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ANALYZING THE CHARACTERISTICS OF BLACKS: A COMPARISON OF

DATA FROM SIPP AND CPS

SECTION ONE: Introduction

Although data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) provide
extensive information about the characteristics of blacks, we have yet to determine whether the
sample size permits a detailed analysis of racial differences, or whether the characteristics of the
black population, as estimated from SIPP, correspond to those same characteristics as meas;;red
in other demographic surveys. To explore these issues, we studied data from the ﬁfth‘and sixth
waves of the 1984 panel of SIPP, and compared them to data gathered in the March, 1985 Current
Population Survey (CPS); that is, the Annual Demographic File. We selected those rotation
groups from the two waves of SIPP which were interviewed during March of 1985, while the
interviewing for the Current Population Survey was done primarily during the first week of
March. This report compares SIPP and CPS data. (For information about the design of SIPP, see
David, 1985).

The first section provides information about the sample size for blacks from one wave of
SIPP. This will allow potential users to know whether the sample is sufficiently large to permit
the testing of hypotheses about racial differences. Using unweighted data, this report presents

sample counts for blacks and whites classified by age, sex and region of residence in
March, 1985.

Many users of SIPP data will likely be interested in the marital status, labor force status
and educational attainment of adults. To provide additional information about the sample sizes
for the population classified by these characteristics, persons age 15 and over were categorized by
race and sex into four age groups. For each group, we present information about the sample size
for five marital status, three labor force and five broad cducational attainment categories. For
comparative purposes, we show similar sample counts from the March, 1985 CPS. Although

unweighted counts are used in this section, we realize that most investigators will analyze



weighted data, or will attach adjusted weights .to each observation so that the weighted sample
counts are equal in size to the actual sample sizes, a procedure which may lead to more nearly
appropriate tests of statistical significance.

The second aim of this report is to determine whether the characteristics of blacks and
whites, as reported in SIPP, correspond to those reported in CPS. We focus upon three important
variables: marital status, educational attainment and labor force status. In this section, weighted
data will be analyzed.

The final component of this comparison of SIPP and CPS data seeks to determine
whether demographic and socio-economic relationships are similar in the three different sources.
Two types of relationships are explored. First, a model was fit which took the log-odds of
unemployment for labor force participants as its depéndent variable. Independent variables
were age, educational attainment, marital status and region. These models used the weighted
sample data and were fitted separately for four race-sex groups, but were restricted to
respondents age 25 to 64 in March, 1985.

Second, using the same groups and a similar age range, a model was fit which related a
logged function of monthly earnings-for those who reported earnings-to educational
attainment, age, region and place of residence. A major difference between the two data sour;es
is that SIPP reported earnings for a-one-month period at the beginning of 1985, while CPS

reported an individual’s earnings for the entire year of 1984.

SECTION TWO: Using SIPP Data to Study Blacks - Sample Size Considerations
What is the sample size of blacks available from one panel of SIPP? In March, 1985,
when the sample size in SIPP included approximately 18,000 household, information was
obtained from a total of 5,156 blacks and 37,686 whites. These numbers are shown in Table 1,
along with a classification by age, sex and region.
[Table 1]
There are two ways to considermthe sample size for blacks in SIPP. From one perspective,

the number of observations is quite large, much larger, for example, than the sample size for
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blacks included in the General Social Science Survey conducted at the National Opinion Researéh
Center, the National Longitudinal Survey, or the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and the
National Election Studies conducted by the Institute for Social Research. From the other
perspective, the sample size in SIPP is small compared to the CPS which, in March of 1985,
included 16,342 blacks. In brief, the actual sample size in CPS was about 3.3 times that of SIPP.

Table 1 shows the classification of sample respondents by age, sex and region. For
purposes of fitting models of earnings or unemployment for broad age groups, there are
sufficient observations for blacks in these cross-sectional data. For example, about 1,400 black
men aged 15 to 64 were asked the array of questions about earnings, labor force participation and
income in the March, 1985 SIPP. However, if there is a need to analyze specific delineated age
groups or those living in one region, the sample size will be thin. The sample in SIPP of blacks
aged 65 and over was less than 500, and in the West - the region with the smallest black
population - data were secured from fewer than 400 black respondents.

[Table 2]

Table 2 presents counts from the March, 1985 CPS and the compafable waves of SIPP for
the population age 15 and over, classified by race, sex, educational attainment and age. There is
evidence that SIPP provides a sufficient number of cases to permit analyses of how educational .
attainment related to other social, demographic and economic variables since the sample size
includes about 3000 blacks over age 14. .On the other hand, standard errors rrxighf become
relatively large if the analysis were restricted to specific educational attainment groups of blacks.
There were, for instance, only 127 black male college graduates and 171 females interviewed in
SIPP.

[Table 3]

An analysis of labor force status is shown in Table 3. For purposes of this comparison,
rather than focusing upon activity in a specific week, we used the coded SIPP data which
summarized labor force activity in the month before the interview. Persons who reported that

they worked one or more weeks during the month were classified as employed. Those who did - -
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not work during the month, and spent one or more weeks looking for work or on layoff, were
classified as unemployed. The "not in labor force" category includes persons who did not work
during the month, and did not seek employment. Note that a person who sought a job for
several weeks, and then got one is classified as employed. The CPS data are also a mixture of
monthly and weekly data. Employed persons are those who worked during the week before the
interview. Unemployed persons did not work in the week prior to the interview, were able to
accept employment and made some efforts to find work during the preceding month. There is a
slight difference between the SIPP and CPS classifications. A person who worked fqr three
weeks before the interview, and then spent a week on layoff, would be classified as empl;)yed by
our definition with SIPP data, but unemployed with the CPS data.

The sample size for blacks in SIPP will sustain a study of labor force participation,
employment or the rate of unemployment. However, a specific cross-sectional study of black
unemployment will involve a small sample size. A total of only 325 blacks were classified as
unemployed in.March, 1985 by SIPP.

In this section, we are analyzing unweighted data, so it is inappropriate to estimate rates
of unemployment or labor force participation from the numbers in Table 3. However, the actual
counts of the unemployed are quite high in SIPP relativg to CPS. That is, given the difference in
the number of households sampled, we might expect the sample counts in SIPP to be about one-
third those of CPS. Fof both black and vs;hite women, the sample number of unemployed was
relatively large in SIPP compared to CPS.

[Table 4]

The final table in this section classifies SIPP and CPS respondents by age, race, sex and
marital status as of March, 1985. Again, we observe that the sample size for blacks is sufficient
for many investigations, although there are few male black widowers and, for most purposes, it
will probably be necessary or desirable to pool the married-spouse-absent, the divorced and the

separated populations since the numbers in these specific marital statuses are few.
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SECTION THREE: A Comparison of Marital Status, Educational Attainment and Labor Force
Status

Marital Status

Table 5 investigates the similarity of marital status data. The population age 15 and over
has been classified by age, sex, race and their marital status in March, 1985. Weighted data have
been used to ob‘tain these distributions.

[Table 5]

At the outset, we note that the sampling and weighting procedures used with both CPS
and SIPP produced the same total population estimates. That is, the control totals fo. both
surveys were the same with regard to a few basic demographic characteristics including sex, race,
broad age groups and household types. That it why it is not surprising that the estimated
population counts in Table 5 - for broad categories - from SIPP and CPS are very similar or even
identical in some cases.

Turning attention to the distribution of population by marital status, we find a very close
correspondence between the SIPP and CPS estimates. For most age-sex-race groups, the
proportion in a given marital status are quite similar from the two sources. It is extremely
tedious to compare the numerous arrays of numbers in Table 5 so Figure A presents summary
findings. Using an age standardization procedure which weighs each of five ten year age groups
equally, we show the number of years a person would spend in each marital status according to
the information reported in SIPP or CPS. Data in this figure refer to a synthetic cohort which
survives from age 15 to 64. It indicates how many years a person would spend in each of these
statuses if he or she survived for this entire span.

[Figure A]

This figure very clearly indicates the similarity of marital status information from the two
sources. For men and women of both races, the number of years spent living with a spouse was
slightly greater in SIPP than in CPS but-the differcncés were extreﬁely small, about one-tenth of a
year for the fifty year span. There were no other consistent discrepancics between the two data

sources.
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FIGURE A. Estimated Years Spent in Each of Five
Individuals Age from 15 to 64, March
and Corresponding Data from SIPP

Marital Statuses as
+ 1985 Current Population Survey
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Using the information in Table 5, we can test the hypothesis that the proportion in a
given marital status category was the same in SIPP and CPS, that is, that the difference between
the two proportions was zero. For example, the percent of black men age 15 and over who were
married and living with their wife was 39.6 percent in SIPP and 38.9 percent in CPS. Using
weighted data to obtain these percentages, but the actual sample sizes, and making the
assumption that there were no design effects in either survey allows this test. That is, we geta
pooled estimate of the mean and its standard deviation by assuming that each survey is a
random sample. We tested to determine if the observed difference in percent married, spouse
present is significantly different from zero, and concluded that it was not.

The SIPP survey found that 36.0 percent of the black women age 15 and over had never married;
CPS, 36.9 percent. Once again, using the actual sample sizes and the assumption of no design
effects leads to acceptance of the hypothesis that the proportion never-married was the same in
both samples.

Educational Attainment

[Table 6]

Information about the educational attainment of the adult population is reported in
Table 6 which refers to black and white men and women age 25 and over. Three measures of
attainment are shown: the percent who reported completing high school, the percent who said
they completed college and the median at‘tainment of the age group. A look at these measures
shows that SIPP and CPS give very similar views of attainment levels. The maximum difference
between a SIPP and CPS estimate of the percent who finished high school was three points, and
involved a group with a very small sample size - black women age 65 and over. The greatest
difference between two estimates of the percent completing four or more years of college was less
than three percentage points and also involved a group with a small sample size: black men who
were 55 to 64 in 1985. There was only one instance in which the median attainment of a group as
estimated from SIPP differed by more than two-tenths of a year from the CPS estimate and that

involved black women age 65 and over.
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There is no evidence suggesting that educational attainment was estimated from SIPP is
consistently greater or smaller than when estimated from CPS. We tested and confirmed the
hypotheses' that the percent high school graduate for blacks age 25 and over was the same from

both sources for men and women.

Labor Force Status

Information about labor force status in March, 1985 is shown in Table7. Persons are
classified as "at work", "unemployed", or "out of the labor force". Figure B shows the estimated
numbér of years a person would spend in each of these three labor force statuses as they aged
from 15 to 64 according to the labor force activities reported in SIPP and CPS.

[Table 7 and Figure B]

The estimates derived from CPS and SIPP differ slightly. The proportion of both men
and women who were at work was higher in SIPP than in CPS reflecting, perhaps, the slight
difference in definition of employment used here. (For a comparison of SIPP and CPS labor force
concepts, see Ryscavage, 1984). The proportion who were out of the labor force was higher in
CPS than in SIPP. Such differences are not substantial but they were consistent. According to
CPS, if a white man experienced the labor force rates of March, 1985 he would work for 39.4 years
and be out of the labor force for 8.2 as he aged from 15 to 64. According to SIPP, he would work
40.0 years and be out of the labor force one-half year less; that is, 7.7 years. For black men, the
difference between the CPS and SIPP estimates of being out of the labor force were evén larger.
According to SIPP estimates, a black man would spend 11.5 years out of the labor force; from
CPS, 13.6 years. When we compare the percent of black men - or black women - out of the labor
force as reported in CPS and SIPP we cannot accept the hypothesis that the difference equal zero.
SIPP appears to estimate a significantly lower proportion of blacks "out of the labor force" than
CPs.

Quite likely these differences come about because SIPP includes a larger array of

questions dealing with employment and job scarch activitics than does CPS. As a result, SIPP

may produce estimate of the size of the labor force which are slightly greater than those derived
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FIGURE B. Estimated Years Spent in Each of Three Labor Force Statuses as
Individuals Age from 15 to 64, March, 1985 Current Population Survey
and Corresponding Data from SIPP
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from the Current Population Survey. In recent years, CPS has reported that a rather large
proportion of adult black men are not participants in the labor force - 12.1 percent among black
men 25 to 54 in 1987 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1988, Table 3). This may be an overestimate

in light of these data from SIPP.

SECTION FOUR: The Determinants of Unemployment and Earnings: A Further Comparison of
SIPP and CPS

As a final step in this comparison of SIPP and CPS, we examined the determinants of
unemployment and earnings. The analysis of joblessness was restricted to black and white mc 1
and women age 25 to 64. Table 8 shows the estimated unemployment rates, that is, the percent of
labor force unemployed in March, 1985, and parameters from models which have the log of the
odds of unemployment as their dependent variable. The models treat unemployment as a
function of a dichotomous region variable which distinguishes the South, a three category
educational attainment variable, a three category age variable and a dichotomous marital status
variable which distinguishes those who were married and lived with a spouse.

[Table 8]

Unemployment rates from the two sources are quite similar with the exception of that for
black women where the SIPP rate was about 75 percent larger than the one from CPS, a
difference which was significant at the .01 level. Looking at the fit of the log-linear models, we
find that interaction terms are needed with the exception of the model based upon SIPP data for
black women. The independent variables, however, were related to unemployment in the same
manner for data sets. That is, unemployment rates were lower in the South, net of other variables
and, for each group, they decreased with rising educational attainment. Both SIPP and CPS
reported that unemployment also declined with age and that married-spouse-present men and
women had lower unemployment rates than people in other marital statuses. ,

It is not easy to compare the numerous cocfficients shown in Table 8, so Figure C
presents estimated unemployment rates ;or three sclected groups. The upper panel compares

unemployment rates for an extensively educated, older, married-spouse-present population
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living outside the South. Data in the bottom panel refer to a younger, less extensively educated
unmarried population living in the South.
[Figure C]

The differences between the SIPP and CPS‘i estimates of unemployment are not consistent.
For the group with little unemployment, the CPS rates are larger - in one case double - the
estimates rates from SIPP. At the other extreme, when we look at the group with high
unemployment, we find that the rates estimated from SIPP are larger than those estimated from
CPS. Returning to the effects parameters in Table8, we can see why this occurs: the
relationships of educational attainment to unemployment and age to unemployment are much
stronger in SIPP than in CPS. That is, the SIPP data suggest that increases in schools and in age
reduce unemployment by considerably greater amounts than do the CPS data.

Data about earnings are presented in Table 9. SIPP asked about earnings in the previous
month, and responses to that question are used in this table. CPS included a question about
earnings in the previous year - 1984 - and weeks worked in that year. We determined average
weekly earnings, and then multiplied by 4.35 to obtain an estimate of monthly carnings. People
who reported no earnings were deleted from this analysis. The estimates of monthly earnings
from the two sources are remarkably close. The biggest discrepancy is among black women.
Their average monthly earnings as estimated from CPS were about 11 percent greater than those
estimated from SIPP. For the other groups, the CPS estimates were one to four percent larger
those based on SIPP data.

[Table 9]

Five independent variables were used to predict monthly earnings. Each person was
given a score equal to the number of years of elementary and secondary schooling and another
equalling their reported years of college education. Years of potential labor force experience were
estimated by taking a respondent’s current age subtracting six and then subtracting the total
years of schooling. The square of the yc;ars of potential labor force experience variable was also

included since wage rates generally do not increase linearly with years of experience throughout
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FIGURE C. Estimates of Unemployment Rate for Selected Groups:;

Data <rom
March, 1985 CPS and Contemporaneous SIPP
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the entire life span. Because married-spouse-present men earn more than other men while
married-spouse-present women earn less than other women, a dichotomous variable indicating
marital status was included. Finally, since wage rates in the South remain below those in other
regions, a dichotomous region variable identificd this section of the nation. (For other examples
of the fitting of earnings equations with SIPP data, see: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987). Table 9
presents the means of the variables used in this analysis and shows coefficients from the
regression models. Figure D reports estimated monthly earnings from CPS and SIPP for three
selected groups.
[Figure D]

An examination of the three panels of Figure D shows that, in every instance, monthly
earnings estimates from SIPP were nearly equal to those estimated from CPS. A look at the
regression coefficients in Table 9 suggests the reasons for this. The earnings returns associated
with investments in education were very much the same in the two sources. The regression
coefficients also indicate that the increments in earnings associated with years of labor market

experience were similar.

CONCLUSION

This investigation, we believe, suggests that sample sizes in SIPP are sufficiently large to
support extensive analysis of black-white differences and allows, to a more limited degree,
comparisons within the diverse black population. Furthermore, we are confident that estimates
of basic demographic, social and economic characteristics in SIPP are similar to those obtained in
CPS. That is, estimates of educational attainment and marital status for blacks obtained from the
two sources were very similar although SIPP procedures lead to estimatés of labor force
participation which exceed those of CPS. Both data sources provide similar information about
the determinants of unemployment rates and earnings. Indeed, the earnings models based on
data from the two sources are remarkably similar implying, once again, the value of SIPP for the

_analysis of racial differences.
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FIGURE D. Estimates of Monthly Earnings for 3elected Groups: Data from March
1985 CPS and Contemporaneous 3Ipp ‘
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