
Program Confusion between
SSI and Social Security: 

Can Payment Amounts Be Retained?

Katherine Giefer
Joanna Motro

IRS-Census Income Measurement workshop
March 20, 2018

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good afternoon.“Program Confusion in the 2014 Survey of Income and Program Participation or SIPP: Can Detailed Data Be Retained?”I’ll be talking about two programs administered by SSA: Social Security and the Supplemental Security Income or SSI. Program confusion is the name we use to describe survey respondents accidentally reporting Social Security receipt in the SSI section of the SIPP or vice versa. Joanna Motro and I wrote this paper, building on research we did after discovering many – nearly one-half – of the “yes” responses to SSI in wave 1 of the 2014 SIPP panel were people accidentally reporting Social Security  receipt in the wrong place. 



This presentation is released to inform interested parties of 
ongoing research and to encourage discussion of work in 
progress. The views expressed on statistical, methodological, 
technical, or operational issues are those of the author and 
not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.
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This is just a reminder that the views expressed in the presentation are mine and not necessarily those of the U.S. Census Bureau.



Overview

 Distinguishing between SSI and Social Security

 Describing survey data and administrative records

 Defining program confusion

 Identifying and correcting program confusion cases

 Classifying how much detailed data can be retained
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I’ll begin by talking about the difficulty in distinguishing between SSI and Social SecurityNext I’ll describe the survey data and administrative records used for this researchThen I’ll provide some more details about program confusionAfter that I’ll talk about identifying and correcting program confusion casesThen I’ll get into the specifics of the research we did for this paper including*classifying what detailed data can be retained*examining how much data can be retained and how that would change reported versus imputed ratesAnd then I’ll share some concluding comments on how feasible retaining detailed data is



Distinguishing Between 
SSI and Social Security
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This figure illustrates the overlap and resulting difficulty in accurately collecting data for SSI and Social Security in the correct place in the SIPP instrument.You can see that there are similar eligibility criteria regarding disability and age. The primary difference is having limited income and resources for SSI and having past employment for Social Security. And, so many acronyms with the letter “s” certainly don’t help things.



Survey Data and 
Administrative Records

 2014 SIPP Survey Data, Wave 1
• Longitudinal nationally representative household survey 

conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau
• Data for SSI and Social Security

 SSA Administrative Records
• SSI

- Supplemental Security Record (SSR) 
- Monthly benefits paid

• Social Security


- Master Beneficiary Record (MBR)
- Monthly benefits paid
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To determine whether respondents correctly reported SSI and Social Security receipt in the SIPP three data sources were used, all covering 2013 which is the time frame covered by wave 1 of the 2014 SIPP.The first is survey data from the  SIPP which provides a high-level topic flag and detailed data fields including months of receipt, monthly payment amounts, and reason for receipt for both SSI and Social Security. The second and third are SSA administrative records extracts: The SSR is associated with SSI and records and tracks, among other things, monthly benefits paid. It allows us to determine if someone who reported receiving SSI in the SIPP has a corresponding record showing that benefits were paid. The MBR is associated with the Social Security program. Like the SSR extract, it contains information on monthly benefits paid.Looking at all of the data sources together allows us to determine whether people who did not have a corresponding SSI administrative record misreported Social Security as SSI in the SIPP, or vice versa.



What Exactly is Program Confusion?

 Identifying false positive misreports
 SIPP topic flags
 SSR and MBR payment indicators

 Types of program confusion
 Program swappers
 Double reporters

 Program confusion corrections
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Earlier I provided a brief description of program confusion, but what exactly is it? And what is a false positive SSI or Social Security response?- To evaluate reported receipt in the SIPP, edited topic flag variables were examined for SSI and Social Security. A topic flag has a “yes” value if a person reported or was imputed to receive benefits in at least one month of the year. - Administrative records from the SSR and MBR were used to create payment indicators. To have a “yes” value a person needed to have a record of payment in at least one month of the year.Let’s start by defining what we consider a valid response – this is when there is a match between what is reported in the SIPP and the administrative records. So both the topic flag and the administrative records payment indicator have a “Yes” value.False positive SSI responses have a “Yes” response in the SIPP, but a “No” response for the administrative record SSI payment indicator. And vice versa for Social Security.We categorize this subset of false positive reports as “program confusion” cases.  Program confusion can occur in two ways. Some respondents misreported benefits or “program swapped” by indicating only SSI receipt in the SIPP when administrative records indicated only Social Security receipt.  And again, vice versa for Social Security.Others “double reported” benefits by indicating receipt of both SSI and Social Security in the SIPP when administrative records indicated receipt from only one program. A program confusion correction was implemented to address the false positive misreports. While the correction is a bit complicated and relies on both reported and imputed data, simply put I places the “yes” in the right place.



What Detailed Data Fields 
Can Be Retained?

 Months of program receipt

 Monthly payment amount

 Reason for program receipt
 SSI: Blind, Disabled, Age 65+ (Other)
 Social Security: Disabled, Retired (Widowed, Spouse, Other)
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An important question for our research is what detailed data fields can be retained. When thinking about this it’s important to note that the current program confusion correction gets the topic flag “yes” in the right place but leaves behind any other data that was collected in the wrong place. Retaining detailed data fields would mean carrying along some of that information collected in the wrong place and putting it in the right place.We identified three detailed data fields to examine for this research:Months of program receipt, put simply over the year what months did the person receive benefitsMonthly payment amounts ANDReason for receiptFor reasons we limited our scope to responses that included reports of ‘blind or disabled’ and ‘age 65 and older or retired’For today’s presentation we’ll focus on months of receipt and monthly payment amounts.



Examining Retained Data

 Detailed data field
 Months of receipt
 Monthly payment amounts

 Status Flag: Original versus Adjusted
 Reported rate
 Imputed rate
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For months of receipt and monthly payment amounts, we examined how often – or how many person months – of data could be retained. The indicator to we used to evaluate outcomes is the status flag associated with each edited variable. Status flags let the data user know whether the information in the edited variable was reported or imputed. To assess whether retaining data would have an impact of data quality we compared the original status to an adjusted status flag that accounts for the increase in reported responses that would result from replacing imputed data with retained, reported data. It’s important to note that our estimates are based on a fairly straight forward examination of data being present. In reality, complications related to the editing processes and nuances of the data, would likely mean not all data identified here would end up as reported. This is the best possible outcome, something to help us figure out if was worth pursing at all.We looked at program swappers and double reporters separately because we were interested in knowing how often double reporters reported detailed information in the right place.



Number of Program Confusion Cases

Type of Program Confusion
Person Month 

Level Data
N 

Person Level Data
N

SSI False Positive Reports

Program Swappers 4,392 366

Double Reporters 9,624 802

Social Security False Positive Reports

Program Swappers 1,344 112

Double Reporters 2,436 203
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This table shows the number of program confusion cases for both programs.At the top you see that for SSI false positive misreports – or people who reported Social Security in the SSI section -- program swappers have nearly 4,400 person month or 370 person level records, while double reporters have around 9,600 person month or 800 person level records. To provide some context, the wave 1 SIPP universe consists of about 870,000 person month or 72,000 person level records.Looking at the Social Security false positive misreports – or people who reported SSI in the Social Security section – program swappers have roughly 1,300 person month or 100 person level records and double reporters have just over 2,400 person month or 200 person level records.The smaller universe sizes here illustrate that people were more likely to misreport Social Security receipt in the SSI section than vice versa.These universe sizes are the top estimate of how much data we could retain. In the case of double reporters, however, there is the possibility that they reported information in some or all of the detailed data fields. In instances when there is already reported data in the right place there is no need to retain information. SUMMARY – SSI has more misreports because it comes first in the survey – they are more likely to double report than be a program swapper. That’s good because it’s likely their values are not being imputed as a result of a misreport. Topic flag correction takes care of double reporter’s in the sense that the wrong program gets turned off and any reported data for detailed data fields reported in the right section are available to assign reported values for.



SSI False Positive Reports:
Retaining Months of Receipt for Social Security

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total      4,332          100 
Yes         3,605            83   
No             727            17

Imputed Months from 
Double Reporters

N          Percent
324                3

Imputed Months from 
Program Swappers

N          Percent
4,332            45

Original Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 153,156          100 
Reported  143,436            94
Imputed        9,720              6

Adjusted Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 153,156          100 
Reported 147,065            96
Imputed      6,091              4

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total        324              100 
Yes            24                  7   
No          300               93
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This graphic presents information about retaining months of receipt data when Social Security was reported in the SSI section.Starting in the “original status flag” box you can see 6 percent of responses had an imputed value for the status flag associated with Social Security months of receipt.Looking at the first blue box you can see that there is 4,332 person months for program swappers with imputed values accounting for 45 percent of the original status flag.Moving to the next blue box you can see that of the 4,332 person-month records, 3,605 or 83 percent had months of receipt data reported in the SSI section that could be retained.In the first yellow box, you can see that double reporters contributed 324 person months to the original status flag imputation rate – accounting for just 3 percent of non-reported months of receipt data. In the next yellow box, you can see that double reporters had 24 person months of detailed data that could be retained. Looking back at our original universe size for SSI false positive misreports there were 9,624 person months – that means that nearly all double reporters provided months in both the SSI and Social Security section.In the case of Social Security months of receipt being reported in the SSI section, retaining data would increase the reported rate from 94 percent to 96 percent.



Retaining Monthly Payment Amounts for Social Security:
SSI False Positive Reports

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total      4,392          100 
Yes         3,352            76   
No          1,040            24

Imputed Amounts from 
Double Reporters

N          Percent
2,481               6

Imputed Amounts from 
Program Swappers

N          Percent
4,392            11

Original Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 153,613          100 
Reported 112,071            73
Imputed     41,542            27

Adjusted Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 153,613          100 
Reported 116,105            76
Imputed    37,508             24

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total    2,481              100 
Yes         682                  27   
No        1,799                73
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This graphic shows that retaining monthly payment amounts for Social Security reported in the SSI section would increase the reported values for Social Security monthly payments from 73 percent to 76 percent.



Retaining Months of Receipt for SSI:
Social Security False Positive Reports

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total      1,309          100 
Yes         1,097            84   
No             212            16

Imputed Months from 
Double Reporters

N          Percent
78                3

Imputed Months from 
Program Swappers

N          Percent
1,309            57

Original Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 26,244          100 
Reported   23,928            91
Imputed      2,316              9

Adjusted Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 26,244          100 
Reported   25,025            95
Imputed      1,219              5

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total        78              100 
Yes             0                  0   
No           78              100
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Now I’m switching gears to look at the impact of retaining detailed data fields when SSI receipt was reported in the Social Security section.Retaining data for SSI months of receipt that were reported in the Social Security section would increase the reported rate for SSI months of receipt from 91 percent to 95 percent, a larger increase that for the same measure in the Social Security section.



Retaining Monthly Payment Amounts for SSI:
Social Security False Positive Reports

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total      1,562          100 
Yes         1,056            81   
No             253            19

Imputed Amounts from 
Double Reporters

N          Percent
624               10

Imputed Amounts from 
Program Swappers

N          Percent
1,562            21

Original Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 26,244          100 
Reported   20,091            77
Imputed      6,153             23

Adjusted Status Flag
N          Percent

Total 26,244          100 
Reported   21,349            81
Imputed      4,895              19

Can Data be Retained?
N          Percent

Total      624              100 
Yes         202                32   
No          422               68
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Moving on to monthly payment amounts, you can see that retaining SSI amounts reported in the Social Security section would increase the reported values for SSI monthly payments from 77 percent to 81 percent.



Conclusion

 Status flag show increase in reported values

 Program swappers more likely than double reporters to 
have data that can be retained

 Impact of retaining data is larger for SSI than Social 
Security
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So, what did we learn by doing this analysis?First, the results indicate that retaining data would increase the share of reported values for all of the detailed data fields we examined.Second, there is a clear pattern of where program swappers are more likely to have data that can be retained. Overall this is good news, that means double reporters are being thorough and really telling us stuff twice. Third, the impact of retaining data would be larger for SSI in terms of an increase in reported values because Social Security has so many more respondents in universe and would require larger numbers of program swappers to have comparable changes. Examining the potential to retain and transfer detailed data fields for program confusion cases revealed two distinct patterns. First, program swappers were more likely to have data that could be retained and transferred because double reporters were more likely to have reported information in both the incorrect and correct places. The strong pattern of double reporters answering detailed data fields is surprising given the substantial time SIPP interviews take. This finding supports our initial belief that program confusion cases involved respondents who were trying to cooperate but were providing information in the wrong place. Second, the impact of retaining data is larger for SSI than Social Security in terms of percentage point changes in the status flags away from imputed values toward reported values. This is not surprising given Social Security has so many more respondents in universe and would require larger numbers of program swappers to have comparable changes.



Next Steps

 Examine quality of data that could be retained

 Evaluate how well the months of receipt and monthly 
payments from retained data compare with 
administrative records for reported and imputed data

 Assess pros and cons of implementing change for the  
2018 SIPP Panel
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Initial next steps will focus on examining the reasonableness of the retained data. For example, do amounts reported in the Social Security section that should have been in the SSI section fall below maximum payment levels.An evaluation of the retained data with administrative records would provide us with a realistic picture of whether the reports should be retained.Finally, exploring whether implementing this strategy is realistic from a processing perspective is key. LOOK AT PAPER FOR EXAMPLES.Next steps include examining the quality of data that could be retained, including whether it appears reasonable and is truly transferable. Some variables are more analogous between the two programs than others. Months or receipt would be the easiest to transfer, perhaps reason for receipt for some categories. While monthly payments appear straight forward a lot goes on in the editing process that may limit how many times retained data end up with a reported status flag. But, starting with reported information certainly should improve the overall data. Some cases may see a direct transfer, some may end up being put into a range to impute from or some may end up with a logical imputation. An evaluation of how well the months of receipt and monthly payments from retained data compare with administrative records relative to the imputed data could provide some solid evidence of whether this is a path worth pursuing for the 2018 SIPP data processing.



Questions or Comments?

Katy Giefer
katherine.g.giefer@census.gov

Joanna  Motro
joanna.motro@census.gov
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Thanks! 

mailto:katherine.g.giefer@census.gov
mailto:joanna.motro@census.gov


Extra Slides
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N Percent N Percent N Percent
Before Correction
Total Numer 55,036 100.00 51,626 100.00 3,410 100.00
Yes 12,712 23.10 12,331 23.89 381     11.17
No 42,324 76.90 39,295 76.11 3,029 88.83

After Correction
Total Number 55,036 100.00 50,985 100.00 4,051 100.00
Yes 12,763 23.19 12,032 23.60 731     18.04
No 42,273 76.81 38,953 76.40 3,320 81.96

SIPP Social 
Security

 Topic Flag

Status Flag Value
All Reported Imputed

Program Confusion Correction in 
2014 SIPP Wave 1: Social Security
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Here you can see the number of respondents with a “yes” value for the Social Security topic flag before and after the program confusion correction: The difference between the pre and post correction is 51 respondents or .09 percentage points, so nearly identical to the initial universe size.The larger change in SSI is reflective of the higher number of false positive misreports in that section.



Program Confusion Correction in 
2014 SIPP Wave 1: SSI

N Percent N Percent N Percent
Before Correction
Total Numer 72,089 100.00 67,533 100.00 4,556 100.00
Yes 3,457   4.80 3,320   4.92 137     3.01
No 68,632 95.20 64,213 95.08 4,419 96.99

After Correction
Total Number 72,089 100.00 66,188 100.00 5,901 100.00
Yes 2,280   3.16 2,081   3.14 199     3.37
No 69,809 96.84 64,107 96.86 5,702 96.63

SIPP SSI Topic Flag
Status Flag Value

All Reported Imputed
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Here you can see the number of respondents with a “yes” value for the SSI topic flag before and after the program confusion correction: The difference between the pre and post correction is 1,177 respondents or 1.6 percentage points, accounting for one-third of the initial universe size.It’s a good time to note that while there has always been some issue with false positive reports, prior panels first asked respondents about Social Security receipt in the general income section and later asked about SSI and other means-tested programs. The order is reversed in the 2014 panel , which asks respondents about SSI in the EHC portion of the instrument followed by Social Security in the post-EHC section. This likely contributed to the spike in misreports.



Correcting Program Confusion:
SSI False Positive Reports

SIPP Administrative Records

SSI Social Security SSI Social Security

Program Swappers

Pre-Correction  

Post-Correction  

Double Reporters

Pre-Correction   

Post-Correction 
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This table shows what values the SIPP topic flag and administrative record payment records would have for SSI false positive misreports pre and post program confusion correction. For program swappers, you can see they report SSI in the SIPP, but only have an administrative record for Social Security – the post correction shows alignment between the data sources with both showing Social Security receipt.For double reporters, you can see they report receipt of both programs in the SIPP but only have an administrative record for Social Security – and like with the program swappers, the post correction shows alignment between the two data sources.



Correcting Program Confusion:
Social Security False Positive Reports

SIPP Administrative Records

SSI Social Security SSI Social Security

Program Swappers

Pre-Correction  

Post-Correction  

Double Reporters

Pre-Correction   

Post-Correction  
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Here you can see the reverse of the prior table, with this one focusing on Social Security false positive misreports.For program swappers, you can see they report Social Security in the SIPP, but only have an administrative record for SSI – the post correction shows alignment between the data sources with both showing only SSI receipt.For double reporters, you can see they report receipt of both programs in the SIPP but only have an administrative record for SSI – and like with the program swappers, the post correction shows alignment between the two data sources.
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