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BACKGROUND 

During the Fal l o f 1972 and Winter of 1973, Nathan Caplan d i r e c t e d a 

s t u d y - o f the federa l government's use o f s o c i a l science knowledge i n p o l i c y ­

making (see Caplan e t a l . , 1975) . One major f i n d i n g was t h a t upper - leve l 

o f f i c i a l s i n the execut ive branch shared a s t rong i n t e r e s t i n soc ia l 

i n d i c a t o r s and t h e i r re levance to the opera t ions o f t h e i r agencies. Ninety-

f o u r percent o f the 204 po l icy-makers i n te rv iewed i n the study repor ted 

t h a t s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data would be va luab le i n f o r m u l a t i n g government 

p o l i c i e s and moni to r ing programs i n t h e i r own agenc iesJ 

A f t e r the t e rm ina t i on o f the data c o l l e c t i o n phase o f Caplan's s tudy , 

t h e O f f i c e o f Management and Budget (OMB) re leased Socia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973 

(S I ' 73 )—the kind of volume these o f f i c i a l s seemed to want . The 

major o b j e c t i v e of SI '73 was t o prov ide f ede ra l execut ives w i t h an 

access ib le compendium o f p o l i c y - r e l e v a n t s o c i a l i n fo rma t ion on a v a r i e t y 

o f areas i n c l u d i n g : 

Probably no soc ia l science area has exper ienced as la rge a recent 
growth as the " soc i a l i n d i c a t o r movement." The des i re o f prominent soc ia l 
s c i e n t i s t s to be usefu l has converged w i t h favo rab le government fund ing 
p o l i c i e s to produce such a p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f l i t e r a t u r e i n t h i s area tha t 
even the most a c t i v e workers have d i f f i c u l t y keeping ab reas t . In t h e i r 
1973 p u b l i c a t i o n , Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s and Soc ia l M o n i t o r i n g : An Annotated 
B i b l i o g r a p h y ^ Wilcox e t a l . l i s t e d over 1 ,000 U.S. a r t i c l e s a lone- -and then 
apo log ized f o r t h e i r incompleteness, e x p l a i n i n g t h a t a r t i c l e s on the top ic 
were accumulat ing f a s t e r than they could review and inc lude them, 

o 
The research and development o f Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s , 197^ were d i rec ted 

by Daniel B. Tuns ta l l o f the S t a t i s t i c a l P o l i c y D i v i s i o n o f the O f f i c e o f 
Management and Budget. I t i s a v a i l a b l e from the U.S. Government P r i n t i n g 
O f f i c e , Washington, D.C. 20402 (Stock Number 0324-00256. $ 7 . 8 0 ) . We wish 
t o express our app rec i a t i on to Daniel T u n s t a l l w i t h whom we had many long 
d i scuss ions p r i o r to the resea rch , as we l l as to the respondents who 
p a r t i c i p a t e d i n the s tudy . 
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(1 j H e a l t h : L o n g e v i t y ; the q u a l i t y o f H e a l t h ; freedom from d i s a b i l i t y 
arid access to Heal th care . 

(2) R i ib i i c S a f e t y : S a f e t y , o f l i f e and p roper ty f rom c r ime; f e a r 
o f c r i m e ; and; c r im ina l j u s t i c e . 

(3) Educat ior i : Level o f bas ic e d u c a t i o n ; o p p o r t u n i t y f o r and 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n h igher and con t i nu i ng educa t i on . 

(4) Employment: . Oppor tun i ty f o r employment and a t t i t u d e s concerning 
Working cond i t i ons arid the q u a l i t y and charac te r o f employment 
l i f e . 

(5) Income: Level o f income; d i s t r i b u t i o n o f income and expendi ture 
of income". 

(6) Housing: Housing q u a i i t y ; o v e r a l l neighborhood s a t i s f a c t i o n ; 
comfb*r~t and l i v i n g space. 

(7) Le isu re and .Recreation.: t ime arid f a c i l i t i e s f o r l e i s u r e t ime 
a c t i v i t i e s ; pa t te rns o f p a r t i c i p a t i o n and recent change i n those 
p a t t e r n s ; arid l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s by l o c a t i o n . 

SI '73 marked the cu lm ina t ion o f a long se r ies o f governmental e f f o r t s 

to organize a'hd d isseminate r e l e v a n t s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data Which began i n 

1933. I t was a lso the most comprehensive arid impor tan t o f these e f f o r t s , 

w i t h each chapter f e a t u r i n g ah i n t r o d u c t o r y t e x t , t echn i ca l n o t e s , char ts 

and s t a t i s t i c a l t ab les o f re levan t i n d i c a t o r data de r i ved from both f ede ra l 

arid p r i v a t e research sources. To promote d i s s e m i n a t i o n , OMB organized 

press conferences and d i s t r i b u t e d hundreds o f f r e e copies t o p o t e n t i a l users 

Marly d f the o f f i c i a l s Caplan i h te r v i ewed rece ived copies o f SI ' 7 3 , 

which created an unusual o p p o r t u n i t y to assess i t s impact on pub l i c p o l i c y 

3— . . 
This work began w i t h Recent Soc ia l , Tr.encjs pub l i shed by Pres ident 

HtiSVer's Research Committee on Soc ia l Trends (1933) and cont inued i n 
var ious forms t o the present OMB volume ( e . g . * the P r e s i d e n t ' s Commission 
on Nat iona l .Goals r e p o r t ; Goajs, f o r Americans (1960) ; t he .U .S . Department 
o f Commerce's H i s t o r i c a l S t a t i s t i c s o f the Uni ted Sta tes ( I 9 6 0 ) ; the 1962 
Supplemeht,. t o , Econom'ic Ind icators . ,produced by the Bureau o f the Budget; 
and HEW s Toward a Soc ia l Report I n 1969). 
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d e c i s i o n s . The Caplan study had a l ready generated cons iderab le data on 
4 

persons i n p o l i c y - i n f l u e n c i n g p o s i t i o n s , and i t on ly remained to c o l l e c t 

Respondents in the Caplan study had been asked to descr ibe those soc ia l 
measures o f p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t to t h e i r work. Most o f the f o l l o w i n g po l i cy 
a re measures regarded as being p a r t i c u l a r l y usefu l were inc luded i n SI '73: 

(1) Hea l t h : The s t a t e o f the n a t i o n ' s phys ica l and, t o a l esse r 
degree, mental h e a l t h ; the a c c e s s i b i l i t y and e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f 
i t s hea l th care d e l i v e r y systems. 

(2) Worker S a t i s f a c t i o n : Worker a l i e n a t i o n ; sa fe t y and hea l th i ssues ; 
employment s ta tus among women and m i n o r i t y group members. 

(3) A t t i t u d e s Toward Government and O t h e r ^ I n s t i t u t i o n s : Fa i t h i n 
major government i n s t i t u t i o n s ; t r u s t i n na t i ona l l e a d e r s ; and 
b e l i e f .in the government's e f f e c t i v e n e s s i n dea l i ng w i t h domestic 
problems; the d e c l i n i n g i n f l u e n c e o f the f a m i l y and school as 
i n s t i t u t i o n s o f s o c i a l i n f l u e n c e . 

(4) Educat ion: Level o f l i t e r a c y s k i l l s among the d isadvantaged; 
o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r h igher educa t i on . 

(5) Housing: The q u a l i t y o f l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s , i n c l u d i n g the 
adequacy of munic ipal s e r v i c e s ; q u a l i t y and a v a i l a b i l i t y o f 
housing f o r the economica l ly disadvantaged and lower middle 
income groups; urban crowding. 

(6) Environmental Q u a l i t y : Level o f environmental educat ion and 
a p p r e c i a t i o n ; avoidance o f abuse; economic and hea l th consequences 
o f p o l l u t i o n ; e f f o r t s t o remove or lessen p o l l u t i o n . 

(7) M i l i t a r y : Percept ion o f the m i l i t a r y by the p u b l i c a t l a r g e , 
and those i n the m i l i t a r y ; r e c r u i t m e n t . 

(8) Demographic: Rura l -urban m i g r a t i o n p a t t e r n s ; land use d i s t r i b ­
u t i o n ; t rends i n the p a t t e r n i n g o f s o c i e t y ; popu la t i on growth. 

(9) Crime: Pub l i c s a f e t y ; crime ra te i n d i c e s ; r e c i d i v i s m ; d i s t r i b u ­
t i v e j u s t i c e ; a t t i t u d e s toward p o l i c e and the j u d i c i a l system i n 
gene ra l . 

(10) Recrea t ion : A v a i l a b i l i t y of d i s c r e t i o n a r y t ime and income f o r 
l e i s u r e t ime a c t i v i t i e s ; choice o f r e c r e a t i o n a l a c t i v i t i e s . 

(11) Race R e l a t i o n s : Reduction o f s o c i a l c o n f l i c t ; t rends in i n t eg ra ­
tei on . 
(con t inued on next page) 
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p o s t - S I '73 data from the same respondents a f t e r s u f f i c i e n t t ime had 
passed f o r the p u b l i c a t i o n to become known. I t s impact cou ld then be 
gauged by comparing p re - and pos t -S I '73 da ta . * 

Three f a c t o r s h i g h l i g h t e d the o p p o r t u n i t y t o t e s t the poss ib le use 

and p o l i c y re levance o f SI ' 7 3 : (a) the high l eve l o f i n t e r e s t expressed 

by Caplan's. respondents i n soc ia l i n d i c a t o r s ; (b) the apparent correspondence 

between what those o f f i c i a l s sa id they wanted and the i n f o r m a t i o n conta ined 

i n SI ' 7 3 ; (c ) the broad d issemina t ion and a c c e s s i b i l i t y o f the r e p o r t . 

In s h o r t , t h i s f o r t u n a t e co inc idence presented a unique o p p o r t u n i t y to t e s t 

the usefulness o f the k ind o f i n f o r m a t i o n many soc ia l s c i e n t i s t s see as the 

best resource f o r c o n t r i b u t i n g to s o c i e t a l improvement. 

PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 

The main purpose o f the research was t o assess the use o f SI '73 i n 

p o l i c y - r e l a t e d dec is ions among upper l eve l f ede ra l e x e c u t i v e s . More 

b r o a d l y , we a lso expected t o gain a pe rspec t i ve on the use o f s o c i a l 

i n d i c a t o r d a t a , i n g e n e r a l , by comparing the use o f SI '73 w i t h data 

c o l l e c t e d e a r l i e r f rom the same respondents. Fur thermore, we hoped t o 

r e l a t e these f i n d i n g s t o process and o r g a n i z a t i o n a l f a c t o r s t h a t i n f l uence 

u t i l i z a t i o n . We a n t i c i p a t e d t h a t such data could be used t o increase our 

knowledge o f u t i l i z a t i o n processes and to prov ide guidance in the prepara-

t i o n o f subsequent p u b l i c a t i o n s on p o l i c y - r e l e v a n t s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r s . 

(12) Drugs: Trends i n drug abuse and a l coho l i sm . 

(13) T r a n s p o r t a t i o n : A v a i l a b i l i t y o f e f f i c i e n t sur face t r a n s p o r t a t i o n ; 
highway s a f e t y . 
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METHOD AND DESIGN 
Overview 

The pr imary fea tu re o f the research design was to r e i n t e r v i e w the 204 

respondents o r i g i n a l l y inc luded in the Caplan e t a l . s tudy. We quest ioned 

these respondents about t h e i r use and knowledge of soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data 

i n g e n e r a l , and SI '73 i n p a r t i c u l a r . 

Respondents 

Approximately one year a f t e r the appearance o f SI '73 (and the conc lu­

s i o n o f the i n t e r v i e w phase o f the Caplan s t u d y ) , we made telephone contact 

w i t h the o r i g i n a l 204 respondents to determine whether they had remained 

i n the same j o b . I f n o t , we ob ta ined i n f o rma t i on on t h e i r new p o s i t i o n s 

and addresses, as we l l as the names o f t h e i r replacements. Of the 

o r i g i n a l 204 respondents, 136 had remained i n t h e i r jobs and we loca ted 

66 of the 68 who had changed p o s i t i o n s . Thus, i t was poss ib le 

t o r e i n t e r v i e w 202 o f the o r i g i n a l 204 respondents. We also decided t h a t 

t he 68 replacements should be in te rv iewed so we could analyze data by r o l e 

p o s i t i o n even i f job changes had occur red . Thus, the study inc luded a 

t o t a l o f 270 respondents, c o n s i s t i n g o f 202 o r i g i n a l respondents and 

68 replacements. 

I n t e r v i e w and Procedures 

We gathered two types o f i n t e r v i e w da ta : (1) mail ques t ionna i res and, 

( 2 ) personal i n -dep th i n t e r v i e w s . 

Mail quest ionnaire_. Mail ques t ionna i res were sent to the 270 

respondents i n order to gain broad survey - type knowledge o f t h e i r use o f 

s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data. The ques t ionna i re was designed p r i m a r i l y to gauge 



J 

6 

the ex ten t o f t h e i r awareness and u t i l i z a t i o n o f SI ' 73 . Questions covered 
areas such as ; How many respondents were aware o f and had used SI ' 7 3 ; 
how they had become aware o f SI ' 7 3 ; t h e i r es t imate o f the p o t e n t i a l u t i l i t y 
o f SI '73 i n s p e c i f i c p u b l i c p o l i c y a reas ; and whether awareness, or 
u t i l i z a t i o n of SI '73 had s t i m u l a t e d o ther agency a c t i v i t i e s , such as 
research . 

Another o b j e c t i v e o f the survey was to determine i f the respondents ' 

use o f SI '73 was l i n k e d to t h e i r knowledge and use o f s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r s 

i n genera l . In order to eva lua te t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y , the ques t i onna i re 

i nc luded quest ions e x p l o r i n g t h e i r awareness and use o f o the r soc ia l 

i n d i c a t o r da ta . These ques t i onna i re i tems p a r a l l e l e d those designed t o 

e l i c i t i n fo rma t i on about SI ' 73 . 

By comparing the use o f SI '73 w i t h the use o f o t h e r k inds o f s o c i a l 

sc ience data (such as t h a t gathered e a r l i e r from the respondents i n the 

Caplan s tudy , and the use o f s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r s from o t h e r sou rces ) , we 

expected t h a t c e r t a i n hypotheses about the nature o f the u t i l i z a t i o n 

process and f a c t o r s a f f e c t i n g i t could be t e s t e d . In t u r n , these data 

cou ld be used as a basis f o r making recommendations f o r improving f u t u r e 

e f f o r t s i n terms o f the p u b l i c a t i o n i t s e l f , as we l l as promot ional 

e f f o r t s . 

Personal i n t e r v i e w s . We planned the personal i n t e r v i ews as a f o l l o w -

up procedure t o supplement the ques t i onna i re da ta . The nature o f these 

i n te r v i ews and the respondents i nvo l ved w i l l be descr ibed l a t e r . The two 

authors o f t h i s r e p o r t conducted 28 such i n t e r v i e w s , 12 by phone and 16 

f a c e - t o - f a c e . A l l o f those i n te rv iewed were among the 270 who a lso had 

rece ived the main q u e s t i o n n a i r e . 
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Procedure 

In Ju ly 1975, approx imate ly one yea r and f i v e months a f t e r the 

appearance o f SI ' 7 3 , the mail ques t i onna i re was sent t o each o f the 270 

respondents accompanied by a cover l e t t e r . The l e t t e r thanked the 

respondents f o r t h e i r previous cooperat ion and exp la ined the purpose o f 

t h e enclosed ques t i onna i re as being necessary to supplement the p rev ious l y 

c o l l e c t e d da ta . The respondents were f u r t h e r informed as f o l l o w s : 

Having now gathered and analyzed these da ta , i t i s apparent t h a t 
there are a number o f areas i n which i t would be impor tan t to have 
a d d i t i o n a l i n f o r m a t i o n . This i s p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e w i t h respect to 
the use or nonuse o f soc ia l i n d i c a t o r i n f o r m a t i o n . A c c o r d i n g l y , 
we are reques t ing t h a t you f i l l out and re tu rn the enclosed 
ques t ionna i re w i t h i n the next few days , i f p o s s i b l e . Your cooper­
a t i on w i l l be g r e a t l y apprec ia ted . 

A mod i f ied vers ion o f the l e t t e r was sent t o the replacements. 

Response Rate 

Based on the e a r l i e r success i n i n t e r v i e w i n g respondents , i t was 

expected t h a t the response ra te f o r the mai l ques t ionna i re would be 

s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r r e f i n e d s t a t i s t i c a l a n a l y s i s . In the Caplan s tudy , 95 

percen t of those o f f i c i a l s who rece ived a l e t t e r o u t l i n i n g the purposes of 

the research e i t h e r agreed t o be i n t e r v i ewed f a c e - t o - f a c e , or suggested a 

co l league as a s u i t a b l e s u b s t i t u t e . Such a response r a t e i s high f o r survey 

resea rch . Given the l eve l o f r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f these respondents and t h e i r 

j o b p ressures , t h i s high ra te i s a l l the more s i g n i f i c a n t . Furthermore, 

a lmost a l l respondents permi t ted t h e i r i n t e r v i ews t o be taped. Some arranged 

on t h e i r own i n i t i a t i v e f o r the i n t e r v i e w e r s to park conven ien t l y in 

" r e s e r v e d " spaces, and some set as ide the b e t t e r p a r t o f the morning or 

a f t e rnoon f o r the i n t e r v i e w s , even though no more than one and a h a l f hours 
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had been requested. I n t e r v i ewe rs repeated ly descr ibed the respondents as-
" g r a c i o u s , " and a t t r i b u t e d t h e i r coopera t ion to i n t e r e s t in the purpose 
o f the p r o j e c t as o u t l i n e d i n the l e t t e r ( i . e . , . . t h e de te rmina t ion o f how 
s o c i a l science i n f o rma t i on i s u t i l i z e d by government agenc ies , and what 
may be done t o f a c i l i t a t e i t s u s e ) . 

Responses to a^number o f i n t e r v i e w items i n the p r i o r study a lso 

i n d i c a t e d a high l eve l o f r e c e p t i v i t y and i n t e r e s t i n the area o f 

u t i l i z a t i o n : Over 85 percent subscr ibed t o the b e l i e f t h a t s o c i a l sciences 

knowledge can c o n t r i b u t e to the improvement o f government p o l i c i e s ; 90 

percent sa id they be l i eved government should make the f u l l e s t poss ib le 

use o f s o c i a l science i n f o r m a t i o n ; and, o f spec ia l importance w i t h respect 

to the present q u e s t i o n n a i r e , 94 percent responded a f f i r m a t i v e l y when asked 

i f a se t o f measures i n d i c a t i v e o f the q u a l i t y o f l i f e i n the na t i on could 

be -o f value to the ope ra t i on o f t h e i r own department or agency. 

Despi te these reasons to expect a h igh response ra te t o the S.I '73 

q u e s t i o n n a i r e , the percentage o f re tu rns was no more than average f o r s e l f -

admin is te red mail q u e s t i o n n a i r e s . Even a f t e r f o l l o w - u p l e t t e r s and phone 

c a l l s to urge coope ra t i on , on ly 115 o f 270 (43%) ques t ionna i res were completed 

and re tu rned w i t h i n fou r months o f t h e i r - m a i l i n g . 

E f f o r t s to account f o r t h i s lower - than-expec ted response r a t e on the 

basis o f some poss ib le respondent o r ins t rument b ias proved f r u i t l e s s . 

For example, a number o f s t a t i s t i c a l comparisons made between respondent 

and rionrespondent groups using data c o l l e c t e d i n the Caplan study (such as 

a h i s t o r y o f low or h igh use o f s o c i a l sc ience data) d i d not reveal 

d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g f e a t u r e s . Items such as the l e v e l s o f u t i l i z a t i o n o f s o c i a l 
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science i n f o rma t i on and a t t i t u d i n a l d i f f e r e n c e s w i t h respect to u t i l i z a ­
t i o n turned out v i r t u a l l y the same f o r those who re tu rned the quest ionna i re 
and those who d i d n o t . 

Even though lower than a n t i c i p a t e d , the 43 percent response ra te 

'would not have been t e r r i b l y impor tan t i f a s i zab le p r o p o r t i o n o f those 

responding had been f a m i l i a r w i t h or had used SI ' 73 . Bu t , as w i l l 

be shown s h o r t l y , too few respondents e i t h e r used or were s u f f i c i e n t l y 

f a m i l i a r w i t h the volume to permi t s t a t i s t i c a l t rea tment o f t he -da ta—at 

l e a s t , not the s o r t o f ana l ys i s o r i g i n a l l y p lanned. F u r t h e r , i t soon 

became ev ident f rom personal i n t e r v i e w s w i t h those who d i d not r e t u r n 

the ques t i onna i re t h a t no f i n e - g r a i n q u a n t i t a t i v e a n a l y s i s could have 

been conducted even i f a l l ques t ionna i res had been r e t u r n e d . Too few 

respondents were s u f f i c i e n t l y f a m i l i a r w i t h the p u b l i c a t i o n to gain the 

necessary da ta . 

The re fo re , i n October o f 1975 e f f o r t s to increase the r e t u r n r a t e 

f o r the mai l ques t i onna i r e were abandoned, and research energies' were con­

c e n t r a t e d on i n -dep th personal i n t e r v i ews designed to ga in an understanding 

o f why use and awareness o f SI '73 were so l i m i t e d . 

RESULTS 

The Use o f SI '73 

Of the 115 respondents who re tu rned the q u e s t i o n n a i r e , four percent (5) 

repo r ted t h a t they had a c t u a l l y used SI ' 7 3 . 

The de te rm ina t ion o f use was based on the responses t o s i x separate 

i tems i n the q u e s t i o n n a i r e . These i tems were arranged and worded to funnel 

down from the general to the s p e c i f i c , thereby a l l ow ing respondents ' comments 



on SI '73 to emerge spontaneously before probing more d i r e c t l y . The sequence 

of re levan t items arranged i n the order o f t h e i r appearance i n the q u e s t i o n - ' 

na i r e appears below. In a d d i t i o n , a "yes" response t o each o f these items 

led o f f to a sub-ser ies o f r e l a t e d i tems. In those r e l a t e d q u e s t i o n s , the 

respondent was requested to (a) prov ide a d e s c r i p t i o n o f the p o l i c y issues 

i nvo l ved in the u t i l i z a t i o n i n s t a n c e , and (b) i d e n t i f y the s p e c i f i c soc ia l 

i n d i c a t o r data used and t h e i r s o u r c e ( s ) . 

Se lec ted ques t i onna i re items measuring u t i l i z a t i o n 

Have you ever r e f e r r e d to soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data i n making a 
p o l i c y - r e l a t e d dec is ion? 

Has a n y . i n d i c a t o r data been p rovoca t i ve enough i n i t s own 
r i g h t to i n f l u e n c e you i n t o cons ide r i ng a new p o l i c y o r 
r e - e v a l u a t i n g an e x i s t i n g one? 

Have you ever used s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data to support a 
p o l i c y dec i s ion a f t e r i t has a l ready been made? 

I f no t i n d i c a t e d e a r l i e r , have you ever consu l ted Soc ia l 
I n d i c a t o r s 1973 i n making a p o l i c y - r e l a t e d dec is ion? 

Has awareness or u t i l i z a t i o n o f Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973, or 
soc ia l i n d i c a t o r a c t i v i t y in g e n e r a l , s t i m u l a t e d any 
research i n your agency? 

On. the basis o f your exper ience i n the Federal Government, 
can you t h i n k o f ins tances when a new program, a major p ro ­
gram a l t e r a t i o n , a new s o c i a l or a d m i n i s t r a t i v e p o l i c y , 
l e g i s l a t i v e p r o p o s a l , or a t echn i ca l i nnova t i on cou ld be 
t raced t o Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973?' 

Sa l lency and impact . Whi le over a t h i r d o f those who re tu rned the 

ques t ionna i re ' (42 respondents out o f the t o t a l o f 115 returns.) sa i d they 

had used soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data i n response t o the f i r s t th ree i tems l i s t e d 

above-, on ly a*, few spontaneously mentioned SI ' 73 . The r e s t mentioned i t 

on ly when d i r e c t l y quest ioned i n the f o u r t h i t e m , i . e . , " . . . h a v e you ever 

consu l ted Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973?" 
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The purposes f o r which our respondents turned t o SI *73 i n f o rma t i on 
were no more encouraging than the l eve l o f s e l f - r e p o r t e d use. In the mai l 
q u e s t i o n n a i r e they repor ted using i t p redominant ly as background re fe rence , 
such as to help prepare speeches. 
Awareness and D i s t r i b u t i o n o f SI '73 

To measure awareness and d i s t r i b u t i o n , we asked another se t o f 

" funne l -down" type quest ions s i m i l a r to those f o r u t i l i z a t i o n . The items 

are l i s t e d below i n order o f t h e i r appearance in the q u e s t i o n n a i r e . A "yes" 

response t o any o f these branched o f f i n t o a se r ies o f r e l a t e d sub- i tems. 

Selected ques t i onna i re items measuring awareness and d i s t r i b u t i o n 

Are you f a m i l i a r w i t h soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data? 

Have you f o r any reason purposely d is regarded or r e j e c t e d 
re levan t s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data i n making a p o l i c y - r e l a t e d 
dec is ions? 

Are you aware o f the ex is tence o f Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973 
(SI '73)? ! 

Do you own a copy o f SI '73? . 

Have you ever f o r any reason purposely d is regarded or 
r e j e c t e d SI '73 data? 

Does any th ing about SI '73 s tand .ou t f o r you? 

Twenty-two percent (25) o f the respondents who re tu rned the q u e s t i o n ­

n a i r e (N=115) repor ted some degree o f awareness of the ex is tence o f SI '73. 

Th is i nc luded 16 percent (18) who repor ted f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h i t s contents and 

s i x percent (7) who repor ted knowing about SI '73 b u t , a t most, had merely 

l e a f e d through i t w i t hou t read ing . Seven ty -e igh t percent (90) o f the r e ­

spondents who re tu rned the ques t i onna i re repor ted t h a t they were t o t a l l y 

unaware o f the p u b l i c a t i o n . 
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One o f the o b j e c t i v e s o f the survey was to t r ace the basis f o r 

awareness o f SI ' 73 . The data on d i s t r i b u t i o n are based on a se t o f s p i n ­

o f f i tems t h a t f o l l owed "yes" answers t o "Are you aware o f the ex is tence 

o f Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s 1973?" The p a r t i c u l a r i tems are shown below t o 

i l l u s t r a t e how ques t i onn ia re items were supplemented by sets o f sub-

fr~ i t e m s , as we l l as t o show the source o f the data t o come. 

8. Are you aware o f the ex is tence o f "Soc ia l I n d i c a t o r s ' 7 3 " (SI ' 73 )? 
DISREGARD REMAINING 

1. YES 5. NO ITEMS AND RETURN TH£ 
QUESTIONNAIRE 

I f s o , please Indicate i f you: 
YES NO 

8a. Have read a copy of SI '73? 

8b. Have seen, but not read, a copy of SI '73? 
8c. Have read about SI '73? 

1. YES 5. NO GO TO QUESTION 9 

I f s o , please indicate where: {check where response i s yes) 

S ta f f 
Inter-agency communication 
Newspaper(s) 

I f poss ib le , please specify 

Magazine(s) 

I f poss ib le , please specify 

Other. Please specify 

Of the 26 respondents who knew o f SI ' 7 3 , 23 percent (6) had learned 

about i t through rou t i ne s t a f f communication channels , f i f t e e n percent (4) 

through i n te r -agency .communications, and t h i r t y - e i g h t percent (10) had 

read about i t i n newspapers, press r e l eases , or magazines. 
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Ha l f (13 out o f 26) o f those r e p o r t i n g awareness of SI '73 e i t h e r 

owned a copy or had ready access to one; ten o f these copies coming from 

e i t h e r OMB, or through agency purchase. Three respondents (nonusers) had 

purchased t h e i r own cop ies . As f a r as passing SI '73 on to o t h e r s , f ou r 

r epo r ted tha t they routed i t onto subo rd ina tes , and two sent copies to 

t h e i r s u p e r i o r s . 

P o t e n t i a l U t i l i t y 

We asked mai l respondents f a m i l i a r w i t h SI '73 to rank i t s poss ib le 

u t i l i t y . The ques t ionna i re i tem used t o measure t h i s v a r i a b l e appears be­

low. We inc luded the same i tem i n the personal i n t e r v i e w t o quest ion r e ­

spondents who had not re turned the q u e s t i o n n a i r e , but knew about SI ' 7 3 . 

Please rate the u t i l i t y of SI 73 i n the following areas from 1 to 5, with " I " 
waning that i t i s "Not too useful," And "5" meaning "Very u s e f u l . " (See 
Scale Below) 

a. Structuring alternative p o l i c i e s 

b. Providing a basis for choosing from alternative policy p r o b a b i l i t i e s 

c. Implementation of program (s) 

d . Evaluation of ongoing prograa(s) 

e. J u s t i f i c a t i o n of policy decision(s) 

_ f„ Sensitizing policy makers to s o c i a l needs 

g. As a reference i n report writing 

h. In speechvriting 

i . Please write In others, i f you want. 

1 2 3 4 5 

S I 73 
Rot too useful 

S I 73 
Very u s e f u l 
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No c l e a r consensus emerged i n terms b f rank ing SI '73 oh use fu lness . 

Respondents j hoWever, d i d agree oh th'e dec i s ion areas where they con­

s idered the p u b l i c a t i o n l e a s t h e l p f u l n a m e l y " implementat ion o f programs," 

" s t r u c t u r i n g a l t e r n a t i v e p o l i c i e s * " arid " p r o v i d i n g a basis f o r choosing f rom 

a l t e r n a t i v e p o l i c y p r o b a b i l i t i e s . " They d i d f i n d SI '73 "somewhat" po ten-

t i a l l y usefu l i n " s p e e c h w r i t i n g , " "as a re fe rence i n r epo r t w r i t i n g , " and 

" j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f p o l i c y d ' e c i s i b n ( s ) , " and on ly i n these ca tegor ies d i d any 

respondent's (N=3) rank SI '73 "very u s e f u l . 1 1 They viewed i t s p o t e n t i a l 

f o r " s e n s i t i z i n g p o l i c y makers to soc ia l heeds" as moderately impo r tan t . 

Relat ionship^ o f LTse and Awareness..of Sj '73 t o Use 
and Awarenes's o f Other Soc ia l .Sc ience Data" 

An o b j e c t i v e o f the ques t i onna i re was t o determine i f the respondents ' 

use o f SI '73 was dependent on t h e i r awareness and use o f o ther soc ia l s c i ­

ence i n f o r m a t i o n . When users and nonusers o f s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r data i n 

general were compared on the bas is o f p r i o r u t i l i z a t i o n scores de r i ved f rom 

the Caplan study ( c f ; pp ; 14-16)* a s l i g h t d i f f e r e n c e emerged; T h i r t y - t w o 

percent o f the high u t i l i z e r s and 39 percent o f the low u t i l i z e r s c i t e d 

ins tances o f use i n v o l v i n g soc ia l i n d i c a t o r - t y p e da ta . That i s * s e l f - r e ­

por ted use b f soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data was found to be s l i g h t l y more common 

among those respondents who had been c l a s s i f i e d as the less f requen t users 

b f soc ia l sc ience research based on the p r i o r research . 

While the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h i s f i n d i n g i s not f u l l y c l e a r , these data 

do show t h a t the use o f soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data does not depend on the use of 

o the r forms b f soc ia l sc ience research da ta . By c o n t r a s t , however, aware­

ness arid use o f SI '73 appeared t o be c l o s e l y r e l a t e d to the use o f o the r 
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s o c i a l science knowledge. Only o n e - f i f t h o f the low u t i l i z e r s were aware 
o f SI '73 i n con t ras t t o almost one -ha l f o f the high u t i l i z e r s . Thus, only 
t h e most f requent users o f soc ia l sc ience research were l i k e l y to be aware 
o f SI ' 73 . The c lose dependency between awareness o f SI '73 and the use 
o f o ther soc ia l science data i s made even more s t r i k i n g by the f a c t t h a t 
every respondent f a m i l i a r w i t h SI '73 was a lso a user o f soc ia l i n d i c a t o r 
data from o ther sources. Thus, (1) those w i t h a h i s t o r y o f f requent use 
o f soc ia l science i n f o rma t i on apparen t l y made the e f f o r t to examine and 
assess the SI '73 m a t e r i a l , and so t h e i r r e l i a n c e on other sources o f 
i n f o r m a t i o n was not out o f ignorance o f SI ' 73 . (2) We found no e v i ­
dence t h a t SI '73 created new users among persons w i t hou t prev ious exper­
ience i n the use o f soc ia l science da ta . 
The Use o f Socia l I n d i c a t o r Data i n General 

S l i g h t l y more than one t h i r d (37 percen t ) o f the respondents who r e ­

tu rned the mai l ques t i onna i re repor ted t h a t they had used s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r s . 

Most o f these respondents repor ted using such data on an on-going 

b a s i s . The i n d i c a t o r data sources they mentioned most f r e q u e n t l y inc luded 

p u b l i c a t i o n s by the Census Bureau, HUD, Department o f Labor, and HEW. 

The instances o f use c i t e d by users o f soc ia l i n d i c a t o r s were s t r i k i n g l y 

d i f f e r e n t from those mentioned by users o f SI ' 73 . The SI '73 users gave 

vague and i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c accounts o f t h e i r u t i l i z a t i o n . By c o n t r a s t , 

the s e l f - r e p o r t e d users o f o ther soc ia l i n d i c a t o r data prov ided d e t a i l e d 

d e s c r i p t i o n s o f what i n f o rma t i on they used, the p a r t i c u l a r p o l i c y issue 

i n v o l v e d , and some es t imate o f the impact of the i n f o r m a t i o n on the o u t ­

come o f t h e i r p o l i c y d e l i b e r a t i o n s . For i n s t a n c e , these respondents men-
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t i oned using s p e c i f i c i n d i c a t o r s i n p o l i c y areas such as: the c o s t / b e n e f i t s o f 
measures to improve highway v e h i c l e s a f e t y , you th programs, career educa t i on , 
programs f o r the med ica l l y needy, the l eve l and mix o f manpower programs 
recpmmen.ded to the P r e s i d e n t , and so on . 

Another d i f f e r e n c e between SI 1 73 and o ther s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r s i n 

our sample concerned the degree o f impact . Un l i ke a l l o f the SI '73 

users who answered n e g a t i v e l y , almost a l l users o f o the r s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r 

data i n pur sample answered the f o l l o w i n g quest ion a f f i r m a t i v e l y : "Has any 

i n d i c a t o r data been p rovoca t i ve enough i n i t s own r i g h t to i n f l u e n c e you 

i n t o cons ide r i ng a new p o l i c y o r r e - e v a l u a t i n g an e x i s t i n g one?" 

Such instances o f u t i l i z a t i o n inc luded p o l i c i e s i n h e a l t h , unem­

ployment, t r a f f i c s a f e t y , r e c r e a t i o n , and o ther major areas. There i s 

reason to b e l i e v e , however, t h a t what many respondents repor ted as use o f 

soc ia l i n d i c a t o r s was no d i f f e r e n t than the use o f r o u t i n e s t a t i s t i c s f o r 

r p u t i n e p o l i c y - r e l a t e d d e c i s i o n s . Some respondents d i d c i t e instances 

where s t a t i s t i c a l ma te r i a l was merged i n order t o c rea te an index , such as 

the s t a t e o f a p a r t i c u l a r p o l i c y concern , ( e . g . , h igher educa t i on , i n the 

U.S. oyer t i m e ) . I t i s e v i d e n t , however, t h a t the respondents show a 

d i s t i n c t pre ference t o premise such dec i s ions on i n f o r m a t i o n from sources 

q t f ie r than SI ' 7 3 , even though the data may be somewhat s i m i l a r . 

Factors A f f e c t i n g U t i l i z a t i o n 

)«lhen we o r i g i n a l l y began t h i s s t u d y , we a n t i c i p a t e d t h a t SI '73 would 

be g e n e r a l l y known t o p o l i c y makers—an assumption we soon found t o be i n ­

c o r r e c t . Thus, much o f our research e f f o r t had to be devoted to d i scove r i ng 

what went wrong and why. This meant abandoning an ambi t ious research design 



17 

and adopt ing a s t r a t e g y more akin t o d e t e c t i v e work than to rou t i ne s o c i a l 

sc ience research . Consequent ly, the amount o f data and l eve l o f ana lys is 

i n t h i s r e p o r t i s more q u a l i t a t i v e than we would have p r e f e r r e d , and the 

conc lus ions more t e n t a t i v e . However, we hoped t h a t what we might have los t 

i n q u a n t i t a t i v e r i g o r , we gained i n q u a l i t a t i v e unders tand ing. 

SUPPLEMENTARY DATA ON USE AND IMPACT: PERSONAL INTERVIEWS 

By any s tanda rd , the l eve l o f SI '73 use our respondents repor ted 

must be considered l o w - - s e r i o u s l y low i n view o f the i n t e r e s t in soc ia l 

i n d i c a t o r data they expressed i n the Caplan s tudy . From the s tandpo in t 

o f OMB and a l l those assoc ia ted w i t h the soc ia l i n d i c a t o r movement, t h i s 

l e v e l of use i s q u i t e s imply d i s a p p o i n t i n g . Consequent ly, we designed the 

personal i n t e r v i ews to probe f o r i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t might account f o r SI 

' 7 3 ' s f a i l u r e and might shed some l i g h t on i t s i m p l i c a t i o n s . The top ics 

d iscussed below were mentioned by a conv inc i ng l y la rge enough number o f 

respondents to warrant t h e i r i n c l u s i o n on the basis o f consensus 

and impor tance. This d iscuss ion i s based on the comments o f those we 

i n t e r v i e w e d p e r s o n a l l y . 

The low leve l o f use and awareness o f SI '73 r a i sed a number o f q u e s t i n s , 

the f i r s t o f which pe r ta ined t o the accuracy o f the f i n d i n g i t s e l f . Was the 

l e v e l o f s e l f - r e p o r t e d use a c t u a l l y t h a t l o w , or d id i t r e s u l t from fac to rs 

assoc ia ted w i t h the use o f the s e l f - a d m i n i s t e r e d mai l ques t ionna i re? One 

o f the f i r s t o b j e c t i v e s o f the i n t e r v i ews was to es t imate the accuracy o f 

our ques t i onna i re da ta . 

Respondents,. The 28 personal i n t e r v i ews were conducted w i t h the 

f o l l o w i n g respondents: four s e l f - r e p o r t e d users o f SI ' 7 3 ; 12 who repor ted 
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51 '73 f a m i l i a r i t y but nonuse o f the i n f o r m a t i o n ; and 12 persons c l a s s i f i e d 
as high users o f soc ia l sc ience data i n the Caplan s t u d y , but who f a i l e d 
to r e t u r n the mai l q u e s t i o n n a i r e . Our 'presumption was t h a t by conduct ing 
f o l l o w - u p i n te r v i ews w i t h these p a r t i c u l a r respondents we would be most 
l i k e l y to tap those persons who cou ld prov ide us w i t h p e r t i n e n t i n f o r m a t i o n 
on matters such as:- the use (o r nonuse) o f SI ' 7 3 ; the unexpectedly low 
response r a t e ; and i n f o rma t i on assoc ia ted w i t h soc ia l i n d i c a t o r use i n 
g e n e r a l . 

Resu l t s . The r e s u l t s o f these personal i n t e r v i ews cor robora ted the 

r e s u l t s o f the mai l q u e s t i o n n a i r e : SI '73 was r a r e l y used among persons 

i n p o l i c y - i n f l u e n c i n g p o s i t i o n s , and when i t was used i t was g e n e r a l l y 

f o r background i n f o r m a t i o n , not always i n p o l i c y - r e l a t e d s i t u a t i o n s . 

We f i r s t contacted f o u r o f the f i v e respondents who repor ted using 

SI '73 . The p i c t u r e they pa in ted f o r us d i f f e r e d l i t t l e from what we 

learned from t h e i r mai l q u e s t i o n n a i r e s . I f a n y t h i n g , these f o l l o w - u p 

i n t e r v i e w s were even more d i scou rag ing . Of the f o u r s e l f - r e p o r t e d use rs , 

one respondents d i d not r e c a l l r e p o r t i n g t h a t he had used SI ' 7 3 , and two 

o thers who had repor ted using SI *73 data exp la ined t h a t they or t h e i r agency 

had supp l ied the data t o OMB f o r i n c l u s i o n i n the volume subsequent to the 

u t i l i z a t i o n ins tance c i t e d i n the mai l q u e s t i o n n a i r e . 

Of the 12 "h igh user" i n te rv iewees who had not re tu rned the q u e s t i o n ­

n a i r e , th ree had n e i t h e r seen or heard about SI '73 and f i v e had heard about 

but not seen the volume. Of the f o u r who had seen i t , th ree were f a m i l i a r 

w i t h i t s c o n t e n t s . • 

Respondents who repor ted u n f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h SI '73 du r i ng t h e i r i n t e r ­

views rece ived f r e e copies and were l a t e r r e i n t e r v i e w e d f o r t h e i r r e a c t i o n s . 
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I n general t h e i r op in ions matched those o f respondents who had i n i t i a l l y 

repor ted f a m i l i a r i t y but who had not used the volume. They found the i n f o r -

fo rmat ion i n SI '73 t o be o f l i t t l e value i n t h e i r work. While use c e r t a i n l y 

requ i res i n i t i a l f a m i l i a r i t y , these i n te r v i ews suggest (as do o the r data 

sou rces , e . g . , nonusers who bought t h e i r own copies o f SI '73) t h a t increased 

exposure, through d i s s e m i n a t i o n , e t c . , would not have produced an apprec iab le 

e f f e c t on the l eve l o f u t i l i z a t i o n . 

In g e n e r a l , the d e s c r i p t i o n s o f the a p p l i c a t i o n o f SI '73 data by 

the nonreturn respondents d i d not d i f f e r s u b s t a n t i v e l y from the ins tances 

o f use c i t e d by the f i v e respondents who re tu rned the q u e s t i o n n a i r e . 

SI '73 data had found use on ly as a source of general o r background i n f o r ­

m a t i o n , such as i n speechwr i t i ng or as a re fe rence i n r epo r t w r i t i n g - - n o t 

i n p o l i c y r e l a t e d d e l i b e r a t i o n s or mat ters o f s i m i l a r importance. Although 

the u t i l i z a t i o n l eve l o f these 12 respondents was indeed h igher than f o r 

those who re tu rned the mai l q u e s t i o n n a i r e , i t does not i n d i c a t e t h a t the 

low l e v e l o f use assoc ia ted w i t h the mail ques t i onna i re was the r e s u l t 

o f ins t rument problems or s e l f - s e l e c t i v i t y b ias among respondents. In 

a l l p r o b a b i l i t y , the l eve l o f u t i l i z a t i o n f o r these twelve respondents i s 

a r t i f i c i a l l y i n f l a t e d : the very reason they were chosen was because o f 

t h e i r past h i s t o r y o f f r equen t soc ia l science u t i l i z a t i o n . Fu r t he r , the 

ins tances o f use c i t e d by these respondents were nebulous and could no more 

q u a l i f y as evidence o f p o l i c y - r e l a t e d use than those prov ided by the f i v e 

respondents who re tu rned the ques t i onna i re and repo r ted use o f SI ' 7 3 . 

The items discussed below were the most f r e q u e n t l y c i t e d . They are impres­

s i o n i s t i c , and i n view o f the low leve l o f SI ! 73 awareness and use, no 



20 

at tempt was made t o q u a n t i f y the ma te r i a l f o r computat ional a n a l y s i s . 

Not a l l o f the comments on SI *73 were n e g a t i v e , and i n order t o gain 

a balanced p resen ta t i on of the respondents ' e v a l u a t i v e remarks, we w i l l 

a l so present these p o s i t i v e remarks. 

P o s i t i v e Features 

Format. When asked what stood out about SI ' 7 3 , h a l f the respon­

dents mentioned graphics and layouts as very p o s i t i v e f e a t u r e s . Even 

the most severe c r i t i c s commented f avo rab l y on i t s b e a u t i f u l co lo rs and 

g raph ica l d i sp lays ( e . g . , "SI '73 i s s t r i k i n g as f a r as the format and i s 

very we l l done, c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y put toge ther to g ive the basic essence 

o f the d a t a , but i t f a l l s down as f a r as u s e f u l n e s s . " ) 

2 . Areas o f i n t e r e s t . Respondents gene ra l l y were i n agreement t h a t 

the t o p i c areas se lec ted were a p p r o p r i a t e l y balanced i n emphasis. I t 

should be no ted , however, t h a t w h i l e respondents were f avo rab le to the 

parameters o f l i f e exper ience rep resen ted , they d i d not comment on the 

appropr ia teness o f the i n d i c a t o r s t o the areas o f p o l i c y concerns. For 

example, they mentioned the appropr ia teness o f " H e a l t h " as an area o f 

impor tance, but d i d not pass judgment on the appropr ia teness and adequacy 

o f "Long L i f e , " " D i s a b i l i t y , " and "Access to Medical Care" as hea l t h i n ­

d i c a t o r s . The immediate r e l a t i o n s h i p o f these " s t a t i s t i c s " to na t i ona l 

5 
Those " l i k e l y - u s e r s " i n t e r v i ewed pe rsona l l y who were u n f a m i l i a r w i t h 

the p u b l i c a t i o n [N=6] were not asked f o r comments on f a c t o r s a f f e c t i n g 
u t i l i z a t i o n , thus the number o f respondents whose comments are presented 
below i s less than the t o t a l number i n te rv iewed p e r s o n a l l y [N=28] . 
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goa ls appears not to have been analyzed i n any pene t ra t i ng manner by the 

respondents .^ 

3. Compendium. The respondents l i k e d the o rgan iza t i on o f the pub l i ca­

t i o n and were p a r t i c u l a r l y favo rab le to the parsimonious encompassing of 

s t a t i s t i c s from a v a r i e t y o f p o l i c y areas i n t o one volume. The f o l l o w i n g 

was a t y p i c a l comment, "Whi le the Bureau of the Census and o ther government 

agencies produce very s i m i l a r s t a t i s t i c s , the f a c t t h a t SI '73 was a 

compendium d e f i n i t e l y was an advantage." W i t h i n these p o l i c y 

a reas , however, SI '73 was not viewed as p resen t ing a new c o n f i g u r a t i o n of 

data which w o u l d d i s t i n g u i s h i t q u a l i t a t i v e l y f rom o ther s t a t i s t i c a l da ta . 

4 . OMB. The f a c t t h a t SI '73 was produced by OMB may .have determined 

i t s l eve l o f use which was c a r e f u l l y cons idered i n the i n t e r v i e w s . Our 

general impression was t h a t the m a j o r i t y o f respondents were neu t ra l 

toward OMB's involvement i n SI ' 7 3 . A smal l m i n o r i t y f e l t some bias 

aga ins t OMB because o f i t s poss ib le "watchdog" r o l e and p r e f e r r e d .data 

f rom a " n e u t r a l " agency, such as the Bureau o f the Census. On the o ther 

hand, several respondents, perhaps those more s e n s i t i v e t o the poss ib le 

r e l a t i o n o f i n d i c a t o r s t o na t iona l g o a l s , argued t h a t i t would be advisable 

t o have OMB cont inue a c t i v i t i e s in the s o c i a l i n d i c a t o r area because i t , 

more than any o ther government agency, " c a r r i e d more weight and l e n t 

c r e d i b i l i t y to budgetary requests r e l a t i n g t o the achievement o f soc ia l 

o b j e c t i v e s i n the areas covered i n SI ! 7 3 . " 

i m m e d i a t e l y a f t e r the p u b l i c a t i o n o f SI ' 7 3 , the Socia l Science Re­
search Counci l (SSRC) convened a review symposium on the document and 
pub l i shed the r e s u l t s i n a volume ed i t ed by R. Van Dusen e n t i t l e d , Social 
I n d i c a t o r s 1973: A Review Symposium. Those chapters by Zapf and Ramsey 
a re h i g h l y c r i t i c a l o f the i n d i c a t o r s i n SI '73 se lec ted as measures f o r 
t h e p o l i c y areas. 



22 

5. O b j e c t i v i t y . I t has o f t e n been s t ressed t h a t o b j e c t i v i t y i s o f 

major importance i n i n f l u e n c i n g u t i l i z a t i o n . A c c o r d i n g l y , we asked whether 

respondents had purposely d is regarded or r e j e c t e d p o l i c y re l evan t SI '73 

data because i t lacked o b j e c t i v i t y . No respondent repor ted t h a t she/he 

r e j e c t e d SI '73 data on grounds o f o b j e c t i v i t y . In g e n e r a l , they were 

f a m i l i a r w i t h the data sources and f e l t they could be t r u s t e d t o prov ide 

o b j e c t i v e d a t a . 7 

Reasons f o r Nonuse 

1 . Rel iance on o ther sources o f da ta . The most f requent reason 

g iven f o r nonuse o f SI '73 centered on the nonusers ' f e e l i n g t h a t o the r 

sources of such i n f o r m a t i o n were more r e l e v a n t and e a s i l y access i b l e . 

Many respondents f e l t t h a t SI '73 was a rehash o f o the r e a s i l y 

a v a i l a b l e da ta , p a r t i c u l a r l y the Bureau o f Census p u b l i c a t i o n s . O n e - t h i r d 

o f those i n te rv iewed pe rsona l l y mentioned t h a t they considered SI '73 

redundant because o f the Bureau o f Census' S t a t i s t i c a l Abs t rac ts and 

Cont inu ing Popu la t ion Survey, which they considered to be more u s e f u l . 

A more t y p i c a l response came from one person i n the Department o f the 

I n t e r i o r who sa id t h a t he " . . . d i d n ' t d i g i n t o i t t h a t much. When i t came, 

I looked a t SI '73 but decided t h a t i t conta ined most o f the same s t a t i s t i c s 

as the Bureau o f Census," Another respondent f e l t t h a t w h i l e the format 

Al though the respondents saw no spec ia l reason to d i s c r e d i t SI '73 
on the issue o f o b j e c t i v i t y , p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the SSRC symposium argued 
t h a t much o f the data were open t o ser ious s c i e n t i f i c c r i t i c i s m . See i n 
p a r t i c u l a r the chapter on s t a t i s t i c a l cons ide ra t i ons by Fienberg and 
Goodman. They argue t h a t (1) the data base f o r many i n d i c a t o r s are methodogi-
cal l y weak and, (2) o f t e n t imes se r i es data are i l l u s t r a t e d i n ways which 
are s e r i o u s l y m is lead ing i n the in fe rences they imp ly . Other p a r t i c i p a n t s 
( e . g . , Zapf) s t ressed the biases i n c u l t u r a l va lues . 
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o f SI '73 was "gorgeous, " i t wasn ' t as usefu l as HEW's s t a t i s t i c s . More 

o f t e n , however, respondents sa id they p r e f e r r e d t o use " i n d i c a t o r s " f rom 

t h e i r own agency. 

2. Issues o f scope. Several respondents thought t h a t the overview 

presented by SI '73 was one o f i t s s t rong p o i n t s . The m a j o r i t y , however, 

f e l t t h a t i t was too general i n scope ' to be u s e f u l , and would have p re fe r red 

data which could be d isaggregated t o geographic l e v e l s . They f r e q u e n t l y 

c i t e d very s p e c i f i c i n d i c a t o r needs which e i t h e r were being met by t h e i r 

own agency's research s t a f f or o the r sources. For i ns tance , a respondent 

i n the Department o f Labor sa id t h a t h is agency r e l i e d heav i l y on data a t 

a l oca l l eve l and t h a t the data i n SI '73 could not be disaggregated to 

s u i t his needs. He f e l t t h a t aggregate ind ices a t the na t iona l l eve l 

were only m a r g i n a l l y u s e f u l . A respondent from NIE repor ted t h a t h i s i n ­

f o rma t i ona l needs were sometimes very s p e c i f i c , such as "how. many unmarried 

mothers o f t h ree or more c h i l d r e n l i v e i n Appa lach ia , " and t h a t a volume 

such as SI '73 cou ld not meet such needs. Another respondent r e f e r r e d t o 

SI '73 as a useless c o l l e c t i o n o f " w a l l - t o - w a l l macro-da ta . " 

3. Lack of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and i n t e g r a t i o n . Respondents were asked 

about t h e i r a t t i t u d e s toward the p r o v i s i o n o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the data 

i n SI ' 73 . P r a c t i c a l l y a l l respondents s ta ted t h a t the SI '73 i n fo rma t i on 

was s ta rk ( e . g . , " i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e d id not ' s p r i n g to l i f e , ' as i t r e f l e c t e d 

a body-count m e n t a l i t y " ) , and t h a t the r e p o r t needed commentary and i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n to increase i t s use fu lness ; o the rw i se , i t merely t o l d them what they 

a l ready knew or cou ld e a s i l y l ea rn from o ther sources. The a t t i t u d e toward 

the i n c l u s i o n o f an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the data seemed t o be " the more the 
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b e t t e r , " w i t h the m a j o r i t y i n favo r o f a " . . . b r o a d and more meaningful v iew" 
brought toge ther i n an i n t e g r a t e d f a s h i o n . One respondent repor ted t h a t 
the volume prov ided no sense o f soc ia l r e a l i t y and t h a t a book o f essays 
based on the data would have been p r e f e r a b l e . 

This des i re f o r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , ' h o w e v e r , was not made w i t h o u t some 

r e s e r v a t i o n s . While most o f the respondents favored " i n t e r p r e t a t i o n " 

we heard cons iderab le disagreement over who should do i t . In f a c t , once the 

issue was r a i s e d , some respondents began to recons ider i t s a d v i s a b i l i t y . 

The problem centered around OMB. As mentioned e a r l i e r , most respondents 

had no o b j e c t i o n s to OMB o rgan i z i ng and p u b l i s h i n g such soc ia l i n d i c a t o r 

r e p o r t s p e r i o d i c a l l y , but these same persons had ser ious r e s e r v a t i o n s r e ­

gard ing the a d v i s a b i l i t y o f t h a t agency p r o v i d i n g i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . Prac­

t i c a l l y a l l respondents who favored i n t e r p r e t a t i o n d i d not want i t t o be 

prov ided by OMB. The most f r e q u e n t l y c i t e d o b j e c t i o n t o OMB p r o v i d i n g 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n was f e a r t h a t OMB, as a "watchdog" and p o l i t i c a l l y p a r t i s a n 

agency, was capable o f i n t e r p r e t i n g the data t o s u i t t h e i r bu reauc ra t i c 

and p o l i t i c a l convenience. 

The general op in ion was t h a t OMB should not prov ide i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

f o r any data o the r than t h a t which i t c o l l e c t e d d i r e c t l y . A s p e c i f i c 

a l t e r n a t i v e suggested by respondents was t h a t the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r data 

a n a l y s i s , t e x t e x p o s i t i o n , and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n be given to a " n e u t r a l " group 

or agency. They most f r e q u e n t l y suggested were HEW, Bureau o f the Census, 

or a nongovernment agency. Another a l t e r n a t i v e was t h a t the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

f o r each p o l i c y area be prov ided by the agency f u r n i s h i n g the da ta . 



25 

4 . Obsolete da ta . A number o f respondents commented t h a t they 
r e q u i r e more data on c u r r e n t c o n d i t i o n s , r a t h e r than " b e t t e r " data on past 
c o n d i t i o n s . Recognizing t h a t such a volume would necessa r i l y have to r e l y 
h e a v i l y on i n fo rma t i on c o l l e c t e d e a r l i e r by o ther governmental agenc ies , 
these same respondents expressed pessimism over the poss ib le u t i l i t y o f 
such p u b l i c a t i o n s f o r f u t u r e p l ann ing . 

5. Absence o f t rend data and t rend i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The c r i t i c i s m 

o f SI '73 on f a i l u r e to organ ize and show t rends over t ime came as some­

what o f a s u r p r i s e . Even a f t e r casua l l y l e a f i n g through the p u b l i c a t i o n , 

one i s impressed w i t h the number o f char ts and tab les showing data organized 

t o i l l u s t r a t e t ime t r e n d s . Yet several respondents mentioned t h e absence 

o f t rend data as a major shor tcoming. We re in te rv i ewed a number o f 

respondents s p e c i f i c a l l y t o gain c l a r i f i c a t i o n o f t h i s c r i t i c i s m . I t 

appears t h a t fou r issues are i n v o l v e d . 

(a) SI '73 conta ins many char ts o f t ime se r i es data w i t h d i f f e r e n t 

co lo red t r end l i n e s . These were viewed as ou ts tand ing examples o f the 

way such data should be presented. Some respondents f e l t , however, t h a t 

t h e many t ab les con ta in i ng t ime se r ies data ( i . e . , where the raw data are 

presented by y e a r ) , were bo r ing and overwhelmed t h e i r capac i t y and pat ience 

t o a s s i m i l a t e the data and search f o r t r e n d s , e s p e c i a l l y persons who d id 

no t r o u t i n e l y deal w i t h raw da ta . Thus, they f e l t t h a t whenever p o s s i b l e , 

t ime t rend data should be summarized and presented i n char ts w i t h m u l t i ­

co lo red t rend l i n e s . 

(b) Many respondents f e l t t h a t the meaning and s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the t rend 

d a t a , even w i t h presented i n cha r t f o rm , were not s a t i s f a c t o r i l y discussed 
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i n the t e x t . While the t echn i ca l i n f o rma t i on e x p l a i n i n g da ta -ga the r i ng and 

procedures f o r no rma l i z ing the measures ( t o a d j u s t f o r y e a r - t o - y e a r d i f ­

ferences i n data ga the r ing procedures) were abundant ly a v a i l a b l e and c l e a r , 

they c r i t i c i z e d the lack o f a subs tan t i ve i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f these char ts 

s p e c i f i c a l l y in terms o f t h e i r p o l i c y re levance. 

(c ) In a d d i t i o n to the need to c a l l a t t e n t i o n t o c e r t a i n t r e n d s , 

they a l so f e l t t h a t too much o f the t ime se r i es was devoted t o nar rowly 

de f ined issues ( e . g . , number o f persons work ing p a r t t i m e ) , and too 

l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n g iven to data on " . . . b r o a d e r t rends i n community l i f e . " 

S p e c i f i c recommendations pe r ta i ned t o i n c l u d i n g o b j e c t i v e and a t t i t u d i n a l 

data on f a m i l y and neighborhood l i f e , t r u s t i n government, and the l i k e . 

(d) F i n a l l y , some o f the respondents commented on the lack o f before 

and a f t e r t ime se r i es data t h a t would permi t the p o s s i b i l i t y o f gauging 

the e f f e c t o f government programs on s o c i e t a l c o n d i t i o n s . 

6. I n s u f f i c i e n c y o f " q u a l i t y o f l i f e " and " s u b j e c t i v e " i n d i c a t o r da ta . 

We a lso quest ioned respondents on t h e i r a t t i t u d e s toward " q u a l i t y o f l i f e " 

i n d i c a t o r s , and whether they perce ived the data i n SI '73 as f a l l i n g i n t o 

t h a t ca tegory . Most o f the respondents f e l t t h a t SI '73 d i d not con ta in 

q u a l i t y o f l i f e da ta . Many respondents s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned being d i s ­

appointed by the o v e r r e l i a n c e on "easy- to-measure" q u a n t i t a t i v e data i n 

SI ' 73 , and sa id they would have p r e f e r r e d more s u b j e c t i v e data on personal 

and v a l u e - o r i e n t e d concerns. They expressed cons iderab le i n t e r e s t i n the 

need t o go beyond o b j e c t i v e i n d i c a t o r s and prov ide s u b j e c t i v e measures 

o f l i f e exper ience and soc ia l w e l l - b e i n g . Some went so f a r as t o suggest 

t h a t a separate volume on q u a l i t y o f l i f e data would be h e l p f u l . In the 
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words of one respondent: "Because of the complexity of l i f e , some measure 
of sa t is fac t ion or purpose might be va l id and i t would probably be a better 
ind ica to r of qua l i ty of l i f e than s t ra ight heal th , crime, education, e t c . , 
s t a t i s t i c s . " 

Summary of Major Findings and I h e i r Immediate Implications 

1. Upper level governmental o f f i c i a l s rarely used SI '73. No more 

than four percent of our sample made use o f i t in connection with t he i r 

work. Furthermore, only 22 percent of the sample expressed any degree of 

awareness of SI '73. By contrast , the use of social ind icator data from 

other sources was comparatively h igh, with over one-third of the respondents 

report ing instances of po l icy - re la ted appl icat ions of such information. 

2. The few uses made of SI '73 mainly involved the appl icat ion of 

information in anc i l l a ry ro l es , such as f o r speech w r i t i n g and background 

reference purposes. No one reported that SI '73 data played an important 

ro le in any po l i cy - re la ted decision. On the other hand, our respondents 

c i t ed numerous instances in which social ind icator data from other sources 

had an impact on important matters of po l i cy . 

3. A major i ty of the respondents returning the questionnaire reported 

tha t they were t o t a l l y unaware of SI '73. About 25 percent of the 

respondents had at least heard of the pub l i ca t ion , but only about one in 

f i ve showed any real degree of f a m i l i a r i t y with i t . Four (nonusers) owned 

desk copies. The rest said copies undoubtedly could be found somewhere 

in t he i r agency. Those who knew about SI '73 were also the most l i k e l y to 

have had a past h is tory of being frequent u t i l i z e r s of social science in for­

mation in general. By cont ras t , the use of social ind ica to r data from 
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other sources appeared to be more persuasive and to occur independently 
of the respondents' past experience with social science data use. 

4. Of those who reported awareness of SI '73, the largest percent 

(over one-third) learned about i t through the news media. 

5. Our respondents perceived the potent ia l u t i l i t y of SI '73 data 

as considerably lower in importance and pol icy impact than other types of 

social indicators studied e a r l i e r (Caplan et a l . s tudy). 

6. The o f f i c i a l s c i ted a var ie ty o f factors as responsible fo r the low 

level of SI '73 use. Most prominent among these were: routine ava i l ­

a b i l i t y of ident ica l or bet ter data from other sources; narrowness of SI '73's 

scope of informat ion; obsolescence of SI '73 data; lack of i n te rp re ta t i on , 

especial ly with respect to time series data; and insu f f i c iency of data on 

subject ive matters involv ing a t t i t udes , values, and personal aspects of 

social wel l -being. 

On the pos i t ive s ide, the graphics and the idea of a compendium were pa r t i c ­

u l a r l y well l i ked . I t is clear from these resu l t s , however, that whi le e f f ec t i ve 

packaging and dissemination of information may increase awareness, they do 

not guarantee u t i l i z a t i o n . In f a c t , t he i r e f f e c t on u t i l i z a t i o n appears 

to be neg l ig ib le . The negative appraisals of respondents report ing un­

f a m i l i a r ! ty wi th SI '73 during the personal interview who were then sent 

copies for review suggest that increased exposure, through dissemination, 

e t c . , would not have produced an appreciable increase of u t i l i z a t i o n . 

7. The di f ferences in frequency of use, impact, and potent ia l use­

fulness between SI '73 information and social ind icator data from other 

sources indicate that the discouraging resul ts do not r e f l e c t a more 

general o r ien ta t ion to social ind ica tors . Social ind icator development 
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continues to hold potent ia l as a promising l i ne of endeavor. The apparent 

f a i l u r e of SI '73 to impact upon the policy-maker community appears to be 

due to factors speci f ic to that publ icat ion. 

DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

We found two main reasons for SI '73's f a i l u r e . The f i r s t pertains to 

the organizational and bureaucratic factors impinging on the u t i l i z a t i o n 

process i t s e l f . The second pertains to factors spec i f i ca l l y associated 

wi th the perceived lack of power of information of the SI '73 in comparison 

to other social ind ica tors . 

Bureaucratization of Information 

Knowledge u t i l i z a t i o n of any kind does not occur in a vacuum. The 

u t i l i z a t i o n of s c i e n t i f i c information in the formulation of public po l i cy , 

even under ideal condi t ions, resul ts from a complex and often seemingly 

capricious set of circumstances, many of which are related to bureaucratic 

and organizational var iab les. U t i l i z a t i o n is a del iberate process often 

designed to serve ends which are more bureaucratic than ob ject ive ly informa­

t iona l (Caplan 1976a; Caplan & Rich, 1976; Barton & Rice, 1976). As the f indings 

of Caplan and Rich suggest, the pr inc ip le purpose served by knowledge 

u t i l i z a t i o n may not be to provide object ive fact gathering and analysis, 
i 

but to reinforce the information pol icy o f the using agency and to maintain 

and strengthen the pre-existent bureaucratic arrangements associated with the 

acquis i t ion and processing of information in accord wi th that po l icy . Thus, 

the organizat ion's information pol icy can take precedence over the sub­

stant ive content or s igni f icance of the informat ion. 
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Caplan and Rich's f indings i l l u s t r a t e how information acqu is i t i on , 
processing, u t i l i z a t i o n , and appl icat ion become ensnarled in a Laocoon of 
bureaucratic actions which in tens i fy rather than reduce resistance to the 
u t i l i z a t i o n of s c i e n t i f i c knowledge in decision making among upper-level 
Federal executives. Rich and Barton (1976) found that even agencies 
which are mandated to fund research applicable to meeting national needs and 
goals often did not u t i l i z e information from projects they sponsor when 
i t came to determining the design and choice of new projects fo r sponsor­
ship. 

The current study did not focus on i den t i f y i ng the organizational 

and bureaucratic factors which af fected the use of SI '73. Rather, the 

scope was l im i ted to problems related to SI '73 i t s e l f . While 

organizational and other variables may set the context fo r the use of 

data, such as SI '73 , the control of these forces l i e s largely outside 

of the power of most data-producing agencies. Hence, the discussion 

and recommendations w i l l center on the c luster of factors related to 

the power of information and the potent ia l usefulness of SI '73 at the 

upper levels of governmental power and respons ib i l i t y . 

SI '73 and the Power of Information 

Social ind icators have a var ie ty of meanings. But, regardless of 

whose d e f i n i t i o n is used, there is s u f f i c i e n t agreement in the l i t e r a t u r e 

on the more important a t t r ibu tes that such data should possess: 

(a) A social ind icator ought to be a noneconomic measure of a 
social condit ion important to the social state of a nat ion. 

(b) The measure should be quan t i f i ab le , sensi t ive to change, and 
presented as time series data so that changes in social 
condit ions can be monitored overtime. 
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(c) Such data should contain p r i o r , dur ing, and a f te r measures 
so as to allow for the assessment of mel iorat ive govern­
ment programs designed to improve social condi t ions. 

(d) Social indicators should also be ant ic ipatory and sui table 
fo r social forecast ing in order to f a c i l i t a t e long range 
social planning. 

(e) Upper-level Federal o f f i c i a l s should have: [1 ] a serious commit­
ment to the fu ture improvement ( i . e . , national goals) , in the 
social condit ions measured by the ind ica tors ; as well as [2 ] a 
commitment to the use of ind icators as the leg i t imate yardst icks 
of progress in achieving those goals. 

( f ) And f i n a l l y , a social indicator should be part of a system 
of indicators organized around an analy t ica l model or 
theoret ical perspective designed to account fo r observed 
changes. As indicators accumulate, th i s would make i t 
possible to say not only something about the state of the 
social system, but also something about the nature of the 
system, how i t funct ions, and to improve i t . 8 

From these d e f i n i t i o n s , the impression emerges that social indicators 

may best be thought of as ly ing somewhere between social s t a t i s t i c s and 

social goals. From a goal perspective, indicators represent important social 

object ives to the extent that the l a t t e r can be made amenable to d i rec t 

measurement. From the social s t a t i s t i c perspective, indicators ' represent 

more than "raw fac ts" or empirical referents since they also have some of the 

qua l i t a t i ve character is t ics of a goal in tha t they measure concepts and ob-

8Those interested in pursuing some of the de f i n i t i ona l issues regarding 
social indicators may f ind value i n : Social Ind icators , edited by R. Bauer 
(1966); the two volumes of the Annals of the American Academy of Po l i t i ca l 
and Social Sciences, edited by Gross (1967); the 800 page volume en t i t l ed 
Indicators of Social Change: Concepts and Measurement, published by the 
Russell Sage Foundation, edited by Sheldon and Moore (1968); The Human 
Meaning of Social Change, edited by Campbell and Converse (1972); PoTTtical 
Aspects of Social Ind ica tors : Implications for Research by Henriot (1972); 
The HEW repor t , A Report on Measurement and the Quali ty of L i fe by Walton 
J . Francis (1973); Social Indicators and Social Theory by KarfFox (1974); 
Social Indicator Models, edited by Land and Spilerman (1975); Subjective 
Measures of Well-Being by Campbell (1976); and Toward a Methodology fo r 
Social Indicators in Rural Development by Klonglan, et a l . , (1976). 
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j ec t i ves . Thus, social indicators are more than a measurement, but less than 

a goal ; or , perhaps bet ter s t i l l , they are some of each. 

I t is impossible to say at what point a social ind icator becomes d i f ­

ferent from a social s t a t i s t i c , but i t seems clear that on the whole, the 

s t a t i s t i c a l data in SI '73 lacked the minimal prerequisi tes of advancement 

to the ro le of social ind icators . The SI '73 data carr ied no impl icat ion 

of a shared set of goals or commitment to improving sa l ient social condi t ions; 

nor did i t carry a commitment to use the speci f ied indicators to monitor 

change resu l t ing from governmental programs as a basis fo r judging to what 

degree things have improved, or gotten worse. Cogency, u t i l i t y , pert inence, 

and app l i cab i l i t y—fea tu res generally considered as increasing the power of 

information—were not viewed as a t t r i bu tes of the SI '73 informat ion. Con­

sequently, the data carr ied no more weight than "mere" s t a t i s t i c s , most of 
Q 

which were already known or easi ly avai lable from other sources. 

I t would be expected then that those charged wi th the respons ib i l i t y 

of gathering and presenting social ind icator data would design indicators 

that represented broad gauge measures of important aspects of social l i f e . 

These aggregate goal- re lated measures would enable governmental o f f i c i a l s to 

use indicators as yardst icks in evaluating social progress and the impact 

There is no in ten t ion here to demean the s igni f icance of social 
s t a t i s t i c s . They are the form of social science data used most f requent ly 
by upper-level federal executives in po l icy - re la ted matters. Such data 
account for about one- th i rd of the empir ica l ly based social science knowl­
edge used in such s i tuat ions and are reported to be used across a wide 
range of governmental agencies wi th qui te diverse i n te res ts , diverse 
target populat ions, and diverse missions (see Caplan, 1976b). However, 
with few exceptions, such as when a "hot issue" ar ises and appropriate 
s t a t i s t i c s are ava i lab le , social s t a t i s t i c s do not encompass a d i ve rs i t y 
of basic and applied a c t i v i t i e s , and therefore lack the potent ia l for 
providing shape and d i rec t ion for pol icy formulat ion which characterizes 
social ind ica tors . 
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o f ameliorative steps on the publ ic. The authors of SI '73 acknowledged 

the functions of social ind ica tors , as well as the power of information 

tha t d is t ingu ish social indicators from other forms of data, in the 

Introductory remarks to SI '73. 

The concerns have been defined and selected to reveal the 
general status of the ent i re populat ion; to depict condi­
t ions that are, or are l i k e l y to be, dealt wi th by national 
po l i c i es ; and to encompass many of the important issues 
facing the Nation. 

The concerns thus embody widely held basic social objec­
t i ves : Good health and long l i f e , freedom from crime and 
the fear of crime, s u f f i c i e n t education to take part in 
society and make the most of one's a b i l i t i e s , the oppor­
tun i ty to work at a job that is sa t is fy ing and rewarding, 
income su f f i c i en t to cover the necessit ies of l i f e with 
opportunit ies fo r improving one's income, housing that is 
comfortable w i th in a congenial environment, and time and 
opportunity fo r d iscret ionary a c t i v i t i e s . 

For each of the i den t i f i ed social concerns, one or more 
i nd i ca to rs—sta t i s t i ca l measures of important aspects of 
the concerns—have been i d e n t i f i e d . 

Idea l l y , an ind icator would show, in a t imely fashion, the 
status of the population in re la t ion to a par t i cu la r con­
cern. I t could be disaggregated to show which groups of the 
population were a f fec ted, and i t could be l inked s t a t i s ­
t i c a l l y with other indicators to re la te change in one condi­
t i on to change in another. Thus, an indicator would reveal 
not only the status of the population in re la t i on to a 
perceived social ob jec t ive , but i t would also furn ish some 
idea of what forces were inf luencing that s ta tus. At the 
present t ime, not enough is known about the cause and 
e f fec t of social condit ions to develop such ideal i n d i ­
cators. Rather, the indicators presented in t h i s 
publ icat ion represent simply a f i r s t step toward the 
development of a more extensive social indicator system. 
[Social Ind icators , 1973, p. x i i i ] 

While those responsible fo r SI '73 may have recognized the need for 

such a conceptual basis, they did not integrate the material to encompass 
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such an o r ien ta t ion . Consequently, potent ia l users of indicator data did 

not view the material contained in SI '73 as high powered information. 

In f a c t , they viewed i t as having no greater u t i l i t y than a co l lec t ion of 

social s t a t i s t i c s . Moreover, t he i r perception is understandable. Other 

than for these few remarks in the Introduct ion to SI '73, the volume hardly 

alludes again to the conceptual s igni f icance of indicators v i s -a -v i s social 

s t a t i s t i c s . Instead, these b r i e f introductory comments are followed by 258 

pages of tables and charts of data with minimal commentary and in te rpre­

ta t i on of any type. For a l l pract ica l purposes these introductory remarks 

remain isolated from the body of the repor t , and reveal a gap between 

what was promised and what was p r o v i d e d . ^ 

Increasing the power of_ informat ion. The overwhelming impression from 

the reactions of pol icy makers in the survey was that they did not regard 

information contained in SI '73 of s u f f i c i e n t power to be of use. This 

consensus evaluation raises the c r i t i c a l question of how the power of 

information in SI '73 , and other form of social i nd i ca to r - l i ke informat ion, 

could be increased. Of course, increasing the potency of data is no 

guarantee that they w i l l be used as various organizational and other fac­

tors mentioned ea r l i e r also inf luence u t i l i z a t i o n . Nevertheless, improving 

data to correspond more c losely to the object ive needs of po l icy makers 

increases the p robab i l i t y of use. 

1 0 T h i s may seem to be a rather harsh judgment on SI '73. However, 
SI '73 does not match up the 1968 HEW Report, Toward a Social Report, in 
terms of i t s recognit ion of conceptual and pract ica l d i f f i c u l t i e s of 
put t ing social indicators in to use, nor does i t provide "bet ter " informat ion. 
SI '73 simply provides more of i t in bet ter packaging. 
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I t should be emphasized that our discussion of t h i s volume's f a i l u re 

raises issues applicable to other social ind icator endeavors and is not 

meant to single out SI '73 for special condemnation. We w i l l also touch 

on factors re lated. to the objectives of SI '73 in re la t ion to the larger 

context of national pol icy considerations. 

The reasons behind SI '73 1s f a i l u r e to impact on pol icy makers demon­

s t ra te qui te c lear ly that better design, packaging, and other marketing 

e f f o r t s w i l l not in t he i r own r i gh t increase the power and u t i l i z a t i o n 

potent ia l of the informat ion. SI l 73 's graphic a t t r ibu tes received universal 

acclaim. Unfortunately, i t s esthet ic appeal did very l i t t l e to enhance i t s 

u s a b i l i t y , according to even those respondents who were not only fami l ia r with 

i t , but also favorably disposed. Dissemination was another negl ig ib le fac­

t o r : respondents who received copies during the survey came to the same con­

c lus ion regarding i t s l im i ted usefulness as those who were given free copies 

during OMB's i n i t i a l dissemination or those who had bought the i r own. 

Advances in social ind ica tors . Clear ly , then, the burden of increasing 

SI '73's usefulness l i e s in the realm of content rather than marketing. That 

i s , the information contained in the publ icat ion must somehow be made more 

powerful. 

The f i e l d of social indicators has grown considerably around the world 

in the 40 years since President Hoover's Research Committee on Social 

Trends presented the i r 1933 repor t . Considerable advancements have been 

made in the development of social indicators as a concept, the measure­

ment techniques involved, and in understanding the s igni f icance of indica­

tors in national pol icy planning (see Footnote 8 ) . Unfortunately, SI '73 
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hardly re f l ec ts any of the progress made over the years in the ever i n ­

creasing e f f o r t s to use noneconomic measures to gauge social wel l -being. 

The authors, as well as others embarking on s imi lar e f f o r t s in the fu tu re , 

would be well advised to fami l i a r i ze themselves with the work going on in 

th i s country and elsewhere, pa r t i cu la r l y in the production of measures 

which are more inc lus ive , more comprehensive, more sophist icated, more 

important, and which go beyond the reper to i re of simple ob jec t ive , largely 

economic concerns—all of which would increase the power of social i n d i ­

c a t o r s . ^ Undoubtedly, i t w i l l take many years before a national system 

of social accounting reaches matur i ty . Nevertheless, social ind icator 

technology has grown out of i t s infancy stage and more progress has been 

made in that d i rec t ion than was evident in SI '73. 

National goals. So far we have focused our discussion on the importance 

of increasing the power of SI '73 in view of the advances made in the social 

indicators f i e l d . However, the problem becomes more complex when we consider 

the larger impl icat ions inherent in t he i r appl icat ion to pol icy matters. 

While social s t a t i s t i c s have already been widely accepted as i ns t r u ­

ments in pol icy making, the same is not t rue for social ind ica tors . Most of 

the Federal o f f i c i a l s in th i s study appeared to be aware of social indicators 

as a generic term. But under closer inspect ion, i t became evident that they 

Subjective indicators of social we l l -be ing, pa r t i cu l a r l y as they 
re la te to object ive condit ions and change programs are pa r t i cu l a r l y 
prevalent in social ind icator reports produced abroad. Persons planning 
to embark on future e f f o r t s to present social ind icator data to public 
o f f i c i a l s in the United States should examine, for example: The French 
Donnees sociales published in 1973; the West German Gessel lschaft l iche 
Paten 1973; the annual B r i t i s h Social Trends ( p a r t i c u l a r l y , Social Trends, 
No. 4, 1973); Sweden's Social Utveckl ing; and Norway's Sosia l t Utsyn. 
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were only dimly aware of the f u l l impl icat ions of social indicators and 
t h e i r potent ia l use in pol icy making. Thus, substantial e f fo r t s might have 
to be made to i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e the importance of social indicators in to 
governmental operat ionsas powerful sources of information which are q u a l i ­
t a t i v e l y d i f f e ren t from "mere" s t a t i s t i c s , and, in terms of power, comparable 
to a non-economic measure of social wel l-being along the l ines of a GNP. 

The promulgation of social indicators as valuable fo r planning w i l l 

be an i n s u f f i c i e n t measure without a greater commitment from the Federal 

government to the value of social indicators in pol icy making and agenda 

s e t t i n g . However, serious commitment by the government carr ies with i t 

ramif icat ions extending beyond mere pub l i c i t y . The widespread use of 

social indicators would involve the acceptance of a system of national 

evaluation of progress toward more c lear ly defined goals. The role of 

social indicators would then, of necessi ty, change from an occasional 

reference source for background informat ion, to an important tool in 

po l icy formulation and program evaluat ion. The impl icat ions are consider­

able. For" example, the U.S. government has long been c r i t i c i z e d by many 

fo r being oriented to short term rather than long term d i rec t i ves . The 

acceptance of social indicators would necessarily carry wi th i t a greater 

emphasis on social forecasting and long range planning throughout the 

various levels of government. 

The progress toward de l iberate ly selected national goals—which social 

indicators are supposed to measure—should inf luence the type of information 

col lected and the form in which i t is presented. SI '73, however, put the 

car t before the horse: i t s underlying philosophy seemed to be that i f enough 

information could be assembled in one place i t would have to be useful to 
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someone. In f a c t , th is catch-a l l s t y le of information gathering appears 

to be prevalent in many government agencies where in terest in social 

indicators seems great, at least on the surface. While, in Caplan1s ea r l i e r 

study, most pol icy makers reported that an index of social wel l -being was 

a worthwhile idea and could name several measures relevant to the i r own 

operat ions, when asked what use they would make of such data, they gave 

such rambling and diverse responses that i t was impossible to derive empir i ­

ca l l y based coding categories fo r purposes of quan t i f i ca t i on . 

The tendency seems to be toward a widespread and often desul­

tory co l lec t ion of data conducted with the i m p l i c i t hope tha t , somehow, from 

t h i s pragmatic but goalless e f f o r t , some notions would evolve about what i s 

the good l i f e and how responsible government may help achieve i t . A s imi lar 

analysis of the Federal government's goalless pragmatism is echoed in the 

President ial Commission on federal s t a t i s t i c s (1974). 

The basic d i f f i c u l t y l i es in def in ing the goals of a program. 
In the words of an o f f i c i a l responsible fo r planning and 
evaluation in a government agency, "When researchers say t e l l 
us what you want i t appears that they are not aware that 
they have asked the hardest—perhaps the impossible--question 
of government." While i t is hard to be l ieve, the government 
is simply not good at def in ing what i t wants to do in terms 
of needed social science research. I t cannot meet the 
researcher's needs f o r c lea r l y defined tasks. Any proposal 
to improve on the present state of a f f a i r s should recognize 
that the government, in general, can only a r t i cu la te the 
area in which i t needs informat ion, as exemplif ied in the 
request, "Tel l me something about mental hea l th . " But i t 
does not seem to be able to get much below t h i s , at least 
not on a broad f r o n t , to specify questions which might have 
in te res t ing answers, and which might be answered by a s ingle 
researcher or small group of researchers working par t - t ime. 
The i n a b i l i t y to specify the question to be answered, i . e . , 
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specify the goals, of a program, arises from the fact that 
the issue of what the government should be seeking to do is 
basical ly ideo log ica l , not fac tua l . 

The main point to be made is that the quant i f iab le and easi ly mea­

surable should not be expected to provide the shape and d i rec t ion of 

nat ional goals. Goals should f i r s t be defined on other grounds, and 

only then should we devise the means for measuring them. I t is in t h i s 

sense that SI '73 and other social indicator programs put the cart before 

the horse. That i s , SI '73 was a co l lec t ion of indicators without an ex­

p l i c i t organizing p r inc ip le b u i l t around c lear ly defined national goals. 

Hence, SI '73 found i t s e l f in the awkward posi t ion of being information 

which was not viewed by pol icy makers as pa r t i cu la r l y important, or necessary, 

i n t he i r work. In our view, the non-impact of SI '73 demonstrates that i n ­

formation without speci f ied relatedness to a shared set of goal commitments 

lacks policy-shaping power because the data are not seen as relevant to 

the needs of pol icy makers. 

Generation and in te rp re ta t ion of social ind icators . The development 

o f indicators implies more than the simple co l lec t ion of data. The process 

involves decisions at a l l l eve l s , on issues ranging from which data to col­

l e c t to how to in te rpre t i t . The in te rp re ta t ion of what the indicators 

meant was an issue wi th many respondents who would have l i ked an accompanying 

i n te rp re ta t i on of the t rends, but who were also concerned that the source 

o f in te rp re ta t ion should be neut ra l . Thus, assuming that national goals 

are c lear ly a r t i cu la ted and assuming the guiding funct ion of i m p l i c i t or 

e x p l i c i t national goals in the design of social ind ica to rs , a question 
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arises as to who should be responsible for the production of social i n ­

dicators aimed at the upper pol icy echelons of the Federal government. 

One thing demonstrated by the f a i l u r e of SI '73 was the lack of OMB's 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l capacity to produce a large scale social ind icator volume wi th 

the relevant understanding and the expertise of HEW's Toward a Social Report. 

The answer might l i e in the creat ion of new i n s t i t u t i o n a l arrangements in order 

to provide a continuous context fo r the generation and in te rp re ta t ion of 

social indicators by experts in an organizational set t ing designed j us t 

fo r that purpose. The arrangement, which would probably be q u a s i - p o l i t i c a l , 

would also necessitate bridges to a community of pol icy makers and other 

experts in the f i e l d . This would allow those responsible for producing 

social indicators to take into greater account the organizational and other 

factors a f fec t ing both the generation and appl icat ion of social ind ica to rs . 

The end resu l t would hopeful ly be as widespread a respect fo r the social 

indicators produced as is enjoyed by the Census Bureau for i t s work 

in demography. 

Thus, at present, increasing the power of SI '73 i s large ly a non­

technical problem, in that i t does not involve devising better measure­

ments or better dissemination methods. The a c t i v i t i e s that must be i n ­

volved include: (a) the del iberate set t ing of national goals; (b) the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n of commitment to those goals throughout government; 

(c) agreement to the use of spec i f ic social indicators fo r the purpose of 

evaluating progress-to achieving goal ob jec t ives; and (d) the es tab l ish­

ment of bureaucratic arrangements with the capacity for l eg i t im iz ing the 

importance of the informational value of the social indicators produced. 
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Given the complexities of the u t i l i z a t i o n process and the formidable 

technical problems in measuring the d i rec t and ind i rec t impacts of i n fo r ­

mational inputs in to decision-making, i t would be pretentious to argue that 

these recommendations represent anything more than a beginning in a area 

o f accelerated in teres t where empirical research so far has been meager and 

scanty. F ina l l y , we do not mean to imply that u t i l i z a t i o n w i l l be guaran­

teed i f a l l of these recommendations are met. But as a minimum, considera­

t i on must be given to th is c luster of in te r re la ted condit ions i f we are to 

develop the great potent ia l of social indicators and to increase the i r 

systematic and creat ive appl icat ion in the formulation of public pol icy and, 

i n t u r n , the promotion of human welfare. 
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