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Statistical System Components

• Office of Management and Budget, Statistical and 
Science Policy Office

• 11–14 principal statistical agencies
• 70–80 additional agencies with statistical 

programs
• State and federal agency partners in cooperative 

statistics programs
• Private and academic sector contributors to data 

collection, analysis, and dissemination



Statistical Output: Key to 
Governance from Outset

—Some Milestones—
•1790:First Census of Population
•1820: First foreign trade statistics
•1860: Statistical offices for agriculture, 
education
•1884: Bureau of Labor [Statistics]
•1902: Federal role in vital statistics 
(births and deaths)
•1930s: First national income accounts
•1970s–90s: Statistical agencies for 
energy, justice, transportation
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Comments on the History

• The pattern: as Americans ask government to undertake 
new functions, statistical agencies and programs are put in 
place to monitor trends and develop data for policy 
planning and evaluation

• Moreover, so long as there is policy interest in a subject, 
the agencies may change location, but there is likely to be 
continuity and improvement of the statistics

• Relative sizes of agencies have varied over time 
• Power of the coordinating function (in the Budget Bureau, 

OMB) has varied over time 
• Agencies vary in their use of private sector to carry out 

their work.
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OMB: Leader, Coordinator of the 
Statistical System

• Statistical and Science Policy Office, Office of 
Information and Regulatory Affairs

• Authorized by Paperwork Reduction Act
• Small staff led by chief statistician (career)

• Reviews U.S. statistical budget
• Leads Interagency Council on Statistical Policy, 

Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology

• Represents United States in international statistics
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Principal Statistical Agencies Around 
the Cabinet Table

BLS
Bureau of Labor 

Statistics 

BJS
Bureau of Justice 

Statistics 

SOI
Statistics of Income 

Division, IRS

EIA
Energy Information 

Administration

NASS
National Agricultural 

Statistics Service

ERS
Economic 

Research Service

BTS
Bureau of 

Transportation 
Statistics 

BEA
Bureau of 

Economic Analysis

Census
Census Bureau

EPA • ORES • SRS
Environmental Protection Agency • Office of 
Research, Evaluation, and Statistics, SSA•

Science Resources Statistics, NSF

NCHS
National Center 

for Health 
Statistics 

NCES
National Center 
for Education 

Statistics 
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Statistical Agencies vs. Statistical 
Programs

• Some agencies have the sole mission of 
creating statistical information
– independence through enabling 

legislation
– often presidential appointment

• Other agencies have statistical programs in 
support of a research, policy, or operational 
mission
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Agencies Funding Statistical 
Activities

Circles are agencies or offices with 
estimated spending of $500,000+ on 
statistical activities in FY 2008; red 
circles are principal agencies
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Statistics Are A Bargain = 
0.15–0.40% of Federal Budget
(U.S. Government Expenditures on Statistical Programs, 1990-2008, including 
Decennial Census, as Percent of Total Federal Outlays)
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Federal Statistics Cost Each U.S. Resident $10–
25 Per Year
(Cost Per U.S. Resident of U.S. Government Expenditures on Statistical Programs, 
1990-2008, including Decennial Census)
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Great Variability in Budget Size
of Principal Statistical Agencies 
(Fiscal Year 2008 Estimated Direct Funding)
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Some Program Agencies Have Large Statistical 
Budgets
FY2008 Statistics Budget, Considering All Agencies (without decennial census); 
program agencies in hatched bars
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Estimated FY2008 Funding (without Decennial Census) 
by Spending Site
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What Do the Principal Statistical 
Agencies Do?

• Data collection, statistical publication
– BLS, Census, EIA, NASS

• Contract for data collection,  statistical 
publication
– BJS, BTS, NCES, NCHS, SRS/NSF

• Value-added assembler
– BEA, SOI/IRS

• Policy-relevant analysis
– ERS/USDA, ORES/SSA, EPA
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Data Sources
• Censuses

– Census of Agriculture, Census of Jails, Census of 
Population, Economic Census

• Cross-sectional Surveys
– American Community Survey, National Assessment of 

Educational Progress, Residential Energy Consumption 
Survey, Retail Trade Survey

• Panel Surveys
– National Children’s Study, Survey of Doctorate 

Recipients, Survey of Income and Program 
Participation

• Administrative Records for Statistical Purposes
– Payroll data, Tax returns, Vital statistics
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Data Outputs

• Key national indicators
– Monthly unemployment rate, CPI, Quarterly 

GDP, Annual poverty rate

• Detailed tables on the Internet
• Microdata research files
• Analytical reports
• Documentation and research on concepts, 

measures, and data quality
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Data Uses

• Congressional reapportionment, legislative 
redistricting, Voting Rights Act

• Allocating billions of $ of federal funds
– Title I and III of No Child Left Behind; Medicaid 

reimbursement formula
• Public/private financial decision-making
• Research to advance policy-relevant knowledge
• Evaluating government programs
• State and local government planning
• Informing the general public



Challenges for a 
Decentralized Statistical System
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• Coordination vital to make decentralized system 
effective as possible

• “Turf protection” can be barrier to cross-agency 
cooperation
– Coordinated response useful to deal with cross-

cutting challenges, like declining survey 
response rates and increased use of 
administrative records

• Tension between serving parent department and 
broader public interest
– Need for strong position of independence



Challenges for a 
Decentralized Statistical System
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• Research and evaluation can lose out to 
production emphasis under tight budgets
– Absent continued research, system lacks driver 

for useful development
• Tight resources can strain ability to collect data 

from state and local partners, train partners to 
ensure consistency, etc. 
—E.g., challenges in implementing new standard 

birth, death certificates
• Ever-present tension between confidentiality 

protection and data access



Goals for All Who Care about Objective 
Information 
to Serve Public Needs
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• Understand the value of the federal statistical 
system

• Challenge OMB, the departments, and Congress to 
support the system with resources and accord 
statistical agencies a strong position of 
independence

• Hold the agencies to the highest standards of 
relevance, objectivity, and quality of data
{See Principles and Practices for a Federal Statistical 
Agency, CNSTAT, 2009}


