey costs, the cost estimate process is not transparent. Survey directors
are often unable to provide survey sponsors with accurate cost estimate data. This
deficiency could prevent survey sponsors from making informed decisions about survey
design (such as sample reductions) when it comes to responding to funding constraints.
C. The Bureau Does Not Consistently Provide Survey Sponsors with Sufficiently Detailed
Standardized Cost Reports
Although most survey sponsors receive monthly cost reports from the Bureau, the
information included in these reports is not presented in a consistent format.
Specifically, it may not provide the level of detail needed for the survey sponsor to
monitor costs against budgeted amounts. In order for survey sponsors to make effective
management decisions, they need sufficiently detailed cost information to monitor
8

Participating divisions are unique groups within Census that contribute to the completion of surveys, such as the
field division and the national processing center.
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expenditures and assess the effectiveness of survey operations. For example, some
reports include costs summarized by project code, rather than breaking them out in
more detail provided in other reports, such as by participating division, object class, and
full-time equivalent. Given the cost issues noted in finding I.B, survey sponsors should be
provided with sufficiently detailed reports that will allow them to identify and question
potential cost overruns and to assess compliance with full cost recovery requirements.
A few survey sponsors do not receive any cost reports from the Bureau. One example
is the NYCHVS. In March 2014, Census Bureau personnel met with NYCHVS
management and did not report any funding issues at that time. However, the following
month the Bureau realized that, although the data collection portion of the survey was
only 60 percent complete, there were insufficient funds remaining to complete the
survey as specified in the interagency agreement.
Thus, the current NYCHVS—originally estimated to cost $7.8 million—has incurred
cost overruns that are projected to total $2.3 million by the end of the agreement’s
term in 2016. The survey’s sponsor had to contribute an additional $1.3 million to fund
the survey. The NYCHVS survey director informed us that it is unclear whether the
Bureau will be able to reduce its costs by $1 million by the end of the period of
performance in December 2016, and that the Census Bureau may consequently be
unable to complete all deliverables that are specified in the agreement. The NYCHVS’s
sponsor neither requested nor received cost reports, but instead relied on the Census
Bureau to sufficiently monitor the survey’s costs and to notify it of any potential
problems. For the remainder of the current agreement term and going forward, the
NYCHVS’s sponsor plans to request periodic cost reports from the Census Bureau in
order to more closely monitor the survey’s expenditures.

II.

The Bureau Is Not Monitoring Survey Costs and Failed to Research
Interview Anomalies
In its explanation to sponsors for the realignment of its regional offices, the Bureau stated
that
Improved Management and Information Systems and tools will maintain high data quality
and support increased efficiency and lower costs. Key performance and cost metrics will
be used to ensure transition is meeting customers’ requirements. 9

During our audit, we reviewed data quality reports for all six regional offices and conducted
site visits with staff in the Atlanta and New York regional offices to assess their processes
for monitoring and improving survey performance. As a result of this work, we determined
that regional office staff do not fully utilize all tools available to reduce survey costs and
improve data quality. Specifically, we found that most regional office survey statisticians are

9

PowerPoint presentation by Census Bureau to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, July 2011.
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neither fully utilizing the Bureau’s Unified Tracking System (UTS) nor monitoring survey
costs, despite performance plans that emphasize both. 10
Bureau staff utilize a different system, called Giant Panda, to monitor data quality for the
Department of Justice’s National Crime Victim Survey. 11 Giant Panda produces reports that
identify interview anomalies. However, our review of FY 2014 data quality indicator reports
generated by Giant Panda identified several instances where field representatives were
flagged for items requiring supervisory attention, yet supervisors took no action to
investigate these issues.
A. Regional Office Survey Statisticians Are Not Performing Required Monitoring Duties
The Bureau developed the UTS to collect survey information from several sources—
such as the survey interview instrument and payroll and accounting systems—and to
consolidate this information into reports that can be used to monitor survey cost and
quality. The UTS includes four major types of reports: progress, data quality, data
collection effort, and cost. The UTS provides users with a view over time and across
surveys. The UTS was implemented in FY 2012, and in FY 2014 it cost the Bureau $2.1
million for operations and maintenance. According to Bureau officials, the UTS was
necessary because, without it, supervisors did not have the ability to efficiently:
• track the cost, progress, and quality of a case from sample selection through
post–data collection processing for surveys and censuses,
• access a single source to monitor case/workload cost, progress, and quality
across collection modes on a near real-time basis, or
• access a single source for cost, progress, and quality data for responsive design
decision making.
Even though supervisors have the ability to monitor survey cost, progress, and quality
with the UTS, we found that only 2 out of 21 regional office survey statisticians we
interviewed actually do so. Additionally, most regional office survey statisticians rely on
other systems to complete their daily duties, which include monitoring survey cost,
quality, and progress.
Our analysis of UTS usage reports shows that usage levels are lower than expected for
regional office survey statisticians, a position specifically created during the regional
office realignment to monitor survey cost and progress (see figure 1, next page).
According to their performance plans, the regional office survey statisticians are
expected to use the UTS at least once per day. We compared actual UTS usage reports,
covering all surveys and report types, for the six regional offices during the period of
June–November 2014. We found use of the UTS by the regional office survey
statisticians to have been significantly lower than the 1,300 uses per regional office that
10

The Unified Tracking System is a data warehouse that provides indicators of cost, progress, and data quality over
time, across surveys, and from different data capture sources at one time.
11
Giant Panda Reports are summary reports that contain data quality indicator information used by Bureau staff
to monitor survey performance.
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would have been expected during this time period if each statistician used the UTS at
least once each work day. 12
Figure 1. Actual Versus Expected UTS Usage by Regional Office Survey
Statisticians, June–November 2014 (Number of Uses Recorded)
1,400
1,200

Actual Usage

1,000

1,116

Los Angeles

Chicago

Expected Usage

800

717

600
533

400
200

1,097

612

291

0
New York

Denver

Philadelphia

Atlanta

Regional Office
Source: OIG analysis of UTS data.

The UTS usage reports were also analyzed to compare the use of progress and cost
reports summarized by survey. We compared the progress and cost usage reports of
four surveys for the six regional offices during the period of June through November
2014. We found that regional office survey statisticians are not monitoring survey cost
reports as often as progress reports (see figure 2, next page).

12

This figure of 1,300 is arrived at by presuming 10 regional office survey statisticians in the regional office (each
producing one UTS report each day), multiplied by 5 work days a week, multiplied by 26 (the number of weeks
between June and November 2014). Thus: 10 x 1 x 5 x 26 = 1,300. For clarity, this figure does not include holidays
or leave because the majority of regional offices fall well below the expected number of uses.
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Figure 2. UTS Usage by Regional Office Survey Statisticians for
Determining Progress and Cost, by Survey, June–November 2014a
1,000
900
800
700
600
500
400
300
200
100
0

Progress Reports Usage

869

Cost Reports Usage
616
361

352
153

Current Population
Survey

National Health
Interview Survey

279
113

National Crime
Victimization Survey

60
Consumer
Expenditure Diary
Survey

Source: OIG analysis of UTS data.
a
Usage is measured by the number of unique times that the cost and progress reports were accessed.

Most regional office survey statisticians monitor survey progress reports more often
than cost reports because management sets benchmarks for the rate of completion (for
example, 25 percent of cases completed by day seven of the interview period) but not
for survey cost. Effective cost management is further hindered because some surveys,
such as the National Ambulatory Medical Care Survey and National Hospital
Ambulatory Medical Care Survey, are not included in the UTS.
Many supervisors continue to use other systems, such as the Regional Office Survey
Control (ROSCO) system, because they are familiar with them. ROSCO provides
supervisors with near real-time progress data, unlike the UTS, which is only updated
once each day. However, the UTS contains cost data, while ROSCO does not. As such,
supervisors who rely on ROSCO and do not use the UTS are unable to monitor survey
costs and thus identify potential cost overruns in a timely manner. If these monitoring
systems have duplicate capabilities, the Bureau could consolidate the systems to reduce
costs.
B. The Bureau Did Not Ensure That Quality Data Was Collected on the National Crime
Victimization Survey
As discussed previously, the Bureau’s Giant Panda system is used to monitor and
improve the data quality of the Justice Department’s National Crime Victimization
Survey. Giant Panda produces regional office summary reports that contain data quality
indicators, which are used by the regional office staff to monitor survey performance.
These reports provide data quality indicators for every field representative who is
collecting data for the survey. The Department of Justice identifies critical data quality

10

FINAL REPORT NO. OIG-16-004-A

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

OFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL

indicators—such as the amount of time it takes an interviewer to conduct a survey—
that are used to assess the quality of the data. Failure to meet certain thresholds may
indicate poor data quality.
The Bureau uses a monthly data quality feedback report that contains summary data
from six Giant Panda reports and highlights data quality indicators that require
immediate supervisory attention. In reviewing the reports for October 2013 and
January, September, and October 2014, we found issues that were flagged but on which
no action had been taken by Bureau management (see table 3).
The Bureau stated that its regional offices were allowed to skip submitting data quality
feedback reports for several months in 2014, since this time period overlapped with the
preparation of annual performance reviews. But, by ignoring data quality issues for this
length of time, the Bureau was not able to ensure that it consistently collected quality
data for the National Crime Victimization Survey.
Table 3. Issues with National Crime Victimization Survey Field Representatives
That Were Flagged, but on Which No Action Was Taken, 2013–2014
Number
of
Incidents

Reason

Explanation of Issue

Field representative
completed interview in
less than 2 minutes.

Short interview times raise concerns about data
quality, because the interview should, at a minimum,
last 3.5–4 minutes. Short interview times suggest
that a field representative is skipping cues, which can
lead to possible inaccurate or falsified data.

9

Field representative
completed interviews
overnight (between
12:00 a.m. and 7:00 a.m.).

Overnight interviews raise concerns about data
quality, as there is a greater probability that
interviews completed overnight are falsified.

448

Field representative
started interviews on or
after the 20th day of the
month, which turned into
non-interviews.

Non-interviews raise concerns about data quality,
because they lower the response rate of the survey.

266

Source: OIG analysis of Census data quality feedback reports for October 2013 and January, September, and
October 2014.
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The Bureau Could Not Support That Estimated Cost Savings Had Been
Achieved and Did Not Develop Measureable Goals to Improve Efficiency
and Data Quality
The Bureau’s realignment aimed to reduce costs, increase efficiency, and improve data
quality. Although the Bureau identified cost savings goals, it is unable to demonstrate that
the goals were achieved. In addition, the Bureau did not document measureable efficiency
and data quality goals with assumptions. Therefore, the Bureau is unable to demonstrate to
survey sponsors and Congress that its realignment goals were achieved.
Our review of the Bureau’s estimate of cost savings resulting from the realignment found
that the Bureau expected to reduce survey costs by $17.8 million annually beginning in FY
2014. This cost savings figure was presented to survey sponsors, as well as Congress, during
briefings held in July 2011. However, the Bureau was unable to provide us with the
assumptions and supporting documentation that were used in 2011 to calculate the
estimated savings of $3 million in lease costs and $14.8 million in personnel costs. In
addition, the Bureau was unable to replicate the 2011 cost savings estimate, stating that
their previous attempts at recalculating it were unsuccessful. Consequently, when we asked
the Bureau to calculate actual cost savings realized in FY 2014, current Bureau management
used a different measure to estimate personnel cost savings—this time using a reduction in
overhead costs charged to survey sponsors—which resulted in an estimate of $5 million in
personnel cost savings in FY 2014. However, even when combined with an estimated $2
million savings in lease costs, the total estimated cost savings of $7 million is; (1) well below
the 2011 estimate of $17.8 million; (2) not comparable to the original estimate, because
different methodologies were used; and (3) may not actually reflect true cost savings, since
a reallocation of direct and indirect costs could result in an overhead rate decrease but in
no actual cost reduction. As a result, the Bureau cannot demonstrate that the realignment
achieved the cost savings presented to sponsors and Congress.
In addition, in letters to the House and Senate Subcommittees on Commerce, Justice,
Science, and Related Agencies in June 2011, the Department of Commerce stated that the
goals of the realignment were to “reduce costs and realize operational efficiencies.” 13 We
requested documentation related to pre-determined goals for improved efficiency and data
quality. However, the Bureau was unable to provide this information because no target
goals that could be measured against actual results were developed. Without
documentation, assumptions, and pre-determined goals, the Bureau cannot demonstrate
that the realignment achieved the increased efficiency and improved data quality goals
presented to survey sponsors and Congress.

13

Department of Commerce Chief Financial Officer and Assistant Secretary for Administration Scott Quehl,
letters to the House and Senate Subcommittees on Commerce, Justice, Science, and Related Agencies, June 28,
2011.
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Recommendations
We recommend that the Director of the Census Bureau
1. implement steps to ensure that time charged by Census Bureau employees in
WebTA reflects actual work performed on specific surveys.
2. develop policies and procedures, which define (a) the methods for estimating
reimbursable agreement costs, (b) the level of detail required for reporting actual
costs of reimbursable agreements to survey sponsors, and (c) how often cost
reports should be provided to survey sponsors.
3. improve survey cost and quality monitoring by (a) establishing measurable cost and
quality standards, (b) consolidating monitoring systems to avoid duplicate capabilities
and reduce costs, (c) prioritizing the implementation of all surveys in the Unified
Tracking System and ensuring that all regional office survey statisticians are trained
on system capabilities, and (d) instituting periodic time frames for supervisory review
of the cost and quality reports and taking corrective action before the next survey
cycle.
4. calculate the costs of the realignment, using net change in personnel and lease costs,
to confirm whether actual cost savings occurred and will continue to be realized.
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Summary of Agency Response and OIG
Comments
We received the Census Bureau’s comments on the draft report, which we included as
appendix E of this final report. The Bureau concurred with all 4 recommendations.
In response to finding I, the Bureau stated that the implementation of MS Project Server should
reinforce the correct charging of time through the use of Activity-Based Management Principles.
However, as we previously communicated to Census Bureau management, in order to ensure
that time is charged accurately, MS Project Server must be reconciled to the WebTA system.
In response to finding III, the Bureau provided a new estimate of the cost savings resulting from
the realignment. We want to emphasize that Census Bureau management provided the
estimated cost savings of $7 million during the course of this audit and that we are unable to
validate the new calculated estimate of $22.2 million provided in the response to the draft
report.
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Appendix A: Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology
The objectives of this audit were to
1. identify and assess the benchmarks—including the manner in which response rates are
calculated and reported on surveys such as the American Community Survey—that the
Census Bureau is using to measure the success of realignment effort, and assess
whether or not the Bureau is achieving its cost-savings and efficiency goals.
2. assess the impact of the realignment on survey sponsors and customers. Determine
whether external sponsoring agencies and internal Census Bureau offices are satisfied
with the survey content and design process, survey administration, data quality, costs,
and any other issues deemed important.
To accomplish our objectives we
•

interviewed directorate management to determine if metrics were identified prior to
the realignment that will measure whether the realignment achieved its goals (for
example, in reduced cost, improved quality, and greater efficiency and responsiveness).

•

reviewed skills for new positions created after the realignment by analyzing
requirements in job announcements, and interviewed employees in new positions to
determine whether they possess the requisite skills.

•

assessed whether or not the Bureau is achieving its cost-savings and efficiency goals by
reviewing the Bureau’s methodology for estimating the cost savings and validating the
estimate.

•

obtained an understanding of how survey costs and reimbursable revenues are
recorded, and reviewed supporting documentation.

•

assessed the Bureau’s methods for estimating and tracking survey costs by interviewing
survey directors and comparing cost reports to the Commerce Business System.

•

tested for compliance with provisions of the Department of Commerce’s Accounting
Principles and Standards Handbook, Chapter 11, Section 4.0.

•

assessed whether staff are fully utilizing tools to improve response rates and data
collection efficiency, reduce survey cost, and improve quality, by conducting site visits
and staff interviews at the New York and Atlanta regional offices and by reviewing usage
reports covering all regional offices.

Further, we gained an understanding of internal controls significant within the context of the
audit objectives by interviewing officials at the Bureau and reviewing documentation for
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evidence of internal controls. Based on this, we identified an internal control weakness:
specifically, deficiencies in the Bureau’s process for managing reimbursable agreements. Finally,
our work found no instances of fraud, illegal acts, or abuse. We tested computer-generated
data used to perform this audit by reviewing existing information about the information
systems, performing reasonableness tests, and obtaining corroborating evidence. From these
efforts, we believe the information we obtained is sufficiently reliable for this report.
We conducted this audit from June 2014 to February 2015 and performed fieldwork in
Washington, DC, Atlanta, and New York. The audit was conducted under the authority of the
Inspector General Act of 1978, as amended, and Department Organization Order 10-13, dated
April 26, 2013. We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted
government auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and
conclusions, based on our audit objective. We believe that the evidence obtained provides a
reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objective.
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Appendix B: Census Bureau Surveys
Table B.1. Estimated Reimbursable Survey Obligations in FY 2015
(millions of dollars)a
Survey

Estimated
Obligation

American Housing Survey
Sponsored by the Department of Housing and Urban Development. Provides a
current and continuous series of data on selected housing and demographic
characteristics.

$54.5

Current Population Survey
Sponsored jointly by the Census Bureau and the Department of Labor. The primary
source of labor-force statistics for the population of the United States.

$53.0

National Crime Victimization Survey
Sponsored by the Department of Justice. The nation’s primary source of information
on criminal victimization.

$30.4

Consumer Expenditure Survey
Sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Provides information on the buying
habits of U.S. consumers, including data on their expenditures, income, and
consumer unit characteristics.

$28.7

National Health Interview Survey
Sponsored by the Department of Health and Human Services. The principal source
of information on the health of the civilian noninstitutionalized population of the
United States.

$25.4

National Ambulatory Medical Care Survey
Sponsored by the Department of Health and Human Services. Is designed to meet
the need for objective, reliable information about the provision and use of
ambulatory medical care services in the United States.

$13.7

Other reimbursable work

$109.3

Total

$315.0

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, FY 2015 budget request to Congress, March 2014.
a
Additional surveys included in the 12 surveys reviewed in table B-2.
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Table B.2. Census Bureau–Funded Survey Obligations in FY 2015
(millions of dollars)
Estimated
Obligation

Survey
American Community Survey
Conducted monthly since 2005 in every county nationwide to collect timely
demographic, social, economic, and housing data. The American Community Survey
improved upon the decennial census long form by providing important information
to the nation on an annual basis, instead of once every 10 years.

$234.4

Survey of Income and Program Participation
The major source of information on the economic well-being of Americans over
time, allowing policy makers and program managers to look at specific families and
households over 3 to 4 years, providing perspective on demographic and economic
changes.

$45.4

Total

$279.8

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, FY 2015 budget request to Congress, March 2014.
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Appendix C: Regional Office Structure
Figure C.1. Census Bureau Regional Office Structure, Pre-realignment

Source: Census Regional Census Center, Management Overview Training, January 2009.

Figure C.2. Census Bureau Regional Office Structure, Post-realignment

Source: Census Congressional briefing, January 2013.
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Appendix D: Post-realignment Survey Staff
Table D.1. Survey Staff Responsibilities
Office Location
Headquarters

Region

Title and Responsibilities
Survey director: Schedules project work, manages staff and
client relations, monitors the budget, oversees questionnaire and
materials design, planning and executing data collection, and
delivery of completed data sets, and reports ongoing cost and
progress for the survey.
Program coordinator: Oversees all field data collection
activities. These coordinators directly supervise the Office and
Field Survey Statisticians and the other support areas of the
Regional Office.
Regional office survey statistician: Supports and administers
individual surveys for the entire region. These activities include
communicating with headquarters and survey sponsors,
coordination of hiring and training needs for specific surveys, and
ensuring all data quality standards are met.
Field survey statistician: Manages a team of approximately 12
Field Supervisors, coordinates communication between the Field
and Regional Office, and manages staffing for a geographic area.

Field

Field supervisor: Supervises 10–12 field representatives,
covering all surveys that the field representatives work. Conducts
observations for field representatives.
Field representative: Contacts sample addresses, establishes
relationships with respondents, and conducts interviews.

Source: OIG analysis of Census Bureau job descriptions and realignment presentation to survey sponsor.

20

FINAL REPORT NO. OIG-16-004-A

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

OFFICE OF INSPECTOR GENERAL

Appendix E: Agency Response
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