OES Policy Council Meeting Minutes and Action Items

June 8-9, 2004

Charleston, South Carolina
Present: 

BLS members:

Deborah Brown

Michael Horrigan

Michael McElroy 

John Pinkos 

Ed Robison

Laurie Salmon 

George Stamas, Co-chair

State members

Pat Arnold (MD)

Rebecca Eleazar (SC)

Tom Gallagher (WY), Co-chair

Holly Harber (MO)

Mike Polzella (CT)

George Putnam (IL)

Charlie Saibel (WA)

State technical advisor
Bob Cottrell (Technical Advisor, NC) 

Absent: 

Bob Murdock (NV)

Dan Hall (NM)

Opening remarks 
The minutes of the February were accepted.  George Stamas said that the minutes are now posted on WIC page.

Tom Gallagher reported from the state meeting that several states are working under challenging circumstances.  Recent cuts and turnover have left states short of trained staff.  They requested that regional office be open to coming to states to conduct training between offerings of overview courses.   John Pinkos responded that the regional offices do conduct training in states when there is a need.  States also feel resource constraints under two-panel collection.  States’ focus is on the basics of survey operation – data collection and address refinement -- at the expense of creating products to address customers.   
Tom will follow up on recruiting another state member to replace Renee Konicki on the Council.  He said that travel funds may be an issue, but was reminded that travel money is provided for policy council trips.   
WORK GROUP REPORT- Productive efficiency 

Mike McElroy reported for the productive efficiency group.   Mike said that email data collection will be offered to all states starting with November panel.   BLS will prepare an S-memo that will describe the procedure and ask interested States to notify Regional Offices.  States will be asked to respond by September.  Mike said that the instructions will emphasize that it is important for states to get the email and how to pick up files that have been quarantined.    A state specific automatic thank-you is being developed.        Mike also said that solicitation letters should display State OES contact information more prominently than the general state address and phone number.  Some employers are calling the wrong number for help or emailing to the wrong address.
Mike McElroy reported that a preliminary study of the 5-digit NAICS form was finished.  The results show that responses and quality of data varied greatly by industry.  Some industries were hurt in terms of response and quality.  In cases where the industry was homogeneous, response and quality was more likely to have improved.    Tom Gallagher said that he would be interested in the results by size.   Mike Horrigan asked what the implications for moving forward were.   Mike McElroy said they have some information on the characteristics of the industries that do better and those that do worse.   He also said that with current printer technology, it is not practical to print a custom form for each business as the address is being printed (printing on the fly).  It might be practical to do selected 5–digit forms where improvements in quality and response are most promising.  

Bob Cottrell discussed SUTA dumping--employers moving workers from a UI account with a high tax rate into new (or just different) UI accounts with lower tax rates.  This may be based on industry rates, or from an account with a high rate to another with a low rate, even moving workers from one employer to another.  The old and new UI accounts may be in different industries or different states.  This poses problems in collecting the data for a sampled establishment and for getting information by industry and area.  The shifting of workers could have consequences on total employment reported by state.  Worker’s compensation costs may be another contributor to this ‘dumping’ of workers. 
Mike McElroy reported that they will test the movement of management occupations on survey forms with 5 to 9 states.   States will be asked to volunteer for the test to be conducted in the November panel.   States will be expected to keep track of the follow-up work required for the test form compared to the control forms.   The forms involved are those sent to merchant wholesalers and food services and drinking places.  

Mike McElroy outlined new procedures for making suggestions to survey forms in terms of layout and content.  From July 1 to August 15 BLS will accept suggestions from states and regional offices.  States are to send their suggestions to an email group that will be established and cc their regional offices.  Any suggestions will be reviewed by BLS and members of the productive efficiency group and any resulting changes would be implemented in the following November’s survey form.  Tom said that this process and the suggestions would have implications for the SOC revisions.  Deborah said that someone would have to administer the email group.  
Mike McElroy reported that an unscientific analysis of the affect of postcards on initial response rates showed that states that did not send out address refinement postcards had a better response rate than states that used them.  This could result from a more thorough address refinement by states that do not use postcards compared to states that used post cards.  BLS representatives said that they were following up on an address correction service that Charlie Saibel had suggested.     
WORK GROUP REPORT- Systems
George Putnam said that states were asked to volunteer to work on three projects--testing SPAM enhancements by creating test records, testing of system, and review of SPAM documentation.   Only two states will review SPAM documentation.  Mike said that a test version of SPAM should be available July 1.  

George Putnam said that Jeff Green works with Tom Price and the states that use EDS.   They are working on producing three and four-digit NAICS combinations and collapsing of occupations as well as database storage limitations.   The final thing they are working on is estimates review.  
Bob Cottrell supplied 3 handouts (attachments).  He said that states felt a separate tool for multi-panel management was not necessary.  Instead, survey management enhancements in SPAM for this purpose would be helpful.   Bob followed up on his task to improve the BLS estimates review system to make it more user-friendly.  There would be a separate system that would be stand-alone or be used as a module in EDS.  The stand-alone or EDS module application would be essentially identical.   

WORK GROUP REPORT- Training 
Rebecca Eleazar said they received good feedback from the EDS training.   It was mentioned that there is a need for additional training on OES.  Turnover increases the need for training.    
John Pinkos said that BLS/OFO is moving toward developing distance learning and the Regional Offices are conducting more in-state training.     

WORK GROUP REPORT- Data Quality 

Laurie Salmon said that Holly Harber volunteered to be part of this work group.  Laurie said that additional improvements in imputation were made for the May 2003 estimates.  97 percent of units were imputed from other units in the state.  BLS manually reviewed the largest units imputed both in and across states, and found no problems with the procedure, and there were far fewer questions on the May 2003 estimates about “bad imputation”.   The reduction in questions might be due to the improvements, or might be due to states not pointing out donors with problem staffing patterns from their own state.      
Benchmarking - Estimates released under the new reference period were released to states in early March and to the public in late April.    The selection of benchmark reference periods is complete.  Since allowing states to update their benchmark files in the May 2003 estimates, several improvements were suggested and will be implemented with the benchmark review process for the November 2003 panel, including allowing states to send in electronic queries from SPAM to change sample unit NAICS codes.  The updating of benchmark files using SPAM queries is optional because not all states want to make those changes.  The policy council suggested that states do change their benchmark files when changes are made to NAICS or area in SPAM.  
Sampling –State opinion was mixed on whether size class one units should be sampled.  BLS looked at staffing patterns and wages of size class one units, and George Stamas presented the results at the national conference showing that staffing patterns of size class one and two units were different.    Sampling at UI level will not be pursued due to problems with multiple NAICS and areas in a single UI account.  

Suggestions from states on improving the Foxpro data review tool were incorporated in the revised system sent in March along with the May 2003 estimates.  States would still like the system available in a system other than Foxpro.  
Occupational coding – An advanced coding course was piloted at BLS in March.  State suggestions to add titles from O*NET to SPAM’s associated titles list will be done in the next release of the SPAM.  An additional 1,300 titles were added. 
WORK GROUP REPORT- Products and meeting customer needs  

Pat Arnold provided a hand out (attached) on the results of his survey of LMI directors on their OES products.   The policy council decided that the group should pursue creating an electronic area to showcase products so that states can use ideas from other states.   ETA could be approached for funding, something like an OES conference where people would be invited to showcase their applications.  Some of the products may be incorporated virtual LMI, and other applications.  
The policy council decided that states should be given the opportunity to provide updates, clarifications, or additional items.  Pat will contact the States.
Procedures for BLS to request information from States.  George Stamas said that there will be a clause in the upcoming LMI contract stating that BLS has the authority to ask States for information related to the program.  Tom Gallagher said that apart from information required to manage the day-to-day operation of the survey, information collection should be coordinated through the Policy Council.   In this manner the program can avoid duplication of effort and collect meaningful information that conveys the policy of the State LMI office.  George and Tom will come up with a policy that is agreeable. 

Goals for OES 
George Stamas led a discussion on goals for the OES program. The States voiced concern about our ability to meet current deliverables.  The sentiment was that it was not time to consider longer-range goals but rather to assess where the program stands and how to make it function more smoothly.   Included in their concerns were staff turnover and a possible connection with semi-annual collection and work associated with overlapping panels.  They feel resource short and that even if they meet their deliverables, quality could be falling.

Goals suggested by States and BLS include: 

· More staff (or resources) and tools to improve efficiency.
· Assess the quality of estimates—detailed response rate analysis of both occupational employment and wages.

· Evaluation of semi-annual collection.  Are needs for local users met?  Has the seasonality problem been addressed?

· Cultivating larger value added uses by merging OES with other survey and administrative uses.  Links to benefits or other data.
· Establish leadership in our specialty—occupation.  SOC Development.  OES state staff should be the people consulted about changes to SOC codes, including evolving and emerging occupations.
· National or State and national estimates from a single year of data.  (I think this was first suggested by a BLS representative.)

· Annual Certainty units (probably necessary for estimates based on a single year of sample).

George Stamas said that he understood the concern with current activities but that he was expecting farther-reaching goals such as producing more current estimates, improving the accuracy of the data, model based local area estimates (counties and towns) for occupational employment and wages, more complete documentation, web-based help for respondents, along with others that we mentioned like estimates based on one year or one panel of data, and increased portfolio of products.  Given the concerns that had been expressed already, he said he could agree that the focus should stay on solutions to current problems.  Some of the suggestions include:
· Develop tools or procedures to reduce the work.  Supervisors are now doing more production and so have less time to manage the process. 

· Tools suggested included EDS for publication of html pages, central printing and Email data collection; electronic files of OES survey data from human resources software vendors, survey instruments on the web, or a web based collection product.  It was pointed out that labor gains from electronic collection may be outweighed by the necessity to code data that would otherwise be coded on a survey form, but in general electronic files from large employers help data collection.  
· Reduce the amount of overlap of survey cycles.
· Develop new ways to solicit large employers in large and small metropolitan areas.  

· Look at response rates under semi-annual compared to annual. Whether the good things about panel collection such as not wasting time during down time, represent substantive improvements.   
· Define and monitor quality issues over time 

· Analyze time series of wage rates to see how total compensation changes with wage rates.  In some cases wages may remain stable, but the value of compensation increases because the cost of employer covered health care increases.

Sample design

Ed Robison described progress on sample design research, and provided handouts (attached).  The handouts provided an analysis of the sampling frame for New Mexico, showing sample requirements under the current design and alternative stratification schemes that would meet the minimum requirements for stabilizing weights across sample panels.  Ed said that he is concerned with stabilizing the sample and weights.  He is looking at the sample to get information on alternative sample designs.  He included procedures for trimming weights (limiting the size).  In the scenario described, one unit represents about 700 employees in a single panel sample.  Policy council members stated that area and industry were top priorities for estimates.   The sample re-design should be done by November.   George said that we have to have a new design in place to select a sample based on the new Metropolitan Areas for selection in Spring of 2005, and that we will continue working on any other outstanding issues after that sample has been selected. 
Projections partnership update 

Mike Horrigan said 2002-2012 long term projections are due in June 2004.  States are doing fairly well toward accomplishing this goal.  Priorities include training modules to address staff turnover, and coordinate timing of new staff and their training.  Funding is a key issue as relates to ETA because one-stop and research consortia money are both vital. ETA research money supports the computer systems.  For the next year both sources will continue.   The partnership is attempting to demonstrate to ETA management the importance of projections products.  They are also attempting to develop products that can be shared with states.  The BLS national projections office has recently released chapters of the Occupational Outlook Handbook on its web site.  In addition, a new method for estimating the educational attainment distribution of occupations has been introduced and can be found in the Occupational Training Data Base, which is also on the BLS web site.   
Postage 

George Stamas said that programs are being asked to account more closely for mailing costs and that in the near future we will pay up front for postage charge to the ETA meter head.   In general, ETA meter head and BLS penalty mail account for about $1,000,000 in OES funding.  Many mailing activities are conducted by the states and that make accounting difficult.  For instance the $115,000 held back from states to pay for pre-notification postcards or follow up letters was based on a standard size post card with no tear-off reply card.  Some states are using larger post cards and some are using tear-off portions that cost more.  It is not clear how states are charging the postage on the tear-off reply—ETA meter head, BLS permit, state permit.  In addition states may be using BLS funds to mail publications.   States will be reminded of the limits on using the BLS postage.    

Central printer
Mike McElroy said that the contract has been announced.  The contract has a term of two-year with a two one-year optional extensions.   The flexibility that we found necessary over the life of the last contract is incorporated this time.  The number of mailings is in the contract, the dates are not fixed at this time.  

Timing of mailing intervals
Rebecca proposed change mailing dates to mid June, end of July (22nd), and last week of August for the May panel, and similar dates for the November panel.  Charlie agreed with the idea of extending the period between mailouts, and said other states in his region would agree.  Mike Polzella said that the intervals that are closer together help increase responses from the mailings.   George Stamas said that we have asked about the schedule for mailouts at the Policy Council and at OES training conferences in the past, but that we have more experience now.  He said that he would like any change in the schedule to be well reasoned and data driven.   Information on daily response rates, including how the data were received would be helpful before making any decisions.  Rebecca keeps a daily count of response, and will provide that information.  An inquiry will be sent to state LMI directors and with a cc to OES supervisors asking other states to supply the any information they have on daily response flow and their impressions on the appropriate length of time between survey mailouts.       

Wage updating through EDS.  

Under semi-annual collection, it may be more likely that states and BLS are publishing wage rates for the same period using two different methodologies.  States that issue estimates for areas and reference periods using ECI updating that will be later published by BLS should be labeled as preliminary.    
OES and CIPSEA
States expressed concern that their standard procedure for processing schedules with apparent NAICS code problems was disrupted because states can no longer work with 202 on these.   John Filemyr said that there is no prohibition on OES sharing the information with QCEW.  However, the QCEW can not make changes to their system as a result of OES information.   The burden is on the 202 staff not to contaminate their files with CIPSEA protected data.   BLS has not yet determined whether the fact that OES/QCEW discrepancy exists is confidential.  An alternative, not currently in place, is to have OES information shipped to Washington to make sure it doesn’t interfere with the state UI files.  
Releasing SPAM on stateweb.  
For those not aware, SPAM is currently on the state web.  
Sending files on EUSweb The next time that estimates files are sent to states, BLS expects that they should be able to send estimate files to states using EUSweb.
Update to the SPAM QA system 

Changes should be suggested through SPAM enhancements 

FY 2004 summary budget report
Discussion of this topic is postponed until next meeting.  
EDS support
Bob Cotrell asked the Policy Council’s position in continuing to support the EDS program.  EDS is funded through March 2005.   Mike Horrigan suggested a phone call to Olaf at ETA at this time to let him know that the policy council is looking for funds for EDS.   Since EDS also benefits projections, an alternative is to have the projections partnership appeal to ETA for EDS funds.  Tom Gallagher will contact ETA.  
Implied consent for state and local government. 
BLS proposed changing the confidentiality statement on survey forms to indicate that while state government data is released only for statistical purposes, it might be in a manner that would allow identifying the reporting establishment.  Research and Statistics directors will be asked to supply BLS with a copy of the state law indicating that the state government occupational employment and wage data are in the public domain.  This will include a list of any state owned establishments not covered by the law.  Further information regarding local governments including the laws and the likely reaction of respondents will be obtained before the statement is changed to say that local government data is also releasable. Tom Gallagher suggested contacting municipal organizations to collect some of this information.
ACTION ITEMS 
1. S-memos will be prepared providing procedures for email data collection. OES forms suggestions, and the mangers placement test. 

2. Tom Gallagher and George Stamas will talk to Bob Murdock about status of expiring ETA funds. 

3. Pat Arnold will assemble a team to develop a ‘showcase’ for products that use OES data.  He will contact states that did not respond to his products and customer needs survey, and will allow other states to provide updated responses.

4. George Stamas and Tom Gallagher will draft procedures / guidelines on BLS requests for information from State LMI offices regarding OES.  

5. SMD will consider importance of area, industry and stability over time in sample redesign.  

6. BLS will issue an S-memo on proper use of BLS postage funds.  

7. To aid in deciding whether changes are warranted in the timing of the OES Survey mailings, BLS will develop wording for Regional Offices to send state LMI directors and OES supervisors requesting their impressions on the timing of the OES mailings and to obtaining on daily response numbers from states that have them available.

8.  Mike Polzella will get clarification from Dan Hall on his email for a change to the QA system and discuss whether it should be submitted as a SPAM enhancement. 

9. The next Policy Council meeting will have a discussion on line items in the OES summary budget report.  

10. Tom Gallagher will contact with Olaf Bjorklund regarding available funds for EDS.

11. BLS will move ahead with implied consent for State government.  George Stamas and John Pinkos will write a request to States for references to laws placing State government employee occupation and wage information in the public domain.
