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Longer-Term Effects of Policy
Proceedings of a Workshop—in Brief 

 “IF WE BUILD IT, WILL THEY COME?”
Standing committee chair Michael Hout (Department of Sociology, New York University) began the workshop by 
stating its goal: to better understand the potential impact of the AOS on future research, program evaluation, and 
policy analysis across the social sciences. The work envisioned—developing the necessary linkages, at the person 
level, between decennial censuses, important survey and program evaluation data, and relevant administrative 
data—is foundational to future social research. These data would be linked in the Census Bureau’s secure data envi-
ronment to provide researchers and policy analysts a robust, longitudinal national data infrastructure for the study 
of social welfare and the evaluation of public policy.  Hout suggested that the workshop theme could well be:   “If 
we build it, will they come?” 

Responding to the question, Timothy Smeeding (School of Public Affairs, University of Wisconsin–Madison; chair, 
workshop steering committee) said that much policy relies on assessing longitudinal processes and long-run ef-

Proceedings of a Workshop

IN BRIEFJuly 2016

THE AMERICAN OPPORTUNITY STUDY
The United States has seen major changes in recent decades in family structures, gender roles, immigration pat-
terns, occupational and industrial patterns, and labor markets. All of these factors—and others—affect people’s 
long-term health, social status, educational attainment, and economic opportunity. At the same time, the 
country’s capacity to monitor trends and make long-term evidence-based policy to effect positive change has 
languished. 

The American Opportunity Study (AOS) is envisioned to create an intergenerational panel—using existing data 
at the person level—to study both social and economic mobility and the effectiveness of programs and policies 
that affect that mobility. It will develop the capacity to link existing data as needed for approved research purposes 
within a secure data environment. To begin work on the AOS, the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, 
and Medicine, with support from the Carnegie Corporation of New York, established the Standing Committee 
on Creating the American Opportunity Study. 

To begin its work, the committee has explored the feasibility of capturing names of the people in the 1990 
census and convened its fi rst workshop.  The committee’s goal for the workshop, held on May 9, 2016, in 
Washington, D.C., was to more fully explore the value and potential uses of the AOS throughout a broad range 
of social science research. The committee also wanted to explore researchers’ data needs and how those might 
converge with the vision for the AOS.
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fects of programs, treatments, and life experiences. 
“We need to move beyond the one-off studies to sys-
tematically allow limited, orderly, and secure access to 
data, which we already have,” he said. Smeeding was 
followed by Amy O’Hara (Center for Administrative 
Records Research & Applications, U.S. Census Bureau; 
member of the workshop organizing committee), who 
talked about the infrastructure within the Census Bu-
reau that can enable the kind of data linkages envi-
sioned. Much of the linking methodology is in place, 
and the 2000 and 2010 censuses have been linked 
to each other and to some survey and administrative 
data. A big gap is the 1990 census. “We have built an 
infrastructure and have pulled in tax data, Social Secu-
rity data, housing data, and data from other sources,
 . . .  and we are trying to create the most robust link-
ages. We are now interested in opening that data infra-
structure up in a controlled fashion . . . to enable more 
studies,” O’Hara said. 

Smeeding reemphasized that the goal of the workshop 
is to provide “proof of usefulness,” moving beyond the 
core concept of social mobility to using the AOS for 
evidence-based policy making. Explaining the organi-
zation of the workshop, he said that the invited speak-
ers represent a broad array of social science research 
that the workshop steering committee grouped into 
four categories: social and economic mobility; health, 
education and the life course; program evaluation 
and life experiences; and using the AOS cooperatively 
with other sources of data. The speakers were asked 
to discuss how the AOS, when fully actualized, could 
contribute to their own research and, more broadly, to 
their fi eld of research. 

THE AOS IN THE STUDY OF SOCIAL AND 
ECONOMIC MOBILITY
The study of social mobility speaks to issues of class for-
mation, equal opportunity, and lifetime inequality. The 
speakers in this session addressed this area of social re-
search with emphases on neighborhood effects and fam-
ily structure.

David Grusky (Department of Sociology, Stanford 
University; member, standing committee) spoke 
about how the AOS would improve the country’s ca-
pacity to monitor and understand social mobility. 
Grusky said there are growing worries about a decline 
in social mobility in the United States, but because 
existing data cannot provide reliable information, ev-
eryone  has been left with clever attempts to “make 
do.” He listed seven specifi c advantages the AOS 
would bring to the study of mobility: (1) improved 
measurement of occupational mobility; (2) multidi-
mensional measurement of mobility; (3) better mea-
surement of racial and ethnic heterogeneity; (4) an 

annual measurement protocol; (5) neighborhood het-
erogeneity (see the next presentation, by Nathaniel 
Hendren); (6) improved representation of family ef-
fects (see Laura Tach’s presentation); and (7) better 
measurement of the intergenerational reproduction of 
poverty.

Nathaniel Hendren (Department of Economics, Har-
vard University) discussed how social mobility might 
be rooted in neighborhood effects. His research (joint 
with several colleagues) aggregates data from U.S. 
income tax returns and tax information returns (such 
as W-2s) to study geographical variation in intergen-
erational mobility. He provided an example study in-
volving 5 million families that moved among areas in 
the country:  it showed that the earlier in a child’s life 
a family moves to a better neighborhood, the better 
that child does in adulthood. These results prompted 
Hendren and his colleagues to reexamine a 1990s-era 
social policy experiment program known as the “mov-
ing to opportunity experiment,” it provided families 
living in high-poverty housing projects with vouchers 
to move to lower-poverty neighborhoods. The initial 
evaluations of this experiment showed few effects on 
economic outcomes, but the reexamination—which 
focused on younger children—showed different results 
as the children reached adulthood:  a higher percent-
age going to college and a 30 percent increase in earn-
ings. Hendren said that an intergenerational panel as 
proposed by the AOS would be of enormous value for 
such research. He also identifi ed some potential chal-
lenges, including legal constraints, privacy concerns, 
and logistical constraints. 

Laura Tach (College of Human Ecology, Cornell Uni-
versity) addressed the topic of family structure and 
family demography in the context of social mobility. 
Three specifi c aspects of family demography—family 
formation, family disruptions, and family complexity—
are important to study, and such work is diffi cult to do 
with administrative and survey data. She said that an 
AOS-type data structure might help to overcome many 
of the diffi culties.  

Tach described her research using the Fragile Families 
and Child Wellbeing Study, a prospective cohort study 
of children born in the late 1990s that tracks the chil-
dren over time. A 15-year follow-up is now in the fi eld. 
The study follows the child, the child’s mother, and 
the child’s father. She said that the chief limitations of 
the study are its restriction to an urban sample and 
its coverage for only the 1990s and forward. She indi-
cated that AOS might have the potential to help with 
both limitations, as well as to help recover important 
information about unmarried fathers. She concluded:  
“A panel like the AOS, with its intergenerational link-
ages, is probably the only data source I can think of that 
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would allow us to be able to look at how growing family 
instability and complexity affects the processes of inter-
generational mobility and the reproduction of inequal-
ity.”

THE AOS IN THE STUDY OF HEALTH, EDUCA-
TION, AND THE LIFE COURSE

Speakers in this session addressed the early life effects of 
environmental factors, health conditions, poverty-related 
stressors, and education on people’s long-term health 
and opportunities.

Janet Currie (Woodrow Wilson School, Princeton 
University) spoke on early life experiences as a root 
of inequality. Currie’s main research focuses on two 
questions: Which environmental factors affect early 
life health? How does early life health affect later life 
outcomes? In pursuing these questions, Currie merges 
birth and death records from vital statistics with hos-
pital discharge and emergency room visit records. She 
discussed the main advantages and disadvantages of 
each source, along with examples. Linking these data 
sources to census data would add considerable value, 
she said: “It is extremely helpful just to know where 
people were born.” 

For an example, she cited forthcoming research show-
ing that children who were born in counties that were 
subject to the U.S. Clean Air Act have higher employ-
ment and earnings and lower levels of disability as 
adults than children born in counties not subject to 
the act.1 In discussing barriers, Currie pointed out that 
most health data are “owned” by states, which vary 
in their openness to share data and in their technical 
capabilities to construct usable data structures. She 
said that it might be possible to build on existing state 
collaborations with the Agency for Healthcare Research 
and Quality through the Healthcare Cost and Utiliza-
tion Project.

Ken Smith (Huntsman Cancer Institute, University of 
Utah), who works extensively with state data, focused 
his presentation on work with the Utah Population Da-
tabase (UPDB). He said he thinks the UPDB includes 
the kind of breadth for Utah that the AOS is hoping 
to achieve nationwide. Smith described the Early Life 
Conditions, Survival, and Health Project, which is look-
ing at how early life conditions affect later life health. 
One goal of this project is to try to identify at-risk pop-
ulations and—by improving their understanding of 
health disparities that may arise early in life—to help 
guide interventions and surveillance strategies. Smith 
enumerated some of the administrative sources of 
data that have been brought together in the UPDB and 

 1Adam Isen, Maya Rossin-Slater, and Reed Walker. (In 
press). Every breath you take—every dollar you’ll make: The 
long-term consequences of the Clean Air Act of 1970. Jour-
nal of Political Economy. 

noted that there is also a large ongoing record-linkage 
operation. “We are able to link not only parent to child, 
but we are able to link tenth cousin to tenth cousin. 
Any kind of any family connection that you can imag-
ine—polygamy, consanguinity, all of the complexities 
that you would expect to see in any population—we 
are able to capture,” he emphasized. The goal is to 
establish family histories of health and medical condi-
tions, some of which could have effects on social mo-
bility, but also on individual health outcomes. Smith 
concluded by noting that the AOS as envisioned could 
help close some gaps in the UPDB, such as following 
people who migrate to different states, and working 
with administrative data from cancer registries in other 
states. 

C. Cybele Raver (Vice Provost for Research and Faculty 
Affairs, New York University) described her research 
on the role of poverty-related stressors (such as scar-
city, threat, and turbulence) for children’s diffi culty in 
school. The work is based on a longitudinal follow-up 
of a randomized trial in 2003-2004 in very low-income 
neighborhoods in Chicago. In the study, teachers in-
tervened in specifi ed ways to help children regulate 
their emotions and their cognitive functions. Raver re-
ported: “We saw signifi cant benefi t . . . and those inter-
ventions worked for young children. What was really 
challenging is that those benefi ts were quickly eroded 
as children transitioned into both low-quality schools 
and continued to live in very dangerous, unsupported, 
environmentally less stable, and less resourced envi-
ronments.” She said that she sees environmental insult 
and environmental repair as fundamentally intergen-
erational, and thus could benefi t from the type of inter-
generational data structure in the proposed AOS, with 
stronger administrative, census-level, and population-
level data. Raver concluded: “The extent to which [re-
search on] long-range educational outcomes is a pos-
sibility from these kind of data is phenomenal . . . It 
would be great to be able to estimate two-generational 
effects.”

Susan Dynarski (School of Public Policy, University of 
Michigan) spoke on the linkage between education 
and economic mobility. She described several exam-
ples of her research on the effect of education policies 
on educational attainment, achievement, and adult 
well-being. Her work documents levels, trends, and in-
equality in educational outcomes by parental income 
and by race and gender. Dynarski uses data from both 
traditional surveys and administrative sources obtained 
through research partnerships with state education 
agencies. In cooperation with state agencies in Mas-
sachusetts and Michigan, she is building a longitudi-
nal data system that covers students starting in 2003. 
Dynarski stated that grants from the Institute of Edu-
cation Sciences is encouraging these types of partner-



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Using Linked Census, Survey, and Administrative Data to Assess Longer-Term Effects of Policy:  Proceedings of a Workshop—in Brief

4

ships between academics and the state agencies that 
hold educational data, creating usable data systems. 
She added:   “These state data systems are where ed-
ucational research is currently being done—they are 
huge, they are comprehensive, they are cheap.”  It is 
pretty important to tie these partnerships and data sys-
tems into the AOS vision for linking existing data and 
data systems, she said. Better data are needed to help 
understand the effects of educational interventions on 
adult well-being—the long-term effects. Important to 
this understanding is knowing parental background in 
a more detailed way to understand variability and the 
effects of policies. 

Dynarski identifi ed several barriers in this work. On 
postsecondary intergenerational mobility, a “big con-
straint is that there are no comprehensive national data 
on attendance, attainment, or degrees.” She said that 
variability among state agencies in interpreting federal 
laws, such as the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA), is also a barrier. Lastly, Dynarski said there 
is an organized constituency that opposes the linkage 
of student data to anything else, presumably for rea-
sons of privacy: she warns that this opposition will be a 
barrier to including more educational data in the AOS 
infrastructure. 

THE AOS IN PROGRAM EVALUATION AND LIFE 
EXPERIENCES
Speakers in this session discussed the issues involved in 
evidence-based program evaluation and the importance 
and diffi culty in studying the impact of two different life-
course connections: military service and criminal involve-
ment.

Gordon Berlin (President, MDRC) talked about the 
work of his organization, a nonprofi t, nonpartisan edu-
cation and social policy research organization. MDRC 
performs evaluation studies of the effects of services for 
low-income families, typically using randomized con-
trolled trials with mostly short-term (5 years or less) fol-
low-up. The studies span the life cycle and many fi elds, 
including families and children, education (all levels), 
and the economic outcomes for low-wage workers and 
the hard-to-employ. To conduct these studies, MDRC 
uses primary data collected from study participants, 
state and federal administrative data, and data from 
program management information systems—which 
are usually linked by MDRC. 

Berlin talked about the limitations of the current ap-
proach to program evaluation. State administrative 
data are hard to access and diffi cult to use. There is con-
siderable variability across agencies in terms of regula-
tions (which may limit access), consent requirements, 
interpretations of federal policies such as the Health 
Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA), 

and data security requirements. State agencies have 
limited resources to assist. Similarly, federal data also 
have limitations for program evaluation purposes. Of-
ten the data are designed for limited types of research; 
some are “de-identifi ed,” which makes them hard to 
link to other data; and there is often a substantial lag 
in their availability. Berlin said one of the potential ben-
efi ts of the proposed intergenerational data in the AOS 
would be to greatly reduce the effort of collecting data 
so that MDRC could possibly examine longer-term im-
pacts. For MDRC’s work, the intergenerational panel 
would need identifi ed data that could be linked to a 
study sample, have a short lag for timely assessment of 
outcomes, and are consistent with the study’s consent 
requirements. Other potential uses of the AOS data 
would be to help in the study design, to use in predic-
tive modeling, and to help generalize results from the 
study sample to a larger population.

John Laub (Department of Criminology and Criminal 
Justice, University of Maryland) and William Sabol 
(Westat) jointly discussed the potential of the AOS for 
research and program evaluation on crime, punish-
ment, and human development. To illustrate the pow-
er of using robust, longitudinal data in criminology, 
Laub described the Glueck Project, which followed 
1,000 juvenile males (500 delinquents and 500 non-
delinquents) from 1940 to about 1963.  In a 50-year 
update of the Glueck men’s lives,2 researchers found 
enormous variability in criminal activity among the 
men over the full life course. They concluded that tra-
jectories of crime are infl uenced but not determined by 
prior childhood differences: desistance (from criminal 
activity) is a process and occurs even for those at high-
est risk for continued offending. Interventions may be 
potential turning points in the life course. 

Sabol talked about the effects of growing up in an era 
of mass incarceration. Questions continue about the 
effects of this phenomenon on labor market outcomes, 
physical and mental health outcomes, family formation 
and dissolution, family outcomes, victimization risk, 
and persistent criminal involvement. Sabol noted a key 
question in the research:  “What happens to life-course 
changes of people who have been through the system 
in the 1970s versus the 1990s? I think the AOS clearly 
provides opportunities for addressing that question.” 
Sabol said the major challenge for him is “how to bring 
into this mix of information on earnings, employment, 
and so forth some measure of criminal history.” 

Alair MacLean (Department of Sociology, Washington 
State University) talked about her research exploring 
the life-course trajectories of veterans who served in 

 2John H. Laub and Robert J. Sampson. (2003). Shared Be-
ginnings, Divergent Lives: Delinquent Boys to Age 70.  Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
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the U.S. armed forces, focusing on the effects of mili-
tary service and combat exposure on work and health. 
She looks at what happens to veterans immediately 
after they get out of the military, as their postservice 
careers unfold, and when they retire. MacLean exam-
ines factors, such as earnings, income, unemployment, 
health, and disability across different cohorts (such as 
World War II, Vietnam). “They come home to very dif-
ferent societies, so I look at how that might differ,” 
MacLean said. Addressing the data that she uses for 
research, she mentioned the Wisconsin Longitudinal 
Study, the Health and Retirement Study, the National 
Longitudinal Study of Youth, and the Educational Lon-
gitudinal Study. MacLean identifi ed three limitations 
to these data: lack of information about family back-
ground, small sample sizes (rates of military service 
in the general population are quite low), and limited 
coverage of eras. Regarding the potential usefulness of 
the AOS, MacLean said:  “I was very excited to read the 
proposal because the idea of being able to have these 
very large population-based samples that link people 
to their families would be extremely helpful for military 
research.” She believes that it would be important to 
link Department of Defense data to the AOS because it 
would enable studies of the long-term effectiveness of 
veteran’s benefi ts (such as health care and the GI bill), 
which are currently a large part of the federal budget. 

THE AOS USED COOPERATIVELY WITH OTHER 
SOURCES OF DATA AND INFORMATION

In this session, speakers discussed examples of existing 
work being done to provide or link data for longitudinal 
research in social science and how these efforts might 
benefi t from and contribute to the AOS.  

Katherine Harris (Carolina Population Center, Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill) spoke about 
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 
Health (Add Health). Add Health started with a nation-
ally representative cohort of adolescents in grades 7 
through 12 in 1995 and now follows them into adult-
hood. The study’s fi fth wave is about to be fi elded.  
Harris said the study has an integrative design to un-
derstand social, environmental, behavioral, biological, 
and genetic linkages to health across the life course. 
Add Health is primarily a health study with a focus on 
the role of social context. The researchers have linked 
to school records and military records; they also asked 
respondents to consent to linking to their Social Securi-
ty Administration (SSA) records, and about 50 percent 
consented. 

One example of how the AOS could enhance the re-
search work being done through Add Health would 
be to confi rm the linkages between the sampled chil-

dren and their parents and to obtain more information 
about the parents. A second example is that it could 
be used to link to important administrative data that 
would provide annual income and unemployment 
data on the parents over time. This linkage would en-
able research on the effects of early life socioeconomic 
status (SES) that is now missing. Linkages to tax data 
would provide residential information on an annual 
basis that would be incredibly valuable for the study 
of environmental threats to health. With such data, the 
researchers could then model residential selection pro-
cesses among parents and also among children after 
they leave home. Harris talked about the peer networks 
that the children have in adolescence. Linkage with the 
AOS would provide an opportunity to track these peer 
networks as the adolescents disperse later in life. All of 
this research would advance the goal of understanding 
how adolescent experience and exposures affect adult 
health. 

David Johnson (Survey Research Center, University of 
Michigan; member, standing committee) discussed his 
work as codirector of the Panel Study of Income Dynam-
ics (PSID). The PSID began in 1968 with 4,800 families, 
with oversampling of low-SES families; it was designed 
to evaluate causes and consequences of poverty. It 
has now been running for almost 50 years. Research-
ers follow the original families, their children, and the 
new families that have been formed among them. The 
PSID added immigrant families in 1997.  Johnson said 
that the best feature of the PSID is that it is multigen-
erational, containing fi ve generations of families: “We 
have the base for looking at mobility.” The PSID survey 
data are linked to administrative data, such as Medicare 
claims data, college data from the Integrated Postsec-
ondary Education Data System, and data on assisted 
housing from the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. The researchers now plan to link to data 
from the real estate Website Zillow and the SSA. 

Johnson briefl y described two examples of how the 
PSID and AOS could be used in concert with each other 
to evaluate long-term policy. He said that the biggest 
complaints researchers have with the PSID is that the 
sample is too small, and it is no longer representative of 
the U.S. population. The AOS would allow the PSID to 
effi ciently supplement its data and obtain more recent 
information about respondents who dropped out of the 
survey and historical information about the new people 
in the PSID sample, such as those who married into the 
PSID families. He also suggested that the PSID could as-
sist the AOS. The AOS intends to link 1990 census data 
to data from subsequent censuses at the person level. 
Johnson suggested that since PSID participants are 
closely tracked, it  could be used to fi nd the PSID par-
ticipants in the 1990, 2000, and 2010 censuses, and 
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evaluate whether the AOS procedures matched those 
individuals correctly across censuses. 

Martha Bailey (Department of Economics, University 
of Michigan) discussed the Longitudinal Intergenera-
tional Family Electronic Micro-Database (LIFE-M). Just 
coming out of a pilot phase, LIFE-M is an administra-
tive database that is going to use vital records (birth, 
marriage, death) as a basis for a long-term family net-
work created with linkages of individuals from birth 
to death and across generations. The assembled data 
will further longitudinal analyses of large samples and 
subsamples of individuals and families over recent U.S. 
history. There are plans to link these vital records to 
census and other data. This database is going to span 
the late 19th century and most of the 20th century for 
a subset of states. Bailey said they would like to harness 
a variety of data relating to birth-family characteristics 
and to obtain economic and demographic outcomes 
from census data. The researchers are also interested 
in geographic information, specifi cally at the time of 
vital events. In discussing limitations, Bailey said that 
the coverage of vital records by state and period var-
ies, and not every state has its records available online. 
Furthermore, if parents had children and then moved 
to a different state, it will be diffi cult to continue to link 
these individuals. In addition, the study will be limited 
by the periods that are covered. Lastly, she noted, cleri-
cal review turns out to be really important for linking, 

and such review is very expensive. The AOS has the 
potential to overcome or mitigate some of these limita-
tions, Bailey said.

Jennifer Noyes (Institute for Research on Poverty, Uni-
versity of Wisconsin–Madison) discussed the collabo-
ration between the Institute for Research on Poverty 
(IRP) and Wisconsin state agencies to inform policy and 
practice. Figure 1 graphically displays components of 
that collaboration. Through this collaboration, IRP has 
created a single record for each individual by match-
ing and merging from the primary data sources, using 
identifying variables: these matches are complex and 
time-consuming to program. Noyes said the database 
is very fl exible for different uses, such as measuring 
program participation, understanding the relation-
ships between programs, and measuring the effect of 
policies. For example, one study addressed the reasons 
that program participants become “disconnected” 
from programs. Noyes described three key lessons 
from this work: (1) collaboration with data custodians 
has been and will continue to be essential; (2) involve-
ment by an outside partner who does not “own” any 
of the programs or the associated data can provide 
objectivity to the entire process; and (3) infrastructure 
requires sustained commitment by all parties and sig-
nifi cant funding. In thinking about linkage with the 
AOS, Noyes said that it could help fi ll in the gaps in the 
IRP’s information about income, education, and occu-

  

Figure 1 Logic of collaboration between the Institute for Research on Poverty and Wisconsin state agencies to support policy 
development and academic research.
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pation. It could help track people outside of Wisconsin 
and could help the IRP improve its matches. 

A RELATED ACTIVITY IN CONGRESS
Bruce Meyer (School of Public Policy, University of Chi-
cago) briefl y described the Evidence-Based Policymak-
ing Commission, recently created by Congress. Meyer, 
a commission member, said the commission, which is 
to report to Congress in 15 months, will play a critical 
role in facilitating policy evaluation and research. The 
commission will have 15 members, 3 each appointed 
by the President and by the leaders of both houses of 
Congress. The commission’s mandate is fi rst to conduct 
a comprehensive study of the inventory, infrastructure, 
and data security of administrative and survey data 
and then to make recommendations on an optimal ar-
rangement for using these data together. The commis-
sion is to make recommendations on the incorporation 
of outcome measures, randomized controlled trials, 
and impact analysis in program design. It might rec-
ommend the creation of a data clearinghouse. Meyer 
noted some opportunities emerging from the commis-
sion’s work: it could help show the value of adminis-
trative data; push agencies to share data while giving 
them cover; build a consensus for evidence-based leg-
islation; and reassure the public that data are secure. 
“If there is a statement by a congressionally appointed 
commission that sharing administrative data is good 
for the country, good for policy making, and good for 
research, then I think it does help,” Meyer said.

STATISTICAL CHALLENGES
Stephen Fienberg (Department of Statistics, Carnegie 
Mellon University; member, standing committee) cau-
tioned that enhancements in data matching and estima-
tion methodology will be needed to fulfi ll the promise 
of the AOS. “Everyone has been talking about match-
ing as if it is a simple thing to do and you can do exact 
matching. It just ain’t so,” he said. The most common 
approach to data linkage with multiple fi les today, and 
the one that is used at the Census Bureau, is to match 
each fi le pair-wise with the Social Security Numident fi le 
(containing names and information from applications 
for Social Security cards). Fienberg recommends an ap-
proach he calls “multiple record linkage” in which all 
fi les are analyzed together in a systematic way to make 
effi cient use of all information across all fi les and avoid 
the transitivity problems that can arise from sequential 
steps. He said that, once linked, users will have to con-
sider how to incorporate uncertainty about matching 
into the statistical estimates based on those matches. 
Since there is error in matching no matter how well it is 
done statistically, both bias and uncertainty need to be 
measured. “We need to be able to ‘propagate uncer-
tainty’ from the record linkage as an added component 

of uncertainty into the statistical estimation based on 
linked fi les.” Fienberg noted that research into match-
ing and estimation methodology is part of the agenda 
before the AOS standing committee.  

NEXT STEPS

Three members of the workshop steering committee an-
swered the questions:  What did we hear? What are the 
big questions? What else do we need to do? 

Hout spoke fi rst:  “The big lesson from today, and I was 
really heartened, is that we are not inventing the wheel 
here. There is a lot of experience out there that we can 
start to draw on and collect and pool together. The 
American Opportunity Study is the next big step.” Hout 
noted that the need to build relationships with state-
level agencies was repeated by several presenters. 
“There is a quid pro quo in dealing with administrative 
data. We have to offer back to those who have the data 
the products and insight they could not otherwise get. 
We are not just bringing together data or assembling 
data but enhancing and passing back better, more us-
able information to those who have provided data to 
us.” 

Smeeding said he has concluded that this meeting pro-
vided extensive proof of usefulness. “We heard many 
times today that ‘longitudinal’ is important, and the 
AOS can and will lead to big improvement in current 
longitudinal surveys and vice versa. A second point, he 
said, is that there is a lot of work going on using state 
data on health and education. The AOS will not get 
comparable data from all the states, but these state-
based studies are all asking the same questions:  How 
do kids do as adults as a result of their SES and experi-
ences in early life? Smeeding said that there is consid-
erable value added that the AOS can give back to the 
states on this subject once the state data are aligned to 
longer-term national data on education, health, social, 
and economic outcomes that will be available in the 
AOS. 

Bhashkar Mazumder (Federal Reserve Bank of Chi-
cago) offered several points from the day’s speakers. 
There is a strong need for both administrative and sur-
vey data, he noted. Even the presenters whose primary 
work was with administrative data talked about how 
results could be enhanced by linking them to survey 
data. He commented that several people touched on 
the issue of data access and whether the Federal Sta-
tistical Research Data Centers might be a good vehicle 
to provide that access. He noted that there was a lot 
of discussion about the importance of linking various 
survey and other data to vital statistics from state agen-
cies. He said he agrees with Currie’s comment that the 
AOS work should start with low-hanging fruit—the 
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most populous states or states that make their vital sta-
tistics reasonably easy to access. 

Mazumder also summarized several issues that might 
be important for the new congressional commission to 
address. One is the in-house expertise, or lack thereof, 
of federal and state agencies to develop memoranda of 
understanding to make effective state-federal partner-
ships. A second issue for consideration is the apparent 

variability in interpretation of federal regulations, such 
as FERPA and HIPAA. Some federal help will be needed 
on this issue. Mazumder also noted the timeliness is-
sue: 4-5 years may be fi ne for a research project, but 
program evaluation requires a more rapid turnaround. 
“We need to remember the need for timeliness in the 
procedures to access data for these purposes,” he con-
cluded. 
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