CES Policy Council – Meeting Notes
November 16 – 18, 2004
Miami, Florida
Members Attending:

· Al Crumby (AR)

· Dave Dahlberg (CA)

· Paulette Day (IA)

· Dino DeMarte (LA)

· Lincoln Dyer (CT)

· Pat Getz (BLS, federal co-chair)

· Alexandra Hall (CO) (day three only)
· Larry Huff (BLS)

· Henry Jackson (IL)

· Vicki Meyers (NY)

· Kirk Mueller (BLS)

· Dennis Reid (BLS)

· Rebecca Rust (FL)

· Ken Shipp (BLS)

· Graham Slater (OR, state co-chair)

· Sheila Watkins (BLS)

Guests:

· Chris Foshier (IA, ACES)

· Alan Ballard (BLS)

· Kathy Hughes (FL)

CES POLICY COUNCIL -- DAY ONE – NOVEMBER 16, 2004
Review of Policy Council Documents

Review of April 2004 Action Items:  16 completed; four not completed.
Pat posted old membership list to the StateWeb; this needs to be updated with new members.

Graham and Pat were to set up a conference call to discuss the Oregon and Washington requests for supplemental sample.  [4/4:  The conference call was not held.  Washington is still interested in theory, but may not have funding at this time.  Oregon is still interested.  Florida is interested.  Graham and Pat will move this forward in June and July.  11/4:  This call still has not taken place; Florida would like to be added to the call.  Graham will take leadership.]  

Ken and Chris were to author an e-mail / documentation to states regarding new birth/death explanation codes.  [4/4:  The e-mail was not written; the ACES changes are in testing mode; information is on ACES web site; e-mail will go out once the ACES update is out. This change will differentiate between true births/deaths and other “change in reporting basis” (code 90s).  11/4:  This has been implemented on the benchmark re-estimation process, will be introduced with January prelims.]

Graham brought old MSA weights discussions to a close.  (Larry is working on new “weight trimming” modeling efforts.)
Roni determined that Texas could not take on responsibility for a CES PC newsletter; Chris determined that Iowa could take on that responsibility.  However, the Policy Council does not have much interest in a newsletter at this time.
Rebecca raised the customer satisfaction discussion (twice) at WIC.  Thus far, it is not moving forward.
Pat shared the results of the LMI Director survey at the BLS National Meeting.

Pat was to draft a policy regarding series breaks, then circulate for CES PC review and comment.  This became more complex, and was discussed again at the November meeting.  The need for an S-memo remains.
Dave solved the hours and earnings / new sample problems, working with Kirk.

Larry ran various sample allocation tests.

Pat developed policy for exceptions of the type requested by New Jersey and New York for the interstate MSAs; distributed via S-memo.

Ken and John sent out two S-memos on MSA redefinition.

Graham added “state and MSA hours and earnings publication policy” to the November agenda.
Linc and Larry were to further discuss ways in which Larry can get 202 data at the MSA level for New England states.  [11/4:  Discussion took place; there’s potential to solve this, but difficulties with the number of towns and the composition of MSAs.  This needs to remain as an action item.  Ultimate solution is to improve the situation … NE states would have the option of sending township-based MSA data for input to CES models, or Larry can continue to use the LDB.  Needs more work.]

Pat talked to Rick Rosen and the DCC managers regarding the idea of states making contact with non-response reporters.  They analyzed non-response patterns and determined that if they can get higher response rates for big companies, it would greatly reduce the states’ need to make these kinds of contacts.  BLS is working on a strategy to re-contact the large companies, through EDI centers.
Kirk added a list of all CMI code changes to the specifications for the Centralized Database.

Kirk brought his review of CES / QCEW seasonality differences to the November meeting.

Graham added an agenda item to November, discussing replacement versus wedging benchmarking.

Rebecca took Policy Council comments to WIC.  Starting in January, both Becky and Al will be on the WIC.

Pat did not develop a formal way of gathering state questions prior to the CES National Meeting; the meeting has already taken place and went well nonetheless.

Review of Charter:  no changes to the basic charter; we propose using the Two- and Ten-Year Plan as the Council’s work plan.

Review of Two- and Ten-Year Plan:  no changes proposed; clarification that BLS staff are listed as the “lead” for each item, but Policy Council and states will be fully involved in each activity.
CES Strategic Plan

Each BLS program is undergoing an internal review.  A strategic plan is one of the requirements.  Pat is developing the plan, incorporating information from the Policy Council (Two- and Ten-Year Plan) as well as priorities for the national estimates.  The strategic plan will help integrate the two parts of the program:  state and area, national.
A relatively new issue is impacting the national estimates:  differences between QCEW (which is now being more widely published) and CES.  The March 2004 year-over-year growth is 150,000 higher in QCEW than in CES, but QCEW consistently revises down as they publish four revisions to the initial data.  This is causing discussions within BLS regarding closer links between CES and QCEW and/or merging of the publication of the two series of data.  Policy Council members discussed CES and QCEW linkages; expressed concern that QCEW continues to make changes without considering impact on CES.

CES Program Update

Differences between CES and QCEW (see above) will be a major focus in coming months.
Even though the Bureau sought input from state and national user groups regarding elimination of the women worker series, they are starting to hear some complaints about the plan.  If this pressure causes BLS or DOL to demand a change in the plan, this could delay the whole hours and earnings improvement project.  (One option may be an occasional CES supplemental survey, focused on women workers at the national level only.
CES data were highly scrutinized during the Presidential election.  There have been numerous attempts to discredit the CES data because the slow growth was so significant during the campaign season.

Florida’s hurricane season caused great interest in CES estimates, both in Florida and nationally.  Ken and Pat had several phone conversations with Becky and Kathy (in Florida) – good communication and collaboration.  Pat is developing a template that will be used in future BLS clearance meetings when any natural disaster impacts the employment trends.  Florida staff felt that the probability sample performed well during the hurricane-impacted employment period.  CES response rates were not significantly impacted by the hurricanes, partly because so much of the CES data collection is now handled at the company-wide and/or data collection center level.
MSA Redefinition is nearing completion.
Kirk is conducting analysis of differences between CES and QCEW employment levels and series.

Review of Recent Meetings

The CES national meeting took place in Virginia Beach, in September.  The meeting covered all major issues, plus breakouts on benchmark review, economic analysis, and proration.  

Dave and Linc were the primary speakers regarding Policy Council activities.  Dave felt that the tone of the meeting was very different – much more positive – than that of the last few years.  States have seen redesign successfully implemented and it’s working.
Some states showed interest in Illinois’ NORC estimation process for non-CES areas; some states would like a time for sharing of best practices and problem-solving, perhaps in smaller breakouts.
The BLS LMI Directors’ meeting took place in Omaha, in May.  Becky and Pat reviewed the survey of LMI Directors, the Two- and Ten-Year Plan, and the major CES projects.  The workshops went well; no controversy.

There was also a panel on CES / CPS differences.  

The LMI Forum took place in Portland, OR, in October.  Graham gave a brief presentation on policy councils in general, with some specifics about how the CES Policy Council functions.
The 2005 CES national meeting will be in May, in San Francisco.  This was timed to occur immediately before the start of new hours and earnings implementation project.  Graham is planning to attend this meeting.  Dave emphasized the value of having Policy Council representation and a Policy Council agenda item.
Two-Year Plan #1 – Macro Data Quality

Ken distributed a handout regarding series breaks.  At the last meeting, we agreed to eliminate the use of series breaks in CES.  There were three options:  a). start a new series with no history; b). create a reconstructed history; or c). wedge the employment change over a multi-year period.
Ken recommends modifying option a). to more accurately state, “start a new series with two years of history.”

For b), Ken recommends using a process similar to the LDB reconstruction in the MSA revision, but states would be free to use other methods where appropriate.

Option c). would be very much a last resort, only to be used in rare situations.  (Wedging over a multi-year period causes significant problems for the historical trend.)
For the current MSA redefinitions, the states have already approved historical series based on LDB, but the recent mini-benchmark of 1Q2004 QCEW shows that there may be some level changes between the 2002 LDB and the 2003/4 QCEW.  In addition, there are situations where the seasonality of the historical series is not mirrored by the seasonality of the new series.  BLS will use ARIMA to bring the series together.
Kathy suggested that the ACES benchmark sheet should have 16 months of data, rather than 15 (to show the prior December level); this idea was discussed.

Three main policy issues:

1. The decision to eliminate the concept of series breaks was made at the April meeting and re-confirmed in November.
2. A proposed process for developing history series for future new MSA definitions or other new series:  set up historical LDB-based series, identify breaks in guaranteed lines; reconstruct and rake series; review data; update ACES, Labstat, Winstamp; publish.  Policy Council members support this proposal as long as states have the ability to start the benchmark review in a timely manner.
3. BLS will scan the entire historical series database; ask states to review any major data level changes that cannot be explained; if it’s a series break, states make the decision whether to cut off the series or reconstruct the history series.  Policy Council agreed to eliminate all series breaks from the CES historical series.
ACTION:  Ken will draft an S-memo summarizing these proposals; the S-memo will be sent to Policy Council members for review and comment; the final S-memo will then be distributed.  
Kirk investigated questions California had asked about benchmark re-estimation of hours and earnings estimates.  There appeared to be no major policy issues involved; most of the situations were state-specific or somewhat unique.  If similar situations arise this year, California will raise them to BLS during the benchmark period.

During the last meeting, Dave had asked BLS to look into the situation where companies that should be certainty units are not identified as such, because they have large numbers of noncovered employees.  The solution agreed on in April has been implemented:  states will identify firms in this situation; BLS will grandfather these firms into the 2004 sample.  
ACTION:  Pat will write an e-mail that regional offices can send to states, informing them that if they have companies with fewer than 1,000 covered employees, but more than 1,000 employees once the non-covered are added in, these companies can be added as certainty units in the CES sample.  Also, she will add this discussion to the S-memo that announces the sample rotation, letting states know that if any of these firms were lost during the sample re-draw, they can be added back to the sample.
Kirk presented an analysis of the difference in seasonal trends between the QCEW and CES employment series.  The analysis clearly demonstrated that, nationally, the QCEW has larger month-to-month changes than CES in three seasonal industry areas … construction, retail, food and accommodation.  QCEW also appears to have larger seasonally adjusted employment changes than CES.  The same trends held for an analysis of selected state estimates, though generally not as significantly as for the national analysis.  
Kirk also analyzed the frequency of situations where three months of equal data are reported either on CES or QCEW.  In general, the percent for “same employment” within a quarter was almost identical to the percent across quarters for CES; but for QCEW, the percents varied widely, depending on whether the data were for the same quarter, across quarters, or imputed.  Figures for actual reported employment, for cross quarter months, were similar between CES and QCEW, but figures varied widely as soon as imputation was introduced.

Kirk also analyzed “the December-January effect” by looking at the average links between the two months for different groups of QCEW data (based on whether the data were actually reported or imputed).  This analysis suggested that the December-January link is consistently highest when the QCEW is moving from reported data in December to imputed data to January.

ACTION:  Kirk will analyze the situation where QCEW employment increases in each month of a quarter, but then goes down at the start of the following quarter.

An analysis of the seasonality of reported series compared with imputed series showed that the seasonal swings were much more severe, or seasonality was impossible to measure, when more and more imputation is introduced.
What does this tell us?  Policy Council members agreed that we need to better understand the QCEW imputation method.  If imputation is working well, one would not expect significant differences in reporting over quarters or seasonality, but both of these things are evident in Kirk’s analysis.

This analysis raises a number of questions about the use of the QCEW as a time series, the use of imputation in QCEW, and seasonality of the QCEW series.  The only way to really identify explanations for the differences would be a Response Analysis Survey (RAS).  

This analysis is important because when states use QCEW to replace the CES trend at benchmark time, they are implicitly using the QCEW as a time series, something that we verbally would say it is not.  The rationale for this replacement methodology is that QCEW is a universe count; the downside is that reporting problems in QCEW (e.g. imputation) really make the series less than a full universe.  In addition, the seasonality of the QCEW series is different to that of CES, requiring a two-step seasonal adjustment process for states’ CES series, resulting in the fact that the current year’s CES seasonally adjusted series are not comparable to the historical CES seasonally adjusted series.
Kirk distributed a handout:  The Two Camps of CES Benchmarking, describing the strengths and weaknesses of “replacement” and “wedging” benchmarking.  Strengths of the wedge methodology are that only one month has to be closely reviewed, the original estimate trend remains intact, inter-quarter QCEW shifts are avoided.  Strengths of the replacement methodology include the availability of more “real data” for highly seasonal industries, ease to explain, allowance for error calculations when comparing original estimates to final benchmarked data, and the requirement for good working relationship between CES and QCEW.  Both methods also have weaknesses.  Wedging may not work well for estimating cells with small sample or those estimated using the small domain model, particularly if major events occurred during the year.
Next steps:

1. ACTION:  Kirk … Continue and expand the formal work group of national office BLS staff from CES and QCEW; collaborating on analysis of the differences between CES and QCEW series.  Report back to March 2005 meeting.
2. Once this group’s work is complete, form a CES Policy Council work group to further consider the replacement versus wedging issue.

BLS issued a set of comprehensive guidelines for analyst intervention.  They were incorporated into an S-memo and into regular CES training.  Example:  how to handle atypicals in the probability methodology.  State members feel that their analysts are better informed about these guidelines; newer staff have appreciated the training.

Larry led a discussion of statewide control totals in employment estimating.  His analysis suggested that in most cases, the state estimates based on analyst intervention performed better than state estimates based purely on raw ACES control totals.  Several states also showed significant improvement in estimation, when comparing their 2003 benchmark with the 2002 benchmark.
Larry’s conclusion is that the state’s estimates, with analyst intervention, seem to be performing well, and continually improving, so there is little urgency for a state control total methodology.

Larry’s analysis should show that the best possible estimate would be based on the CES sample using LDB data … but it’s not.  This raises worrying concerns regarding the LDB, which is loaded after the QCEW’s 30-day clean-up, and then not revised.  This is of particular concern given recent analyses which show the QCEW consistently revising downward after the first preliminary data are released.
BLS continues to get lots of questions regarding the weights used in the probability methodology.  Larry is working on two possible new “robust estimators”, both of which include a “weight trimming” factor.  These will be discussed at the March 2005 Policy Council meeting.
Dave presented results of the proration work group’s efforts.  Drastic improvements are coming in the proration process; policy issues are resolved; a few technical issues remain.  Dave recommends that the Policy Council’s proration work group be disbanded, allowing remaining technical issues to be handled by the ACES User Group or normal BLS channels.  States that are actively using proration have become much more comfortable with it and recognize the value.  
Ken shared information from the most recent ACES User Group.  The ACES group pointed out that a recurring theme from states is “not enough sample”; but many states don’t use proration.  The total sample of 200,000 UIs expands to 800,000 RUNs when proration is used.  There is a workload implication of proration, including the running of the EQUI on a quarterly basis.  This has the added benefit of allowing states to track CES versus QCEW at both the micro and macro levels on a quarterly basis.  A new software tool, under development with the ACES User Group, will make the state’s initial proration efforts much easier than the current system.
Use of proration was initially mandatory, but the Policy Council chose to make it optional after states complained about workload.  More and more states are starting to use proration; should it be made a mandatory part of the program again?
Sheila suggested that letting the new education effort and the new tools may be a better way to increase use of proration than a program mandate.  Others spoke of the assistance being provided by regional offices and of the importance of prioritizing the proration efforts, so that the most important companies are handled first.
Proration is not a perfect solution to low sample size; it’s not the same as real sample.  But on balance, it’s almost certainly better than nothing.  New York and Florida both noted the workload involved in proration, but emphasized that the quality improvement is well worth the effort.
Agreement:  Disband the Policy Council Proration Work Group; use education, the proposed new ACES tool, and regional office assistance to encourage, but not mandate, states to fully incorporate proration.

Ken emphasized that it’s essential for states to run their quarterly EQUI, in order to make proration to work more successfully.  BLS will communicate with states regarding the production schedule, which includes this upload.
CES POLICY COUNCIL -- DAY TWO – NOVEMBER 17, 2004

Two-Year Plan #1 – Macro Data Quality (Continued)
Pat led a discussion of three CES dissemination issues.  
The first related to a corrections policy, ensuring that BLS and the states agree on guidelines for when an error needs to be immediately corrected (rather than waiting for benchmark).
Earlier this year, a state identified a significant error in their monthly estimates.  BLS and the state agreed on the error and the solution, but BLS immediately corrected the data, while the state kept the old numbers for one more week.  This caused customer suspicion about the different numbers.  In other cases in the past, a state may have wanted to correct an error immediately, while BLS would have wanted to wait until the following benchmark.

States described the differences faced in terms of news release and dissemination policies, some having to work through their Communications or Governor’s offices.

If guidelines are developed, they would be better than having nothing in place, and would require some compromise from both BLS and the states.  They wouldn’t work in every situation, given political and process differences among the states, but they would work in most situations.
Ken emphasized that these guidelines, if developed, would only be used for true corrections or errors, not for an interim benchmark.

Members reached consensus that a set of guidelines would be good.

ACTION:  Pat and Ken will draft guidelines, share them with the Council members prior to the March 2005 meeting, gather input, and bring the revised version to the March meeting for final approval.
BLS has learned that some states share CES estimates outside the LMI unit before those estimates are finalized.  For example, a state might be asked to share their CES estimates with the Governor’s office, even before the CES analysts have completed their work and before the estimates are “finalized” in the eyes of the LMI staff.
BLS proposes to add language to the cooperative agreement, requiring that because the CES numbers are produced under BLS guidance, they cannot be shared outside the LMI unit until the state LMI staff have completed the estimating work.
Most likely, this language would be added to the part of the contract that pertains to all programs.

ACTION:  Pat will draft a brief statement that will be added to the cooperative agreement; share it with PC members; consider their comments and suggestions.
Sheila noted that Regional Commissioners are supposed to visit new SESA directors, explaining the role of BLS.  During these visits, they could emphasize the importance of separating the development of all BLS data series from outside or political pressure.
Pat discussed state and BLS release dates.  BLS sets their release dates for a year in advance, but states have the option to release their data whenever they choose.  This causes problems for BLS because they cannot discuss state data prior to the BLS release date, even if the state has already released them.

Consensus was that BLS and the states should make every effort to coordinate the corrections and pre-release issues, but it’s impractical to attempt to coordinate all the different state releases, given the involvement of state and governor’s communications staff.

Ken shared a handout on the national versus sum-of-states issue.  During this economic upturn, the sum-of-states data have performed remarkably well and early indications are that very few states will have significant benchmark revisions.
A number of issues have come together to support this success:  probability sample implemented, better stratification, consistent methodology, consistent application via ACES, analyst training and review procedures, focus on analysis, and more tools available (e.g. estimate tracker).

Pat also shared a handout comparing the national versus sum-of-state comparisons for the last four turning points.  In spite of the current good news, BLS is still not totally convinced that a national/sum-of-state problem could never recur.  Forcing states to the national total or setting a statewide control total are both possibilities to ensure that the national and sum-of-state data stay in line.
Pat told the Council that the sum-of-states issue is not off the table; the Bureau is currently working on the statewide control total, but will consider other options that would ensure consistency between the national and sum-of-state estimates.

Members discussed options for ensuring continued improvement in the national/sum-of-states issue:  analysis by BLS; additional training for states whose analyst-impacted estimates perform worse than a pure sample-based statewide control total; a process of analysis and discussion to modify initial state estimates to develop a better sum-of-states total; real-time use of Winstamp to determine state trends that differ significantly from the statewide control total.  
Pat noted that the problems faced by BLS are no different than those faced by states that have exhaustive or near-exhaustive MSA and county estimates.  Florida and New York both have analyst meetings, monthly, to ensure that the sum-of-area trends are similar to the statewide trend.
This discussion will continue into future meetings.  Larry will present information on the “robust estimator”, which may help these efforts, at the next meeting.

Ken led a brief discussion on summer school editing.  In CES, the paid faculty members are kept on the payroll throughout the summer.  The CES employment trend is therefore much more smooth than the QCEW trend.

States have asked for a clearer definition in the CES manual.  Ken has drafted the language, will send it to Policy Council members for comment, and will then incorporate it into the manual in the near future.

Two-Year Plan #1 – Micro Data Quality

Kirk and Dave reported on behalf of the Registry / Data Quality Work Group.  They have drafted all specifications for the new centralized database.  The specifications will be posted on the StateWeb; states are encouraged to send comments to Kirk.  The prioritization for field updating has already been shared three times, with no comments received.  But once the changes are implemented, state staff may have more comments.

Because of problems rewriting the data system used by the DCCs, implementation of the whole centralized database will now take place in the fall or winter of 2006.  Several Policy Council members expressed disappointment with this delay.  The work group will, however, implement some components in the near future (e.g. proration improvements).  Thanks to some interim measures, many of them manual, the micro data quality situation is much better than it was a few years ago … but the fully automated centralized system is still the long-term solution.

Larry distributed a handout analyzing the distribution of CES sample across states.  Current sample size for each state reflects the states’ sample size prior to probability redesign.  Other options for distributing sample across states vary, based on the underlying goals of the re-allocation. Trying to minimize national variance shifts huge amounts of sample into the large states; trying to minimize variance for all states shifts huge amounts of  sample to small states.
Larry ran tables showing total sample distributed based on a number of variables:  current allocation; optimum national estimate (moves sample to large states); state proportion of national universe; equalize state error (moves sample to small states, increases national error); equalize state error for super sectors (moves sample to small states, increases national error); equalize state error across four or seven size groups of states; regression curve.

Any of the proposed re-allocations will likely be unpalatable to some states.  Any re-allocation means that some states will gain and some will lose sample; but the magnitude of the losses may need to be minimized to make the changes acceptable.

Policy Council members strongly believe that the CES program must address the sample allocation issue, even though the details of re-allocation may be difficult.  The overall goal is to more equitably distribute the CES sample across states, while not damaging the quality of the national estimates.
Given this support, Larry proposed a small working group to propose a functional definition of “equitably distribute”, to explain and justify the rationale for the change, and to propose details of a long-term implementation plan.  The group would focus on setting in place the principles for implementation, which might take several years to reach completion.
Henry noted that this effort only reallocates the sample size we currently have; the long-term dream is still to have a larger sample.
ACTION:  Larry will lead a work group, consisting of Graham, Becky, Dino, Pat, and Dennis, to accomplish the items noted above.  This work group will report back to the March 2004 meeting.
Two-Year Plan #1 – Small Domain Estimates

Larry shared an independent report on the small domain model.  The report stated, “Although considerable progress has been made, further research and development on fitting structure in current model errors and diagnostics is strongly recommended.  The development in these areas is currently constrained by the shortness of the data series, but the situation should improve markedly over the next two years, and some useful research will certainly be possible within 12 months.”
A concept known as “iterative proportional fitting” is being proposed by Dr. Stephen Haslett, a consultant who began BLS’ work on small domain modeling (while a Fellow at the Bureau) and is being asked to continue the work as a consultant.

Larry shared a series of graphs comparing the new ipf methodology with a variety of other estimators (e.g. QCEW, Weighted Least Squares, all individual components of WLS).  More data are needed for the ipf to be analyzed fully, but Larry’s initial impression is that the ipf model has a smaller average error than the current model … but it is less stable.
Larry had originally viewed the ipf model as a replacement for our current WLS model; Dr. Haslett views ipf more as an addition to the existing model.

Pat questioned how much more work and resources we want to put into the model development, given that the WLS model is working well.  Larry will continue working to bring the ipf to its analytical conclusion, before a final decision is made.  Work will continue next spring, when more data are available.
Several members noted that state CES staff seem generally happy with the performance of the WLS model.

Two-Year Plan #2 – MSA Implementation

Ken started by congratulating all BLS and state staff for the effort of implementing the new MSA definitions in 2005.  

Ken distributed a handout summarizing accomplishments since the Council’s April meeting, tasks still left to do, special discussion topics, and the MSA plan after March 10.

Accomplishments since the last meeting include S-04-06 memo; determination of publication levels; reconstructing history; incorporating publication structures into ACES; incorporating control files into Winstamp; a mini-benchmark for 1Q03; initial documentation for user outreach; and drafts of new publication and press release tables.

Action items ahead include comparison of data for 1Q03 to reconstructed history to identify potential breaks; review and correction of breaks; provide SMD with final list of model versus sample based publication levels; transmit model results to states for post benchmark period; continue user outreach efforts; finish regular benchmark; finalize publications; revise other programs to reflect new FIPs codes; publish on March 10, 2005.
After March 10, 2005, the following policy issues will require attention from Ken and the Policy Council:  establishing procedures and operations for an annual policy to add, change, or delete areas; clear up unresolved issues; scan existing MSA data to identify and remedy potential series breaks prior to 1990.  Procedures for annual change must be discussed and agreed upon during the March 2005 meeting.
Two-Year Plan #4 – CES Training
Sheila gave an overview of current CES training offered by the Office of Field Operations.  The schedule has been prepared for 2005 – CES Workshops, CES Estimation, and CES Benchmarking.  The CES Reluctance training will be offered on request.
OFO Washington staff are developing training for the all employee hours and earnings changes; this training will be provided to BLS regional staff, state staff, and data collection center staff.

States that do their own TDE data collection and non-response prompting should plan additional training for their staff.

A distance learning initiative is underway in OFO Washington, using Camtasia.  The pilot training will provide an overview of the estimates tracking spreadsheet.  The training will be accessed through the BLS StateWeb.

Ken announced that a seasonal adjustment training in the Chicago region had 15-20 attendees recently.

Dennis reminded members that if a state can pull together a group that needs CES training, regional offices can put on a special CES training class for that group.

Ken and Paulette shared information about recent ACES training efforts.  In the past two years, the ACES Users’ Group has been reconvened; one of the major accomplishments has been a series of pilot training sessions, hosted in about six states.  The training is available in-person and via a CD program.  Ken commended the Iowa staff for developing excellent training; state staff have given it high marks.  Paulette shared comments received from the states and commented that the need for ACES training still seems to be high.
Paulette also described new chat capabilities for the ACES web site, allowing for on-line discussions and Question/Answer opportunities.  Long-term, Iowa is planning to offer training geared specifically to regional office staff, focusing significantly on benchmarking, proration, etc.

Sheila commented that from everything she’s heard, one of the Policy Council’s biggest accomplishments has been the resurrection of the ACES Users’ Group.
Iowa now houses and maintains the ACES web site.
Supplemental Surveys

Kirk shared a handed titled “Proposal for CES Supplements”.  Pat gave background:  the possibility of doing supplements to CES has been around for a while, but prior to probability sampling, the methodology would not have been statistically valid.  The basic concept would be to use a sub-sample of the probability sample to gather information on special subjects (e.g. outsourcing / offshoring).
After discussions with the Commissioner, CES staff have offered a proposal for a pilot test.
Subject matter for supplemental surveys could include outsourcing, temporary help / employee leasing, employer-provided training, union membership, part-time jobs.

Because this is totally different from the basic CES survey, BLS would have to go through the full survey development process, including cognitive design, OMB clearance, etc.  The first supplement would take between 20-24 months from project start to delivery of survey results and analysis.  Development of the survey software – editing, analysis, etc. – would take an additional time period.

The first supplement would focus on temporary help and professional employer organizations (employee leasing).  The supplement would survey everyone on the CES survey that’s in these industries.  All data collection will be handled by CATI and will be completely separate from regular CES processes.  The survey will request information for each of the prior twelve months.
Work on supplemental surveys would take priority over other research, development, and analysis projects with the exception of the all employee hours and earnings and the MSA redefinition projects.
Discussion included concerns about employer burden (and the possibility that states will be the focus of employer frustration); additional employer burden required for twelve months of data instead of one; the timeframe involved; and the elevation of this activity over almost all other priorities.  The form also needs more clarification.
Henry asked whether states would have the ability to request additional questions focused on state or regional needs.  
BLS would be willing to produce information at a state or regional level, where the sample supports it.  This would be more difficult for the employment services survey, but would be feasible for future surveys, for things like union membership.  State members advocated for a consistent principle supporting the development of state data whenever the subject matter makes this possible.
If this pilot is successful, a role for the Policy Council would be discussion and prioritization of future special topics.

Ten-Year Plan #3 – Expand CES Sample

Pat stated that CES management recognize that many states would like a larger sample, but any increase is dependent on resource increases.  A proposal for sample expansion two years ago did not make it through the federal approval process; it’s unlikely that the Bureau would attempt it again any time soon.
BLS does want to do things to maximize the effectiveness of the current sample:  minimize non-response; increase use of proration; use a regular sample rotation; non-response prompting; increase the use of EDI (which is a very efficient data collection method).  BLS is constantly comparing response rates by collection mode, comparing it with unit cost.
California now has their outstationed marketing staff make in-person delinquency calls on CES non-respondents; this has caused a five percent increase in response rates.

The other possibility, discussed previously but not yet resolved, is that states could “buy” sample.
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Two-Year Plan #3 – Hours and Earnings
The current plan is to transition the program as follows:

· Eliminate the women worker series.  (January 2005)
· Produce an all employee hours and earnings series.  (There will be a three-year overlap period with both the current production worker-based series and the all employee series.)  (Experimental series July 2006; official series January 2007; drop production worker series in January 2010.)
· Produce a total wages (gross monthly earnings) series, that includes bonuses.

Major milestones:

· New CES form – November 2004

· CES staff training – February-April 2005

· OMB approval – May 2005

· Begin collection – July 2005

· Data collection system modifications – May 2005

· Estimation systems modifications – January 2006

· Produce test series – Februrary 2006

· User outreach – March 2006

· Experimental series – July 2006

· Publish official series – January 2007

BLS is not currently planning to publish the experimental series for state data.  They are open to discussion on this.
The methodology for both the all employee hours and earnings and the gross monthly earnings series will be the same as for the current production workers hours and earnings – difference link and tapers.  There will be four new series:
· All employee average weekly hours

· All employee average hourly earnings

· All employee average weekly earnings

· All employee total wages – with a one-month lag

Proposed publication requirements for state and area estimates:
· Statewide

· AWH, AHE, AWE for expanded super sector level.

· Total wages at the total private level.

· MSAs

· AWH, AHE, AWE at the total private level.

· Total wages – no requirement.

· Additional series are optional for both statewide and MSAs, if hours and earnings sample minimums are met.  Overtime hours are also optional if sample supports.
Discussion:  we can not produce hours and earnings estimates for statewide super sectors that are modeled (but there are very few of those); hours and earnings data will be for private sector only; economic development entities will likely be primary customers for the new series; ACES will program higher level estimating cells for hours and earnings, to ensure adequate sample analysis; state staff will start producing the new test series in January 2006, but would not actually formally make estimates until the experimental series in July 2006; total private would be either a weighted aggregate of all component parts or an independent estimate (if a state did not have all super sectors); a small number of states publish overtime hours … they will be able to continue with that; opportunities for marketing a new series; there is currently no way to prorate hours and earnings data … this will cause difficulty as we expand the amount of state and MSA detail published.
BLS will investigate options for proration of hours and earnings survey data.

Agreement:  Policy Council members support the BLS hours and earnings publication proposals.

After seeking user input to the women worker decision, BLS is now receiving a small number of strong protests regarding elimination of the series.  The series is currently scheduled to disappear in January 2005; this is still the plan, but Pat will continue reviewing the input she’s receiving and discussions will take place with BLS management.
Communications

Graham gave an overview of WIC requests for improved Policy Council communications.  These include LMI Directors receiving advance copies of agendas; BLS regional offices playing a more formalized role in Policy Council information dissemination; meeting notes being distributed within fixed time periods of the meeting.
Paulette will arrange for the Policy Council meeting notes to be posted to the ACES web site, in addition to posting them to the StateWeb site.

State Policy Council members accepted responsibility for communications with the following regions:

· Region 1 – Linc (RI, CT, NH, MA, ME, VT)
· Region 2 – Vicki (NY, NJ, Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico)

· Region 3 – Vicki (PA, DE, DC, VI, WV, MD)

· Region 4 – Becky (FL, GA, AL, NC, SC, MS, TN, KY)
· Region 5 – Henry (IL, OH, MI, IN, MN, WI)

· Region 6 – Dino and Al (LA, AR, TX, OK, NM)

· Region 7 – Paulette (NE, IA, MO, KS)

· Region 8 – Alex (CO, MT, UT, WY, SD, ND)

· Region 9 – Dave (CA, HI, AZ, NV)

· Region 10 – Graham (OR, WA, AK, ID)

State members will build e-mail lists of the LMI Directors and CES program managers in their regions.

Graham and Pat, and all other Policy Council co-chairs, will meet with the WIC on December 9.

Two-Year Plan #5 – ACES

Ken distributed a handout titled “ACES Update”.  
The ACES Users’ Group was reconvened a year ago and has had two meetings.  Their first focus was devoted almost exclusively to development of training; other focus areas have been documentation, proration, and operations.

All states are now using the service center.  This is a great improvement for both the states and for Iowa; operating just one system is more efficient and successful.  

In addition to program improvements, ACES staff will be implementing MSA redefinition in the next few months; then focusing on hours and earnings changes in the next two years.

Agenda for December ACES Users Group:

· Review of user documentation

· Proration

· All employee hours and earnings

· MSA wrap-up

· Training update

· Analytical functions in ACES

Regarding the last item, ACES includes a wealth of analytical information that has been appended over the years.  A future goal is to develop this information with a series of analytical tools, also incorporating suggestions made by various states in recent months.  In addition, a new CICS function at SunGard gives the mainframe the ability to look and function somewhat like a PC system.  
Ken is proposing that this is a good time to take a long-term look at ACES … systems operation, technology changes, etc.  

ACTION:  Ken will bring a report to the next Policy Council meeting, summarizing ACES Users’ Group discussions regarding future plans (“strategic plan”) for ACES.

Alex shared information about a Utah plan to develop an analytical tool; the plan was shared with BLS earlier this year, but development of the tool was not approved for funding (via deobligated funds) because there was insufficient information and communication at the time when the decisions had to be made.  BLS is willing to consider incorporating this and other tools into ACES.
The Policy Council welcomes suggestions from Utah and any other states; some of those will be redirected to other work groups (like the ACES Users’ Group); and those work groups will report out to the Policy Council.

ACTION:  Graham will add a lengthy discussion of ACES Strategic Plan to the March 2005 meeting.  Ken will be the main presenter; this may include some demonstrations of key ACES tools; Policy Council members will consider the proposed Strategic Plan.

On behalf of the ACES Users’ Group, Ken re-emphasized the need for states to run and update ACES files with the EQUI each quarter.  This will enhance timeliness and quality of parent-child relationships at the microdata level, and the EQUI summary is instrumental in tracking macrodata trends.  The requirement to update with the EQUI each quarter will be added to the LMI Cooperative Agreement.
Members discussed the costs of ACES program runs.  There is a sense that CES managers and LMI Directors aren’t well-informed about the costs of running ACES programs, and ways to reduce those costs.  (Example:  higher priority runs cost more money.)
ACTION:  Sheila will ask Regional Office staff to specifically talk to state staff about ways to reduce their ACES costs; Pat and Ken will include discussions of this in presentations at next year’s LMI Directors’ meeting and CES National meeting. 

Ten-Year Plan #4 – Seasonally Adjusted Series

Ken distributed a handout.  There is strong interest in our ability to seasonal adjust data and to expand seasonal adjustment to more areas and industries.  This activity will be a high priority even within the next two years, not just on the ten-year horizon.
Current plans are to expand seasonal adjustment as soon as the minimum three years of sample-based history data are available.  For statewide estimates, this would mean that analysis and testing could take place during 2006, with actual publication starting in January 2007.  For MSA estimates, history series will take longer to become available, because of the current MSA redefinitions.  Analysis and testing will take place during 2008, with actual publication starting in January 2009.

Chris noted that PC software is now readily available that allows anyone to seasonally adjust any kind of time series.  Entities seasonally adjusting based on the pure history series, rather than on sample-based history series, may produce unreliable seasonal adjustment factors, because of the difference in seasonality between the QCEW-based history series and the sample-based current estimates.

Work on the MSA seasonal adjustment will cause major workload challenges for both BLS and state staff.
The Policy Council will eventually consider and decide on required publication levels for state and MSA seasonally adjusted series.

Ten-Year Plan #1 – Collaboration with LAUS and QCEW

The two biggest current issues are the publication of two separate time series for CES and QCEW (becoming a difficult issue for the Bureau) and CIPSEA.
CIPSEA is an issue not just challenging BLS and the states, but also across BLS programs.  The main issue for CES is that CIPSEA (and related confusions, cautions) have damaged the ability to share information between staff of different programs.  Pat drafted language for an all programs memo.  The memo was shared at the CES National Meeting, but has not yet been officially distributed.  The memo emphasized that all of the historical sharing of information between CES and QCEW is unchanged.

CES state staff discussed the problems they’re facing in attempting to reconcile the CES and QCEW files, because QCEW is not currently using CES information to update NAICS or address fields.  (They can use CES employment, if they flag it as CIPSEA-protected.)

A clear example of the collaboration problem is that staff from different BLS programs are giving different information to states at conferences.

Alex gave information from a panel at the NASWA LMI meeting she attended yesterday.  A guidance letter from OMB may provide more flexibility than is currently available, but that’s not a certain thing.
Policy Council members suggested that Pat and Graham raise this to the WIC at the December meeting.  CIPSEA continues to be a serious problem for BLS, the states, and across programs.  It needs to be solved with great urgency, and with as much flexibility as possible.  There should never be a time when the BLS management of QCEW, CES, and OES are not saying exactly the same things to their program areas.  There must be a clearly understood written policy.
Estimating CES in the Face of a Hurricane

In September, Florida staff collected any information they could gather on the impact of the devastated areas; they ran their estimates in a normal fashion, then took a much longer period of time than usual to analyze the over-the-month changes, trying to incorporate external information they had gathered.  BLS offered to run simulations of the estimations … Florida and BLS jointly reached agreement on the final numbers.  Construction and schools provided particular challenges; the state Department of Education provided useful information on schools (and closed schools).  Response rates were surprisingly in the normal range.
October estimates were a lot easier – the staff already knew what to look for.
All of this happened the month before the election, so there was a great deal of added pressure.
Writing the press release was even more difficult than making the actual estimates; finding the right words to say, for example, to explain the continuing growth even though so many people were suffering from the hurricane.  BLS worked closely with Florida staff on the news release.
At the national level, BLS consistently takes the view that the sample is correct unless proven otherwise.  BLS analyzed the sample response – response rates were quite normal; companies normally in for first closing were in for the post-hurricane first closing; response rates in hurricane-impacted areas were normal.  BLS used the FEMA definitions of impact areas for their analysis of response rates.

BLS and Florida felt the program and the survey went well; Florida staff were impressed with how the sample performed.
CES Policy Council:  2005 Meeting Dates and Locations

· March 22-24, Louisiana
· July 26-28, Colorado

· November 15-17, Florida

Each meeting will last two and a half days.
Economic Update – Is The Recession Over?

States shared their most recent economic news, based primarily on CES and LAUS trends.  All member states have turned the corner from decline to recovery; very few have re-gained pre-recession employment levels; manufacturing is struggling in most states.
Adjournment

The meeting was adjourned at 3:00pm.
Slater
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