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CHAPTER 8
THE FEDERAL STATISTICAL SYSTEM: INTRODUCTION

TO WEALTH DATA REVIEWS
'With this chapter, we begin a summary review for major economic

sectors and industry groupings of the wealth data currently or re-
cently collected, pointing up the inadequacies and gaps. The evalua-
tion of the existing wealth data and estimates provides a background
for the major sector recommendations in the group reports and in
chapter 12. The sector summaries presented in. the three
chapters are based on the various working group reports contained in
the second set of appendixes. In order to provide perspective on the
sector discussions, this chapter reviews the general nature of the Fed-
eral statistical system and programs. This will make clearer the
broad problems, and possibilities of strengthening and expanding the
collection of wealth data and making balance sheet esti-
mates within the framework of the national economic accounts.

While there are many private organizations in the United States,
such as trade and professional associations, which collect data, the
collection of broad economic and social data is generally accepted to be
a governmental function. The Federal Government obviously must
collect data required for its own operations and as background for the
policies the Federal agencies formulate and execute in fulfillment
of their statutory obligations. In addition, it is efficient for the Gov-
ernment to collect data of broad general interest to business, private
researchers, and other users in the private economy.

"In general, however, the Federal Government should not be ex-
pected to supply at public expense detail which primarily serves in-
dividuals or small groups for private gain. In some cases the needs
of groups of this kind can be appropriately served under arrangements
whereby they finance the collection and tabulation of additional detail
in Government surveys which would not otherwise be obtained." 1

The Federal statistical system and programs have gradually grown
and expanded to meet increasing demand in ways that have implica-
tions for the expansion of wealth data and estimates. We shall dis-
cuss the several features of the system, and of the major programs,
which seem relevaLt to a wealth inventory.

THE DECENTRALIZED STATISTICAL SYsTEM

Responsibility for statistical activities in the Federal Government
is divided among various types of agencies, roughly according to sub-
ject matter, instead of being centralized in a single agency as is the
case in some countries. The agencies have been grouped roughly into

1 "A Federal Statistics Program for the 1960's," p. 12.
01
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four broad categories according to their principal responsibilities in
the publication "Statistical Services of the U.S. Goverument."

1. A central coordinating agency to prevent duplication, achieve
balance, and develop procedures for an integrated system of Gov-
ernment statistics.

2. General purpose statistical agencies, whose primary func-
tion is the collection, compilation and publication of statistics in
specific fields for general use.

3. Analytic and research agencies, which use statistics collected
by other agenices for interpretive purposes, including preparation
of composite measures.

4. Administrative and regulatory agencies, which collect statis-
tics primarily as a byproduct of their administrative and operat-
ing responsibilities.

As developed in another study of the Federal statistical agencies and
programs,2 the decentralized character of Federal statistical activities
is a source both of strength and weakness.

A chief strength lies in the specialization of the agencies and closer
familiarity with the fields they cover than would be likely in one
central statistical agency that covered all fields but which lacked close
contact 'with operations. Thus, of the general purpose agencies, the
Bureau of Labor Statistics specializes in data on labor, and the Statis-
tical Reporting Service is the principal fact-finding agency in. the
field of agriculture. The Census Bureau is the largest and broadest of
the general purpose agencies but is also specialized to a certain extent.
The statistical arms of the administrative and regu].atory agenices are
obviously close to the areas for which they are charged with responsi-
bility; for example, the Interstate Commerce Commission, Civil
Aeronautics Board, Federal Power Commission, Federal Communica-
tions Commission, the Socal Security Administration, and the Internal
Revenue Service. Burden on respondents is minimized when data that
emerge as a byproduct of administrative processes serve the purposes
of general users.

Decentralization also has the traditional virtue of encouraging
experimentation, with all agencies able to benefit from methodological
and other advances made in pioneering offices.

The separation of estimation and analytical work permits concentra-
tion of special talents in these tasks. The Council of Economic Ad-
visers, for example, performs oniy analytical work as a background
for policy recommendations, drawing on all the statistical agenices.
The Office of Business Economics in Commerce, the Economic Re-
search Service in Agriculture, and the Division of Research in the
Federal Reserve Board, largely draw on basic data collected elsewhere
to prepare estimates and analyses of use to policymakers in the fields
of business, agriculture, and banking, respecitively.

The weaknesses of decentralization are also apparent. Data col-
lected for regulatory and administrative purposes and even the data
from the general purpose agencies, may not be best suited for the
specific estimates required for analytical purposes. With regard to
concepts, coverage, detail, and timing, there may be inconsistencies
among reports. For example, even if industry 'definitions are the

"A Federal Statistics Program the 1960's," appendix, pp. 65—69.
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same, different agencies may present data for the same industry taken
from a somewhat different set of respondents. As a result, differing
published totals may reflect nonmeasurable response errors and proc-
essing errors, as weLl as statistical sampling errors. Further, there
are oaps in coverago of aspects of the economy which pose a problem
for of comprehensive estimates for the economic accounts,
as is the case in the construction, real estate, and service sectors.

In order to take full advantage of the strengths of decentralization
and to attempt to minimize the weaknesses, the Office of Statistical
Standards in the Bureau of the Budget was set up to provide central
coordination and leadership in planning improvements and new pro-
grams. In its own words:

Performance of this function requires the identification of statistical needs and
deficiencies. It requires decisions as to what statistics are necessary, who are
the users, from what source, how and by whom should the data be gathered,
and finally, provision in the budget to carry out the program.

An important part of central coordination is the development of uniform
standards. Use by all agencies of standard definitions and classifications is
essential to achieve comparability between statistical series.

It is obvious that the proposals contained in this report for develop-
ing more adequate wealth data and estimates would have little chance
to be effectuated without the active support of the Office of Statistical
Standards. In conversation with the various data-collection agencies,
the Office would need to secure agreement on consistent concepts, defi-
nitions, and methodology prior to blueprinting of questionnaire sched-
ules. Degrees of detail on types of wealth, etc., could vary accord-
ing to recommendations of the several agencies after consultation with
their respondents. But the detail would need to be collapsible into
certain broad uniform cateoories specified in advance.

Further, the Office need to plan for reporting coverage of
economic areas not now covered, and plan budgetary requests for funds
to finance the expansion of data-collection activity where required.

It would be desirable if the resources devoted to work on wealth
and balance sheets within the agencies responsible for the national eco-
nomic accounts (primarily the Office of Business Economics) bould
be increased somewhat to provide for carrying forward the planning
for and work toward comprehensive estimates, by sector and industry.
The present report outlines a general approach and major data re-
quirements to implement it. Although it advances planning, we do
not pretend that this report contains all the answers, and certainly
much detailed planning and specification remain. If a small grou
within Government could continue the detailed planning work towar
comprehensive balance sheet 'and wealth estimates, it could be of great
value to the Office •of Statistical Standards and the other statistical
agencies in specifyin.g the data requirements within an overall frame-
work consistent with. the existing accounts. As pointed out in chapter
5, the income and product accounts themselves would undoubtedly re-
quIre modification in order to accommodate the most useful 'balance
sheet elaborations.

When the Commerce Department national income accounts were
first begun in the 1930's the estimates were based almost exclusively
on data collected for other purposes. Only gradually over the past
30 years has the National Income Division been able to influence the



94 MEASURING THE NATION'S WEALTH

collection and tabulation of data toward greater suitability for its
purposes. If coordinated planning within a consistent framework
looking toward comprehensive balance sheets and wealth estimates can
be accomplished, the initial results should be of considerably higher
quality than the early national income and product accounts.

MAJOR STATISTICAL PROGRAMS

A brief summary description of maj or Federal statistical programs
covering most of the economy will help in understanding the detailed
sector reviews that follow. Some of the reports include varying
amounts of wealth data; others include none; and in. certain areas, re-
porting vehicles are lacking altogether.

The program of the Census Bureau is of central importance. It
consists of complete demographic and economic censuses at regular
intervals, supplemented by annual or more frequent, and occasiQnal,
surveys which show the intercensal movements of variables, often in
lesser detail.

The complete censuses, containing many types of data and much
geographic detail, permit rich analyses periodically. They provide
a universe of data essential to the design and interpretation of annual,
quarterly, and monthly sample surveys, and benchmarks into which
the resu].ts of the sample surveys may be tied. The present program
of periodic censuses in the United States is as follows:

Population and housing: every 10 years (for years ending in

Agriculture: every 5 years (for years ending in "4" and "9").
Business (retail, wholesale, and selected service trades) : every

5 years (for years ending m '3" and "8").
Manufactures: every 5 years (for years ending in "3" and "8").
Mineral industries: every 5 years (for years ending in "3" and

Transportation (selected activities) : every 5 years (for years
ending in "3" and "8").

Governments (State and local units) : every 5 years (for years
ending in "2" and "7").

More frequent sample surveys cover demographic factors and hous-
ing characteristics; manufactures; retail and wholesale trade; foreign
trade; State and local government finances.

The reports of the regulatory and administrative agencies cover
much of transportation, communications, public utilities, banking,
pension funds, unions, and certain other finance industries on at least
an annual basis, and often in great detail. The Treasury Department
and General Services Administration (plus agency reports) cover most
Federal Government activity. The Internal Revenue Service pub-
lishes valuable data (including assets and liabilities) from tax returns
of corporations, partnerships, and individuals. Based on a sample
survey, the FTC and SEC together publish quarterly balance sheets
and income statements for manufacturing corporations. The B al-
ance of Payments Division of OBE conducts periodic surveys of U.S.
direct investment abroad and foreign investment in the United States.
Other data on foreign claims come primarily from foreign exchange
forms filed compulsorily with the Treasury, and "Foreign Grants and
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Credits by the United States Government" compiled by the Depart-
ment of Commerce.

Yet there a.re se.rious gaps in the coverage of the economy. There
have been no appropriations for a census of construction since 1939, al-
though the Census Bureau does publish monthly reports on the value
of new construction put in place, etc., based on a sample survey. The
census of mineral industries is supplemented by regular product sta-
tistics, but not establishment data, collected by the Bureau of Mines.
While the regulatory agencies obtain many data on the transportation,
communication, and utility industries, there are no comparable cen-
trally assembled data on. the nonregiilated portions of these indus-
tries. The census of transportation, first taken in 1963, represents
a first step in the direction of filling the existing gaps to complete the
industry data in that field.

The census of business covers only selected service trades; ot.her
service industries and the private nonprofit institutions have not been
covered since some special census inquiries in the 1930's. Banking and
brokerage are covered by several regulatory or supervisory agencies,
but there are no comprehensive data oii the real estate industry.

The extent of coverage of wealth data differs considerably from one
reporting system to another. Beginning in 1958, and again in 1963,
the census of manufactures included questions on the book value
of depreciable and depletable assets. In 1963, similar questions were
included in the company reports for the larger enterprises. But these
schedules contain no type-of-asset detail. The census of agriculture
has always had questions on the numbers of certain types of vehicles
and machines on farms. In 1963, the new census of transportation
included a truck inventory and use sample survey, and a truck and
bus inventory for non-ICC-regulated for-hire carriers.

No asset information is gotten for the contract construction and
mineral industries. In contrast, the reports to the regulatory agen-
cies in the transportation, communications, and public utility indus-
tries contain a wealth of detail on assets.

For all private industries, the IRS Statistics of Income present
book-value data on depreciable assets of corporations and partnerships,
but these are for industries of companies and without type-of-asset
detail for ta.ngibles. It is a chief source of financial data for non-
financial companies; financial data for financial corporations come
largely from the reports to supervisory agencies.

The census of housing covers the stock of residences, as well as de-
tailed data on plumbing and heating facilities, washing machines,
dryers, television sets, radios, air conditioning equipment, home
food freezers, and automobiles. Special surveys have covered major
durables; data are available from trade sources, but they are not com-
prehensive and do not touch inventories of semiclurables and perish-
ables. A 1963 survey of financial characteristics of families is an
important step toward increasing knowledge of methodology, as well
as of substance, in the fiel.d of household financial assets and liabili-
ties. But for comprehensive estimates of household balance sheets,
a residual method must still be used.

The census of governments collects financial asset and liability data
for State and local units, but virtually nothing on tangi.bies. Fixed
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assets of higher educational institutions, public and private, are fairly
well covered by the Office of Education surveys. In the Federal Gov-
ernment, the GSA collects rather detailed data on realty, but not on
personadty. The public lands are well inventoried in terms of acreage,
but valuation of purchased lands is at original cost.

This overview makes clear that the sectors differ greatly with re-
spect to the adequacy of the reporting system generally, and with
respect to the amount and detail of weaJth data collected. In. general,
considerably more detail by tangible-asset types is needed; also age
detail for purposes of revaluation, since most of the data are reported
in book values. Greater detail by sector and type of instrument, is
needed for financial claims. But it is clear that evaluations must
be made on a sector-by-sector basis.

In the three chapters that follow we try to present a relatively de-
tailed review of each of the various sector and industry groups with
respect to the chief reporting vehicles or lack thereof, the wealth data
that are available and their chief deficiencies from the viewpoint of a
wealth inventory. Table which follows immediately, represents an
attempt to recapitulate the information on sources, but for data evalua-
tions one must read the text of chapters 9 to 11 which are based on the
sector reports.
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