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Tuesday, November 18, 2008
Administrative issues
Action items still outstanding from prior Policy Council meeting: 

1.  BLS-NO: BLS will compare LDB data with birth/death factors to assess accuracy, Kirk and Molly will work with Wendy to identify PEO related issues.  IN PROGRESS; in the next couple of weeks this will be completed and posted.
2.  BLS-NO: Kirk, Molly and Wendy work on way to expand top down estimation from just the super sector estimates to the entire structure.  DONE.  Completed in ACESWeb.
3.  Larry/SMS: Will run disaggregated simulations of estimates to look at error attributed to non-response, sampling, etc.  Meeting and documentation for state review needed.  DONE.  This was received at the state meeting.  
NEW ACTION ITEM: BLS-NO will follow-up in an email with States to be sure they have access to the files (three years of data for each state).  
4.  BLS-NO: Make sure topic on “how often to review sample allocation” is on Nov.  Policy Council agenda.  Ken will add in to agenda if meeting gets ahead.  BLS-NO has developed a sample allocation and need to decide how often to rerun it.  
5.  BLS-NO: Get back to wedge processing team regarding “single-event criteria”.  IN PROGRESS (emailed out but received no replies yet)

6.  BLS-NO: Training plan and curriculum to address State needs in upcoming months IN PROGRESS.  NEW ACTION ITEM: States to provide details on what they want in this training.

Brynn noted that States were relieved and pleased at having a meeting.  It was very valuable and should be kept up if budget permits.  Ken indicated that if the president’s budget passes in its current form they may have another State meeting early next year.  
Opening remarks and a program overview update:
Ken opened the Policy Council meeting, after some brief updates, with a similar presentation to the one given at the state meeting.  He first updated the group on the status of the council, users groups and other teams.  
Update on ACESWeb and CDB:
Both Policy Council and ACES Users Group are participating in development.  ACESWeb will include functionality from mainframe ACES as well as the functionality of Estimates Tracker so users do not have to transfer back and forth between two systems.  Graphical tools have also been added to help identify outliers as well as allow States to see what the regional office (RO) sees to identify things outside of parameters.  
ACESWeb history:

Discussions on ACESWeb began in July 2006.  About a year and a half after Rich and team started developing the ACESWeb system, the BLS Office of Technology and Survey Processing (OTSP) indicated that a State Central Facility (SCF) of Oracle and SAS servers would be useful.  The SCF can save money in the long run but put development of ACESWeb behind about 5-6 months.  In the summer of 2008 load/stress tests were successfully conducted.  In October, BLS put the system out for State parallel testing with the understanding that some problems with connectivity and system latency exist.  The ACESweb developers continue to work with State and BLS technical support to resolve these issues.
CDB:
CES has many different databases (master file, DEEPS database, ACES database) that often end up out of sync.  The CES Centralized Database (CDB) is being developed as a single registry and microdata repository for all CES subsystems.  The CDB will control update authority for various fields so analysts from the States and regions can not override each others information.  Status of the CDB: it is in operation now working with ACESWeb.  Data collection subsystems will be connected to the CDB as development progresses.
National and the Sum of State issue:
The Sum of States (SOS) issue can be analyzed three different ways:

1. As an annual issue: the over-the-year SOS estimates have larger benchmarks than the national estimates.  One conclusion is that the State estimation process leads to larger errors than the NO process.  
2. As a monthly issue: the National and SOS over-the-month changes are often very different from one another.  Consequently, National and State estimates cannot be used together to locate where employment changes are taking place.  This is a disservice to data users who are using more than one State’s data.  
3. As a turning point issue: SOS has historically underestimated the change at turning points.  Because of this, multi-state data cannot be used to show where in the country the turning point is hitting the most or whether it is felt equally across regions.  Kirk noted that since September there is a half-million difference between the SOS decline and the national decline.  
Lincoln Dyer (CT) commented on the size of recent revisions at the national level in the 2nd to 3rd close data, and indicated that States estimates might be benefited if the State program was changed to revise two months back like the national program does.
ACTION ITEM: NO will provide clarification on how to explain the variances for one-month and three-month to users.  
Control totals project:

The control totals project is now in phase 2.  NO is now asking States to participate in parallel testing the three new estimators (Robust, Fay-Herriot, and modified Fay-Herriot) in the ACESweb system beginning with their 2008 post-benchmark reprojections.  
State feedback from the initial review of estimator simulations in July indicated that they thought the robust estimator at the supersector level was too volatile.  States also felt there needed to be breakouts below the supersector level in certain industries because of different seasonal patterns within certain supersectors.
BLS sponsored an estimation team, which collaborated to provide recommendations on major features of the proposed new methodology.  The team addressed three types of adjustments to the sample estimate that States can make.  For the first two, strikes and large births and deaths, the ACESweb system will allow States to make adjustments without an approval or review process other than some documentation.  The third type, overlays, will need review and approval from the region and the NO along with documentation.  Atypical units will be identified automatically at the UI account level within an estimation supersector.
State members asked the NO how they plan to evaluate the success of a new methodology.  They also expressed concern over introducing volatility into Statewide estimates and degrading estimate quality through forced additivity to National CES estimates.  BLS is not forcing the SOS to equal the National estimates through this process; what they want is for all States to make their estimates using the same procedures and guidelines.  As such, differences between SOS and National CES should be minimized, and any remaining differences can be explained by statistical reasoning.  While BLS acknowledges that the new methodology can introduce more variability into State estimates than exists currently, they are comfortable with this level of variability, as it is explainable by the CES sample.
Benchmark measurement team:

This is a new team whose goal is to develop a post-control total benchmark error measurement procedure.  The team is starting at NO level and then will get state volunteers for team.  
Other benchmark research:
The benchmark staff is doing research into quarterly benchmarking.  One option is to look at the OTY difference between two programs quarterly and benchmark to that difference.  This would reduce incentives for CES analysts to chase QCEW levels, but it does not eliminate the differences in seasonality and error structures that we know exist in both programs but have not finished profiling.  Thus, the value added by benchmarking quarterly is still questionable.  Also, while quarterly benchmarking may limit the benchmark revision, it also introduces three new revisions to each estimate.  Changing the previous data point over and over does not help data users.  
Evelina Loescher (IL) mentioned that Washington State benchmarks its CES estimates internally.  Dennis Reid will ask the Washington LMI director to share information on this process with the Policy Council.

ACTION ITEM: Dennis will get WA State to give information to NO on their benchmarking process.  
Preliminary National benchmark results for 2008:
Preliminary figures: TNF is downward of 21,000 (TP -81,000, Gov + 60,000) 

Small Domain Modeling – increased use of SDM:

Beginning in 2008, current series with less than 30 actively reporting units were candidates for SDM.  The new criteria shifted about 1800 State and 2600 MSA series to SDM.  
Use of the SDM was expanded primarily for budgetary reasons.  The Policy Council budget workgroup polled States to measure the time it took to review the SDM series, and the consensus was that less time is needed because analysts do not need to spend as much time on microdata review for these series.  SMS simulations demonstrated that the quality of unreviewed SDM series was on balance as good as State published estimates, in terms of benchmark revision.  Additionally, BLS found it could expand the number of SDM series it produces for a minimal marginal cost, making the model an effective way to control costs without harming data quality.  
Data collection: 

In an update on the status of data collection centralization, Ken Robertson demonstrated that the preliminary response changes seen by States were really changes in how data was routed during the edit reconciliation procedure.  These routing problems have been resolved.  
Ken also presented a table of response rates which show that the initiation rate is okay and improving.  There are two ways to measure response, the collection rate and the response rate.  The collection rate, which looks at the number of responses from those units we have a reasonable expectation of getting data from, remains consistent and has even improved slightly for third closing over the past two years.  The response rate, which includes long-term delinquents and refusals, has been declining; this is where we need to focus efforts make improvements.

State members asked whether they could be of any assistance in collecting units or contacting nonrespondents.  Ken responded that we can keep that in mind but it’s an issue in funding since it costs more for States to collect than it does for BLS.  In cases where States have a good relationship with a respondent, States might pass that contact information onto BLS for BLS to establish the same relationship.  The State members underscored the need to maximize response rates; there may be instances (putting the issue of funding aside) where the states are best positioned to successfully collect units.
State and RO members expressed concern about the collection of government units.  Some MSAs created during the MSA revision have no state or local government sample units.  There should have been some solicitation during that MSA revision.  BLS agreed to collect any government unit the States wanted, but States are still responsible for soliciting these units.  
ACTION ITEM: The size and extent of the government sample problem needs to be determined (NO needs to develop tabs similar to what Wendy developed for the Atlanta region).  In addition, States would like for NO to provide clear uniform guidance on how to solicit, collect and include state and local government units into the estimates.
Initiatives to improve response: 
BLS was planning to end TDE collection and move to web reporting.  The Web collection has similar response rates as TDE but also includes some basic edits.  BLS found some low-cost canned TDE software, and some targeted units will now remain on TDE.  Anyone who has a complicated reporting system or who reports hours and earnings will eventually be moved off of TDE.  TDE will be for respondents who report only employment data types.  
Some States go through the non-matched sample listing on ACES and write an on-track ticket for all of those units.  BLS is in the process of developing a procedure to automatically send those lists out to data collection sites.
New On-Track System:
BLS is developing a new On-Track system featuring user-suggested enhancements that will make it easier to send and monitor the status of tickets.
AEPP: 

National released AEPP estimates on 3/07 and State estimates were released 3/08.  The State series remain experimental until the release of the 2009 benchmark in 2010.  
BLS is exploring the possibility of dropping the GME data item.  GME was added to the CES survey at the request of the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) for use in their Gross State Product accounts.  Comparisons of GME estimates to prorated QCEW indicate that CES is missing critical earnings data, particularly within Financial Activities.  BEA has indicated that they find the QCEW data issued earlier is more helpful to them than GME.  If BEA and Commissioner Hall agree, CES will drop GME from the CES program.  However, if CES is unable to remove GME, BLS is considering producing the series in-house as a BLS-only series; States would not be required to review, publish, or analyze it.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will inform States of the decision to keep or drop GME.

State Operations Manual: 
BLS is currently developing an up-to-date manual to cover new topics.  Brynn indicated that she would like to see state representation on the team when it is appropriate.  Kirk Mueller (BLS) informed the group that an S Memo will be going out that outlines all the chapters, and that BLS requests comments and feedback on what should or should not be included.  There is a 3-week window for comments.  Once everyone agrees on the chapter outline, current documentation will be included where it fits and then BLS will determine what needs to be updated.  States will also have the chance to review and comment on chapters as they are written.  Links to an ACES manual will be embedded in this manual and vice versa.  
Dave Barnthouse (AL) mentioned that an ACESWeb Users Manual needs to be developed as soon as possible.  He noted that the only written system guidance available for users is the testing plans and emails from Iowa.  All members agreed that the development of a Users Manual is a priority.
2009 work statement changes:
The restoration of lost series will not start until BLS receives the necessary funding.  The cooperative agreement says States are supposed to review new birth/death factors, and an S Memo on that should be out next week.  ACES parallel testing will be done by the States, and States will participate in control totals testing.
Other issues: 

- 2007 NAICS conversion was completed with 2007 benchmark processing.
- Temp-help supplement – BLS completed all work up to the point of collecting the data.  There is no progress as this is on hold due to the budget.  
- Sample reallocation project – completed almost 2 years ago, however we do still need to determine how frequently we will run the reallocation.  This topic will be discussed at the next meeting.
Outside research projects: 
- Two benchmark projects mentioned earlier are ongoing.
- Ken Copeland is looking at reducing OTM revisions via imputation.
- Don Dillman is looking at improving the design of the CES collection form.  
ACTION ITEM: Kirk/Ken will distribute proposals from current researchers to States.  
Budget:
The current cooperative agreement is built on the requested budget so it is recommended that States be frugal until early March when BLS expects to get a real budget, or at least an idea of what that budget might look like.  The impact on larger initiatives such as Sungard, ACES development, and the processing of models should be minimal; however, this depends on whether there is an actual budget cut and what size it would be.
Wednesday, November 19, 2008
CES Program: Outside Review (Ken/Brynn)
OMB indicated they wanted to conduct a review of a particular DOL program and CES was selected.  An outside contractor, CNSTAT, will conduct the review; no BLS members will be on this team.  CNSTAT will identify a number of statistical researchers that will work on various topics and will then organize a 1-2 day workshop to present their findings.  At this point the timing for this review depends on the budget.  
BLS is proposing questions they think are appropriate for the researchers to address.  The topics identified so far for this review are:

- Timeliness and revisions – is BLS making the appropriate trade-offs made between these two? 

- Quarterly benchmarking – should BLS look to do this nationally? Would this reduce benchmark revisions? 
- Amount and type of data elements – review the viability of continuing publishing PW hours and earnings.  
- Expand amount of industry and geographic detail – given budget conditions there have to be trade-offs due to financial constraints.  
- Should CES pursue the use of special topic supplements and what topics might be of interest to data users?

- How does CES compare to other domestic and international statistics programs in terms of accuracy, timeliness and relevance?

States emphasized to the NO that it is also important for the needs of State users to be evaluated with this review.

ACTION ITEM: States should submit any questions they might want the outside researchers to address soon to BLS so they can be presented to BLS senior staff.  
State GME (Ken)
At the National level, GME is extremely volatile.  BLS is finding out it is not really capturing all the information we want and is actually substantially underestimating QCEW earnings, particularly in the 1st and 4th quarters.  The GME data type was originally created at the request of the Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA).  However, as it currently stands GME is not serving BEA’s needs, and BLS and BEA have been in talks to discuss the possibility of discontinuing the series.  
In the event that either BEA or the BLS front office will not let CES drop GME from the survey, the Program Office would like to keep GME as a series produced in-house.  This means that States would not be responsible for producing estimates for or publishing GME.  The Program Office wanted to solicit the opinions of State Policy Council members before reaching a decision.  Brynn related that some States are interested in making their own GME estimates if CES cannot drop it from the survey.  The reason for this is that State analysts still get calls about BLS-produced data (like JOLTS), so they would rather work with the data firsthand so that they can answer questions from data users.
QCEW has been able to provide Statewide wages in financial activities to BEA earlier then the scheduled release date.  BLS is anticipating that BEA senior management will agree that the CES GME data are not useful as is; this will allow CES to drop GME.  
ACTION ITEM: States will conduct some sort of testing/polling of States on their interest in being involved in GME.

ACTION ITEM: BLS-NO will draft an email explaining the issues around GME to send to States so everyone is on the same page.  The email should also address the early QCEW wages with the possibility of dropping GME.

MSA redefinition and NECTAs (discussion topic)

The Policy Council discussed the possibility of switching to using the county-based definitions for metropolitan areas in the New England States.  Currently, these States use the NECTA (New England City and Town Area) definitions to produce their CES estimates.  
Using the MSA definitions would be easier for CES because:

· QCEW reports quarterly data for all MSAs but not the NECTAs

· The county-based MSA definitions are less susceptible to series breaks caused by MSA redefinitions

However, the NECTA definitions seem more practical for the immediate future because:

· CES releases metropolitan area data jointly with LAUS, who use NECTA definitions for New England metropolitan areas.  Using different definitions would be confusing to data users.

· According to Lincoln Dyer (CT), counties in Connecticut have no government or planning function, and other New England States are somewhat similar in this respect.  Cities and towns are more meaningful in defining metropolitan areas.

· Changing to MSA definitions in New England would require reconstructing historical CES data in these areas.

ACTION ITEM: States should draft a letter to Ken LeVasseur inquiring about the LAUS program’s intent to continue using NECTA definitions in the future.
Poll Workers (discussion topic)

Kirk responded to the question of whether poll workers are out of CES scope.  The poll worker issue was last looked at 12 years ago when BLS queried States with set of questions.  BLS received mixed responses from the States: some States included them in their estimates, while others did not; some States had an accurate count of poll workers and could exclude them from estimates if necessary, but others did not have a precise count and would not know how to hold them out of estimation.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will develop and submit an updated questionnaire to States concerning poll workers – are they paid, how are they paid, do they work one-day or multiple days, what about training, early voting and recounts? 
Annual Processing for Benchmark 2008 cycle (Kirk/Molly):

The publication structure review for 2008 was completed in late October.  The files have been provided to ACES support.  States can begin the review once their EVAL files are loaded (which should be the end of November).
There are no major changes to the structure this year.  The minimum criteria for sample estimation was 30 collected UIs or universe AE greater then or equal to 3,000 and sample coverage greater than or equal to 50%.  Any series not meeting those criteria will be estimated using the Small Domain Model (SDM).  The final AE series changes involved dropping 87 series, 51 of which were statewide and 36 were from the MSAs.  About 7,200 series of the 2009 published series (47%) will be modeled; however that represents only about 8% of TNF employment across all States.  This indicates that any basic series that are modeled are very small, and that most of the model-based series are independent.  About 48% of independent series are modeled and for the MSA series, representing about one-fifth of TNF employment across all MSAs.  
An S-memo draft on the top-down publication structure review for ACESWeb should be coming out soon, and the review will take place in December.  At this time, States can choose which of the optional sector breakouts they would like to have for top-down estimation.
BLS will be ready to accept benchmark transmittals and historical data corrections as of Nov.  28th.  There is a template out on Stateweb on how to submit corrections to BLS, and there will be more information in the upcoming S-memo on annual processing.  
BMK timeline:

The benchmark deadline is the first Friday of February (Feb.  6th), regional sign-off is on February 10th, and seasonal adjustment will be run February 11-16th.  January estimates are due February 17th and RO sign-off for those estimates is February 19th.  In practice this schedule is much more fluid as there is 3 weeks between sign-off and publication.  All seasonal adjustment is done on a flow basis and is loaded once BLS gets the sign-off from the States/Regions.  
SA update: 

This is the first year since the MSA redefinition that there is the minimum of 3-years of sample history needed to adjust (MSA) series.  Only Total Nonfarm is seasonally adjusted for MSAs.  
There is some concern about the increased use of SDM in series.  States will want to look for changes in seasonal pattern over time to see if the model introduced changing seasonality.  States will see this if 2008 differs from past years.  If it does the NO can use this information to produce seasonal forecasts that more closely resemble 2008’s seasonal pattern.  BLS can also do this for summer education and poll workers.  
Restoring dropped MSAs:
Since BLS is operating under a continuing resolution until March, there will not be money to restore these series until at least that time.  States are not funded to restore these series with the 2008 benchmark, and the January 2009 estimates will not include any restored series.  
Throughout this whole year Larry’s staff has been running (un-reviewed) estimates on all of these MSAs (AE, hours and earnings) in order to maintain a sample-based time series for seasonal adjustment of employment and the benchmarking of hours and earnings series.  When we actually start to restore these series, States will have the option of either rerunning all these estimates in ACESweb or reviewing the SMS-generated estimates, so that BLS maintains a reviewed sample history for these series.  
Other BMK related research: (Kirk/Ken)

Extending the Birth/Death model to MSAs:
BLS is researching fitting birth/death models at the MSA level.  BLS has fit models for all MSAs and will develop a website for people to review the factors.  In order to preserve additivity within the States, decisions need to be made on the differential between the statewide and sum of the MSAs.  BLS will use CA and several other volunteer States to refine a process and to determine if it will really help States.  
ACTION ITEM: Birth/death factors will be available later this week – Kirk will send out an email telling what specific things to review.

ACTION ITEM: CA, CO and TX volunteered to help BLS refine the MSA birth/death factors.  
PNC methodology (Ken)
The current PNC methodology calculates PNCs at the national level and then rakes down to States based on the previous year’s PNC value.  The method can contribute to the SOS issue and can ignore state-specific PNC seasonality.  The Benchmark branch is looking into an alternative methodology using State level data, County Business Patterns and QCEW data that would aggregate up to the national level and give most States a better starting value than they currently have.  The SOS PNCs would be controlled to the current national total and the difference would be raked across industries first, then to the States.  This will also allow BLS to preserve state trends in PNCs.  If successful, States can use those PNCs in their benchmarking, and BLS believes it would assist efforts in improving additivity.  
Lincoln conveyed concerns from a New England state about how BLS is presenting this information without running through the Policy Council first.  There is also concern that BLS is inclined to ignore state expertise in relation to PNCs.  
ACTION ITEM: Kirk will check with Census to see if the CBP is still imputing for zero-filled data.

Data Collection (Ken):

On-track:

The current On-Track system was not designed for the volume it has now, and BLS put together a team to improve the system.  The team collected suggestions from users for improvements to the system and based their improvements on user feedback.  Enhancement to the system include improved ticket status monitoring and threaded replies to tickets with multiple responses.  Also, the new system will not allow tickets to be created for units already in edit reconciliation.  Requests for missing data will be automatically generated and no longer need to be submitted by States.

BLS wants to improve the detail in the response messages from the Help Desks and to use more formalized response language.  However, users should also work to improve detail and coherence in original tickets.  If after 3 rounds there is still not a sufficient answer, the ticket will be escalated: the RO will get a listing of these tickets to review for clarity/understanding, and the ticket will also get sent to the appropriate DCC manager for priority handling.
Evelina indicated her staff is concerned about transitioning to a new On-Track system in mid-year along with the new ACESWeb.  If this goes to a new system, they are concerned that several months of questions may not be resolved.  Ken responded that old questions that are still outstanding should be migrated into the new system.  
ACTION ITEM: When BLS is closer to a test of the new On-Track system, they will solicit volunteers to help test.  
Internet data collection: 

CES collects data over the internet using the Web-Lite application.  New web users are sent a welcome email and a non-response prompt.  However, email has its troubles; for example, the emails can get caught in respondents’ spam filters.  Also, if BLS has a bad email address the user will get no prompt.  The edits in the web system are fairly basic – it uses single point-in-time edits -- but they are better than TDE, which has no edit capability.  BLS extracts data every day from the web system and sends any failures down to Niceville for reconciliation.  
There are a number of ways to become a web reporter.  Users can be rolled into web from CATI, and BLS is also targeting reporters with complex payrolls – such as those with multiple pay groups – to switch from TDE to web reporting.  As BLS phases out mail reporters, some are being transferred to web collection, and a number of reporters self-select to go to web.  
The strengths of web reporting are the real time edits, high item response rates, and cost effectiveness.  The weaknesses are the high attrition rates, a slightly lower first closing rate than on TDE, and that there is no COOP plan in place (yet).  BLS is working with IDCF staff to migrate a copy of Web-Lite down to Atlanta so it can be run out of that office if need be.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will include screen shots of the web collection system in the CES manual and will send out a test account number so States will be able to view a screen in order to help users.

Edit reconciliation:

BLS gets data on a daily basis from all data collection methods and runs it through a module in the DEEPS national estimation system which edits and flags data as passing or failing the edit and screening parameters.  If the data fails something it splits the failing reports into groups.  One group is for quota units that are not part of the sample; they go directly into ACES with a flag saying it failed.  If it is part of the probability sample and failed, it is sent down to Niceville for ER and flagged in ACES with tags saying what failed.  The reconciliation rate is about 70%, and the majority of failures are hours and earnings, not AE.  The AE reconciliation rate is about 75%.  On average it takes about 9-10 calendar days to reconcile a report.  BLS is now putting out tables that show how many reports are submitted to Niceville and when they are reconciled.  
Data collection:
Wendy addressed the issue concerning the lack of state and local government units in certain MSAs.  A survey in the Atlanta region had everyone report their matched sample estimates for state/local government units.  About 45% of MSAs in the Atlanta region have less than 50% coverage and about a third has less than 50%.  One MSA has no government sample coverage at all.
Wendy offered two proposals to address this issue: 
1.  A BLS-initiated mailout of matched government units from the CES Masterfile to LDB.  The DCCs would then solicit those units
2.  States might do this independently by cross-referencing old files with the ACES system to identify units they want collected.  Solicitation of government units would be the States’ responsibility.
ACTION ITEM: BLS-NO will provide States with instructions on solicitation in both ACES mainframe and ACESWeb (once forms have been included as a module) as well as a how-to from identifying units to including them in the sample.  Mike Roosma will match what is on registry against what is on LDB file and share this information with the States.  He will also identify for States large firms that have not been reporting to BLS.
ACTION ITEM: NO will provide States feedback on the 10 units identified by the States for NO priority follow-up.
Update on Miscellaneous topics:

Quota unit firms:

BLS or the States need to remove the OMB# from questionnaires in ACES for quota units (not gov’t units).  For now, BLS is going to remove the OMB number from the full form and may revisit this in the future if the budget permits.  States indicated they would like to have both an AE-only and a full form.

Series-title change: 

Oregon proposed changing the series name, Natural Resources and Mining, to Mining and Logging.  The title change will be implemented at the next benchmark.  
CDB (Ken):

The CDB serves as a registry and microdata source for ACESWeb and will eventually serve as the repository for all microdata information.  The CDB is sitting on a UNIX server at BLS within the State Central Facility.  
Development is divided into several phases.  
· Phase 1, which is completed, involved making the CDB functional for ACESWeb system.  
· Phase 2 will be completed about a year from now.  This phase will draw the CES Masterfile functionality into this system.  This will allow for National analysts to see how State analysts treated data items.  Sample maintenance and refinement tools will also be added.  This phase will allow for DCES and States to monitor collection on a real-time basis.  
· Phase 3 (deadline TBD) will make the CDB serve as the database for the National estimation system.  A direct connection between all data collection systems and this file will be created and additional enhancements will be built as resources allow.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will put a Policy Council team together to organize what information or reports States might want from the CDB and prioritize those requests.  
Estimation research (Larry/Kirk):

The end goal of the estimation research is to get a more well-defined and consistent methodology which is easier to defend and will mitigate the SOS issue.  BLS is not trying to force exact additivity to the National estimates.  BLS wants a consistent transparent methodology so they can identify any deviations from the methodology and how they impact the States estimates.  The ability to accept and reject microdata is in State control which is a change from the original control-total testing.  Estimates will be made at the Estimation Super Sector level, where the most sample is available.  States will review Estimation Super Sector breakouts annually as part of the publication structure review process.
CES will be testing three different estimators: 
· The Robust estimator, which is pure CES sample only and uses an automated atypical identification process

· The Faye-Herriot which is similar in concept to the SDM but uses a Robust estimate in place of the sample link (Y1) component

· The modified Faye-Herriot uses the Faye-Herriot at the Super-Sector level and adjusts the sum of these Super-Sectors estimates to a Robust estimate at the Total Private level.  Therefore, these estimates are directly tied to the sample while providing smoother model-based Super-Sector estimates.  Detailed descriptions of the estimators are available for further review.
The feedback from July is that most States are more comfortable with the Faye-Herriot but do have concerns using it at turning points since it relies on forecasts based on QCEW history.  They prefer the modified Faye-Herriot to protect from missing a turn since it uses a sample based estimate for TNF and forces the modeled Super-Sectors to add to the sample-based level.  
Atypical identification and tolerances:
There are very few atypical units identified with the robust estimator, which selects atypicals at the UI account level within a supersector.  If a state wants to review a report that was identified as atypical it will be able to sort by UI to look at the entire UI; this will allow the state to better understand why the UI was flagged as atypical by the robust estimator.  In the system they won’t be initially aggregated by UI but will be listed by report number.  
States expressed that they need to see the microdata to understand what is going on at the aggregate level for estimation.  In particular, they were concerned with how States would make decisions about permanently atypifying units without understanding and seeing how the system is identifying units as atypical.

States can adjust the estimates for strikes and large births/deaths of at least 100 employees; documentation is required for both.  Any additional overlays must be approved.  The approval process will run through the RO first, then the NO.  All communication regarding overlay requests will take place within ACESweb, which contains a dialogue box for comments from all parties.
BLS will work with States to annually identify situations where permanent atypical units are appropriate.  BLS will want to do this during the testing phase to handle these in a consistent methodology.  Tom Hecht (PA) responded that permanently atyping units may not always be the best action, that permanent atypicals are sometimes seasonal.  Rich responded that from a system standpoint it would be easier to leave them off and have States know they need to review those series and rerun estimates as needed.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will circulate the overlay documentation presented at the State conference.  
Parallel testing: 

States will begin parallel testing the three estimators in March.  However, the NO will not be ready to provide feedback and overlay approvals until after the 2008 benchmark release.  The same set of microdata States use for their production estimates will be retained and used to run test estimates.  
States expressed concern about the loss of independence and responsibility over what is being produced.  There was concern that overlay requests would not be approved and also concern about the longer-term impact on staff retention.
This new procedure will allow replication of States estimates since all adjustments will be documented.  Also, the new procedure will ensure that all States will be making their estimates in the same way.  If States are following current BLS methodology, then these new methods should not greatly impact how a State conducts its estimate review, except perhaps in having to document their interventions.  This documentation will allow us to refine the procedures over time by being able to review decisions.  
RAS:

BLS recently conducted a seasonality response analysis survey (RAS) that looked into the seasonal differences in reporting between the CES and QCEW.  Preliminary results indicate there are a variety of causes behind these differences and they vary by program.  BLS also conducted a RAS involving payroll software providers and payroll firms.  The personal visits to these firms suggested some problem areas such as counts being based on UI wages for the month or counts including all workers not just those subject to UI taxes.  
It was suggested that BLS provide a guide of all the various software providers and firms telling reporters how to get their CES numbers from a particular system.

Microdata matching:

The microdata matching project involved matching CES and QCEW data each quarter and reconciling any differences.  This project is on hold due to resource constraints.  
Prior month non-response:

Niceville will prompt any respondent, in the current sample, who have missing prior month data for that reference period.  This will be fully implemented by the start of 2009.  
Thursday, November 20, 2008

State Update:
Brynn updated the group on things the State members had discussed; in particular 4 things were identified:

1. Importance of testing – testing allows States to understand resources and ensures adequate resources are allocated.  States want to be sure that NO allows adequate timing for testing – want it to be driven by results not a timeline.
2. How do we measure success with the testing? What are States shooting for – in order to effectively evaluate test results, States need to understand how estimate accuracy will be determined.

3. The need to communicate to States how they benefit from the proposed methodology changes and from participating in the parallel testing.  There is a lot of resistance and to move it forward BLS and the Policy Council need to communicate benefits.  
4. Microdata access – ensure States have access to all microdata as part of testing and that the microdata is being utilized and analyzed by robust estimates.

ACES update (Rich):
Mainframe ACES:

Rich updated the group on changes to mainframe ACES.  The mainframe will serve as a back-up for ACESweb starting in Feb.  2009 (and will be available after that time until all functionality has been transferred to WebACES).  Until proration is available on web system, States will need to use the mainframe for that function.  BLS will help States update factors and help move them over once ACESweb is ready for them.  
The mainframe costs are low this year because there are no new development projects and because ACES Support has worked with States to run jobs more efficiently.
Mainframe contract:

BLS’s contract with Sungard expires at the end of November, but a 6-month extension has been granted.  BLS put out for bid the mainframe services contract and is currently in the process of reviewing them.  This decision on the new provider, expected in January, will dictate if we need to migrate the ACES (mainframe) system over to a new provider.
ACESWeb:

Rich outlined the problems States have encountered with ACESweb during the parallel testing period.  System slowness/latency and firewall authentication issues are the most common problems among the 10 or so States reporting ACESweb issues.  Tests of ACESweb and the CDB conducted at BLS indicate that the applications are running properly and that the problems States are experiencing reside with the State networks.  The ACESweb developers and the BLS Division of Technology and Network Management (DTNM) are working with States on a case-by-case basis to resolve these issues.
Rich then outlined the project plan and the upcoming version enhancements in ACESWeb.  The functionality in version 1 will include all mainframe ACESweb functionality plus other features such as simple visual review tools and the ability to see DEEPS edit and screening flags.  The timeline for version 1 testing will be conducted from October 1-January 2009.  It will be deployed into the production system for January 2009 preliminary estimates.  Mainframe ACES remains as a backup production system for 6 months if problems keep some States from migrating to ACESweb in time for January monthly processing; however, States are to migrate to ACESweb immediately after their processing issues are resolved in order to realize the cost savings of the new system.  In addition, these States will still be responsible for continuing parallel testing of both ACESweb and the three estimators until they are able to begin producing estimates in the new system.
Wendy Carlton (Atlanta RO) said she has heard of no real issues in Atlanta region.  Dennis Reid (San Francisco RO) said CA is having issues and the Region has two States with no T1 line yet (AK, HI), so that may be an issue (although Brynn said AK is not aware of any issues).
States indicated BLS should develop set of procedures to deal with quota sample members.  There was a request from OR for a solicitation module.  Rich said that quota data can be loaded in batch via EUSWeb using the 161 file format.  The CDB will then process that into the system.  A solicitation module for quota and government units is an enhancement that can be included in a later version of ACESweb.  
Rich updated the group on which States have started using system to do top down review for estimation (note, these numbers are from the middle of the parallel testing phase so they are not final): 47 States generated September preliminary estimates and 31 States have started September final and October preliminary estimates.
Evelina Loescher (IL) noted that there were problems with the system – primarily download speed and getting “timed out”.  Consequently her staff could not download the microdata files that were required for Illinois to complete all of their estimation processes.  She noted that the Illinois staff did not believe that AcesWeb would be ready for them in time for the February implementation.

ACTION ITEM: BLS/ACES will host a WebEx or post a training module out on Stateweb on how the new ACESWeb system works.
ACTION ITEM: Rich will email the ACESWeb presentation or post it on Stateweb, and will identify States still having problems with the system.
ACTION ITEM: Rich will send out specs for States that seem to be working so States have some idea of what to expect in terms of load times and estimation times for ACESWeb.

ACTION ITEM: ACESweb developers will create a solicitation module for quota and government units in a future version.  
Benchmark Methods Team (Kirk):

The team is working to develop a set of best practices for how we would wedge, if we decided to wedge (that decision not yet made), and solicited suggestions from team members for methodologies.  The wedging methodologies under review are: a straight wedge like National CES, a straight wedge with some exceptions as suggested by States, and a wedge at a supersector level with replacement in the detailed cells.  In the last case, the replaced detailed cells would be controlled to add to the wedged Super-Sector levels.
Results from simulations:

Mathematically, the State-suggested options result in a process no different from the current replacement methodology.  
Another possible idea for wedge benchmarking would be to set up some tolerance for adjusting the wedge to a QCEW value in just a few months where the CES and QCEW differ substantially, If we set up a percentage tolerance, it would need to be altered by state size, otherwise small States might end up looking at everything or big States might miss legitimate months to choose replacement over wedging.  However, the point in doing this would be to adjust for economic events not caught in the CES sample, not just to identify and resolve differences between CES and QCEW.  
The simulations are available online for review and comment.  The team is going to start writing up results from earlier research.  
ACTION ITEM: The Policy Council should craft a simple statement, for WIC and States, that says “analysts/LMI directors will benefit from the proposed methodology changes because (trend better, looks like modified robust estimator is more accurate as compared to the QCEW whereas we may have missed things in the past, ability to compare one state to another)”.  In addition, the memo should address the issue of additivity, control totals, SDM, atypical identification and estimators.  Draft one by States and one by NO and compare and edit into one.
ACTION ITEM: Larry will present his research on reducing relative standard errors through more sample at the next meeting, as there was not enough time at this meeting.  
ACTION ITEM: BLS will post all presentations from this meeting on Stateweb.
Next Policy Council meeting will be March 17-19, 2009 in Los Angeles, pending budget approval.  Washington, DC is the alternate.  
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