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Outline
§ Economic Census
§ Business survey response processes
§ Tools to support business survey response
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Economic Census
§ Every 5 years, ending in -2 and -7
§ ~4 million non-farm employer businesses
§ Maintains the Business Register frame
§ Benchmark for sample surveys
§ Inputs to national accounts, gross domestic 

product, etc.
§ County Business Patterns and other data 

products
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Economic Census
Reporting unit – "Establishment"
§ Discrete physical locations with records
§ Industry classification according to primary 

activity
Single-establishment businesses
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Economic Census
Reporting unit – "Establishment"
§ Discrete physical locations with records
§ Industry classification according to primary 

activity
Multiple-establishment businesses
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Economic Census
For every establishment, report:

§ Payroll and employment
§ Sales
§ Expenses
§ Industry-specific inquiries
§ Etc.
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2017 Economic Census
§ New electronic reporting system
§ New metadata repository
§ No more paper forms
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Research for new reporting system
§ Post-collection debriefings with respondents (n=66)
§ Requirements-gathering and usability testing (n=51)
§ Focus group with survey analysts
§ Analysis of paradata from current electronic 

reporting systems
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Cognitive survey response process

§ Understand
§ Retrieve
§ Judge
§ Report

Tourangeau 1984
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Business survey response processes
§ A priori – Desired information are encoded in 

records
§ Organize response tasks
§ Understand
§ Retrieve
§ Judge
§ Review and release data Edwards and Cantor 1991

§ Report Sudman et al. 2000

§ Document Willimack and Snijkers 2013
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Business survey response processes
§ A priori – Desired information are encoded in records

§ Organize response tasks
§ Identify and assign respondent
§ Transmit request to data providers

§ Understand 
§ Retrieve

§ Query databases, format the output
§ Compile data from various sources

§ Judge
§ Review and release data

§ Review data for completeness and accuracy
§ Authorize release of data

§ Report
§ Enter into reporting system
§ Review and correct errors

§ Document
§ Keep records of responses, methodology and proof of compliance
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Business survey response processes
Organizational dimensions of survey response
1. Distribution of response tasks
2. Retrieval from information systems
3. Review
4. Authorize response
5. Document
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

1. Distribution of response tasks
§ Multiple respondents and data sources

§ Functional – Subject matter experts
§ Structural – Organizational units, information 

systems, etc.
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

1. Distribution of response tasks
§ Subject matter experts

Operations

Factory

Finance Human 
resources

Payroll Sales and 
Marketing

Corporate 
management
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Organizational dimensions of survey response
1. Distribution of response tasks

§ Structural divisions
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

1. Distribution of response tasks

• Understand
• Retrieve

• Judge
• Review
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• Report



Organizational dimensions of survey response

1. Distribution of response tasks
Problem:
§ R1’s develop work-arounds for sending 

requests and receiving data
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Workarounds to distribute response tasks

§ R1 paraphrases survey questions in email text
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Workarounds to distribute response tasks

§ R1 creates their own spreadsheet
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Workarounds to distribute response tasks
§ R1 scans paper form/makes screenshots, creates 

PDF’s, emails to R2’s. 
§ R2’s print, write responses, re-scan, email back to R1.
§ R1 transcribes data into reporting system.
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Workarounds to distribute response tasks
Problem:

§ Do work-arounds communicate…
§ Reporting unit?
§ Reference period?
§ Survey definitions?
§ Format of appropriate responses?

§ Implications for data quality and burden
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

2. Retrieval from information systems
Problem:
§ Volume of data collected

For EVERY 
establishment
- Some companies  
  have thousands

Online questionnaire not always feasible

Economic Census collects
§ Payroll and employment
§ Sales
§ Expenses
§ Industry-specific inquiries
§ Etc.
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

3. Review
§ Ensure accuracy, completeness, consistency with other 

external reporting

4. Authorize response
§ Data reviewed and release approved by company 

authority

5. Document
§ Audit trail
§ Retrieval methodology
§ Back-up copy
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Organizational dimensions of survey response

1. Distribution of response tasks
2. Retrieval from information systems
3. Review
4. Authorize response
5. Document
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Tools to assist 
respondents?



1. Replace survey 
forms with 
downloadable 
worksheets
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§ PDF format
§ Downloadable
§ Printable
§ Can share via 

email
§ URLs
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1,375,
114
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Worksheets facilitate:
§ Understanding and retrieval of requested data
§ Documentation of response processes
§ Reviewing data

From general ledger – 
Location code 001-061, 
Gross shipments



2. User-friendly spreadsheets
Spreadsheets facilitate: 
§ Gathering data from multiple respondents
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Spreadsheets facilitate:
§ Retrieval from information systems

30



User-friendly spreadsheets facilitate:
§ Understanding of requested data
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3. Summaries of reported data

Summary facilitates reviewing data
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Responses to-date Global Widgets Inc.
Federal Tax ID Employment Annual Payroll Payroll Q1 Receipts

($ thousands) ($ thousands) ($ thousands)

99-9999991 251 5587 22905 11076

99-9999992 522 12075 50791 32443

99-9999993 77 2119 8255 9546

99-9999994 1013 26914 110310 211489

99-9999995 801 22876 90413 178543

    ….        ….        ….      ….     ….
Total 

Establishments 
Reported

Total 
Employment

Total Annual 
Payroll Total Payroll Q1 Total Receipts

122 7911 896152 2756891 4876952



4. MyCensus communication portal
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4. MyCensus communication portal

MyCensus will 
facilitate 
assigning surveys 
to respondents 
and coordinating 
response tasks
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Summary
§ Businesses are good at doing work
§ Surveys are work
§ Survey organizations need to adapt to the 

processes by which business respondents get 
their work done:
§ Collaboration
§ Electronic communication
§ Data processing
§ Data validation and authorization
§ Documentation
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Thanks!

Dave Tuttle
United States Census Bureau
alfred.d.tuttle@census.gov
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