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What is the UAS?
• Online household panel of 

>2000 adults (growing to 
6000)

• Uniquely representative of 
US population

• Observational panel + 
special  purpose and 
experimental subpanels



I’d like to begin by acknowledging the Traditional 
Owners of the land on which we meet today. I would 

also like to pay my respects to Elders past and 
present 











The UAS Builds on CESR’s experience
• CESR’s team are pioneers in the field of internet interviewing
• CentERpanel in the Netherlands (1996)
• The American Life Panel (ALP) at RAND (2006)
• MESS panel in the Netherlands (2006)

• What sets the UAS apart from other panels?
• Address Based Sampling only
• Household panel (rather than a person panel)
• Main panel of 6000+ separate from special purpose and experimental subpanels
• Improved logistics lead to higher response rates (current estimate 25-30%)



Address-based Sampling and Recruitment 

Draw zip-codes; 
by addresses.

Advance 
notification letter

After 1 week, 10 
minute mail 

survey with $5 
prepaid incentive

$15 for returning 
completed survey; 

survey asks for 
interest in study 

participation. 

2 weeks after the 
survey mailing, 

non-respondents 
are mailed a 

reminder 
postcard.

2 weeks after the 
reminder postcard 
is mailed, a second 
copy of the survey 

is mailed to all 
sample members 

who have not 
returned a 

complete survey

3 weeks after the 
second copy of 
the survey is 

mailed, follow-up 
phone calls, up to 

15 attempts

Non-Internet 
respondents are 
offered a tablet

and Internet.

Recruiting 
is not internet-

based 



All Information is Public and Transparent
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Improving Representativeness :  Weighting
§ UAS are weighted towards the CPS,
§ The set of variables whose distributions are matched exactly is:

§ Gender x age, with 7 age categories: 18-24; 25-34; 35-44; 45-54; 55-64; 65-74; 
75+.

§ Gender x race/ethnicity, with 3 categories: non-Hispanic white; non-Hispanic 
African American;  Hispanic and other; 

§ Gender x (household) income, with four categories: <$25,000;  $25,000-
$49,999; $50,000-$74,999;  $75,000+; 

§ Gender x education, with three categories: (1) high school or less; some 
college or a bachelor’s degree;  more than a bachelor’s degree; 



Improving Representativeness :  Sampling
• Since we use addresses, we can move the sample composition in the 

direction of a target population using the following data sources
• UAS demographic composition
• CPS - 2016 ASEC
• ACS - 5-year combined file with marginal distributions at the zip-code level. 
• Urbanicity by zip code (zcta) from a file based on the Census

• Draw from the collection of zip-codes, such that zip-codes that will 
bring the UAS distribution closer to the ACS distribution have a higher 
probability of being selected



What data does the UAS have?
• Researchers  have fielded 150 + surveys in the UAS to date 
• Financial and Health Decision Making
• Behavioral economics
• Mobile and Connected Health
• Health, Health Disparities, 

and Socio-Economic Status
• Economic Development
• Subjective Well-Being 

• Most data is free to download either immediately or post-embargo



The UAS Comprehensive File
• Combines the biannual core HRS instrument with frequently-used datasets
• Cognitive tests
• Financial literacy
• Personality (big five)
• Financial wellbeing  (CFPB)

• Provides key constructed variables in health and income built from several 
subcomponents from the raw data

• Pre-weighted to be population representative

• Ready-to-merge with special surveys



SECTION TITLE  |  2

We use nineteen complex computer programs to 
create usable wealth and income data

This code is needed to 
create the variable “value of 
primary residence”



Data Dissemination



Financial Decisionmaking for Older Adults in the US
• In 2012 the Federal Reserve Board conducted an online survey – the 

Older Adult Survey – to study the financial lives of older U.S. adults,  using 
the RAND American Life Panel (ALP) 
• Since December of 2012 the American economy has steadily recovered 

from the Great Recession
• In April of 2015, together with the FRB, we fielded the Financial 

Management Survey in the University of Southern California’s (USC) 
Understanding America Study to investigate how the financial lives of 
Americans have changed with the recovery



Findings 
• Only a fifth of respondents in their 50s had planned for retirement
• One in six of those planners did not factor in ability to pay expenses 

in the future, inflation, major illness, or long stay in nursing home
• Among those 70 and over 4 in 10 owe mortgage debt and more than 

a third do not pay their credit card bills in full
• Only half of them would be able to pay for an unexpected expense of 

$10,000
• Social Security benefits are a primary source of support for many 

older  Americans (although estimates of dependency vary)



Retirement and the Social Security Administration

Regular biannual survey 
of benefits knowledge, 
interactions with Social 

Security and claim 
behaviors

Special surveys on 
subsamples 

Randomized 
experiments on 

potential policy levers 
and interventions

In-depth qualitative 
interviews with panel 

members



• Decide when to start receiving benefits between 62 and 70 
• Benefits are individually determined based on past earnings history

• Monthly benefits increase with delays in claiming (but nonlinearly)
• Benefits can be claimed starting from the “Early Eligibility Age” of 62 but these result in a 

lower level of benefits compared to claiming at  “Full Retirement Age” (generally 65)
• “Delayed Retirement Credits” increase benefits further if claiming is deferred up to 70
• If individuals are earning above a certain threshold (the Retirements Earning Test) but 

choose to claim their benefits before their personal FRA, benefits are paid out based on 
the threshold until after FRA (after which the withheld benefits are paid back with 
interest)

Social Security and the Claiming Decision



2017 Survey: What do people know ?
• As expected, the vast majority do not feel financially prepared for 

retirement.
• Knowledge of how Social Security works is relatively low (and may 

be even worse than self-reported) e.g. although many (70%) feel at 
least somewhat knowledgeable about claiming ages, only 35% and 
21% correctly identified their own personal early and full retirement 
ages respectively,

• Knowledge and preparedness for retirement is lowest among the 
groups that need it



• “What do I need to do to plan better, or at least to learn and then plan, 
because we don’t know much. I don’t know much.”How to prepare for retirement

• “If the government defaults or the Social Security defaults, what’s 
going to happen to all of my savings through them? That, I’m very 

curious about.”
Social Security solvency

• “I would like to know how much I need to put in and how much I will get 
out”

Amount of their Social Security 
benefit

• “I would like to know how it will affect my benefits if I delay my 
retirement.”

Claiming age

2017 Survey: What do people want to know ?



Survey underscored 4 opportunities/challenges

• High expectations of in Social Security, yet low benefit literacy and belief in SSA’s long-
term future. 
• Few are using existing resources, yet strong desire for SSA to be more proactive in 

educating consumers
• Expressed interest in online tools and calculators, yet strong revealed preference for 

traditional means of outreach and dissemination (and almost no engagement on social 
media) 
• Social Security Administration is the most trusted source of retirement information, yet 

Social Security’s communication itself is confusing to people



Exploring New Terminology for SSA 
Formative Phase 1
• Short survey of respondents exploring whether the terms “Early Eligibility Age”, 

“Full Retirement Age”, and “Delayed Retirement Credits” are well understood

Formative Phase 2
• qualitative interviews with a small number of respondents selected from the 

UAS to explore alternate terminology

Phase 3
• Experiment in UAS to test participants’ responses to and understanding of 

alternate terminology



• Short survey on specific terms 
with full sample
• Overall, significant confusion
• “Early Eligibility Age” (EEA) 

and “Full Retirement Age” 
(FRA) are understood best
• Much confusion about DRCs -

poor understanding of what 
the term means
• only 10% knew at which age 

DRC is maximized.

Formative Research
• Qualitative, structured interviews 

with a total of 24 UAS participants

• Used elements of cognitive 
interviewing to understand how 
people process information
• including factors such as attention 

span, word recognition, memory, and 
language processing

• involved ‘think-aloud’ questions and 
more specific probing

• This led to a set of alternative terms 
to be tested in Phase 3

Prepared a list of 
alternative names for 
the key terms 
(EEA, FRA, and DRC)



Information screen example for participants in control group 
(current terminology)

Full Retirement Age
as you earn Delayed Retirement Credits.

Early Eligibility Age



Information screen example for participants in treatment group 
(alternative terminology)

Minimum Benefit Age

Standard Benefit Age

70, your Maximum Benefit Age
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Other ongoing experimental studies in the UAS

Topic Retirement Earning Test Spousal Survivor Benefits Policy Levers

Question
What does it take to get people 

to understand the RET? 

How much do people value 
the survivor benefit for their 

spouses?

Would SS policy changes 
(increased payroll tax rate, 

increased wage ceiling, 
reduced benefits) affect 

people’s benefit expectations 
and behavior?

Method

Randomly allocate people to 
alternative sets of information 

about RET

Randomly allocate 
respondents to groups that 
learn about spousal benefits

Expose respondents to 
alternative policy scenarios,

and elicit benefit expectations.



Next steps for SSA & UAS 

• Monitor changes over time with biannual survey
• Linkages to actual Social Security earnings records and probabilistic 

expectations data on benefits

Topic Retirement Earning Test Spousal Survivor Benefits Policy Levers

Question
What does it take to get people to 

understand the RET? 
How much do people value the 

survivor benefit for their spouses?

Would SS policy changes 
(increased payroll tax rate, 

increased wage ceiling, reduced 
benefits) affect people’s benefit 

expectations and behavior?

Method

Randomly allocate people to 
alternative sets of information about 

RET

Randomly allocate respondents to 
groups that learn about spousal 

benefits

Expose respondents to alternative 
policy scenarios, and elicit benefit 

expectations.



The next frontier of projects
• Measure all electronic transactions in real 

time by having panel members sign up to a 
financial aggregation web-site (NSF)
• Measure physical activity and relate to self-

reports (NIA)
• Many more measurements of physical 

functioning and social engagement (R56)
• Develop administrative links, in particular 

with Social Security Earnings Records.



Reflections
• Nationally-representative online panels provide both a monitoring 

mechanism as well as a laboratory for policymakers to test 
interventions rapidly  
• Technology moves fast: the challenge is to take advantage of new 

opportunities when they arrive
• But this has to be combined with “old fashioned” approaches
• Transparency and accountability 
• Probability sampling and survey methods
• Communication, stakeholder engagement and collaboration  


