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What we do

CESR conducts in-depth research and analysis to improve understanding of 
human behavior in economic and social contexts. 

Scientists and staff collaborate in a stimulating, multi-disciplinary environment 
to conduct research that informs effective policies for improving societal 
welfare.

CESR currently has about 70 staff, covering economics, statistics, psychology, 
demography, software development, survey methodology, genetics.



Tools
• CESR has tools for the collection of data using traditional interviewing 

techniques: Face-to-face, phone and self interviews.

• We can also collect data in the background. Eg: Physical activity, GPS, heart-
rate, and send that to a central server.

• Send short (follow-up) questions to cellphone or smart watch asking for 
details about observed activity or location; voice recordings to analyze 
mood and psychological well-being

• Data dissemination: we maintain a platform for survey data, including a 
digital library of survey questions, and a search engine for finding questions 
and variables across surveys.

• Data visualization, allowing for queries from the database of survey 
responses to produce custom made graphs and tables



Understanding America Study

• A panel of about 7,500 respondents representative of the U.S. population; 
will grow to 10,000 by 2020

• The ability to experiment with different types of questions, feedback, and 
study methodologies

• High response rates, typically averaging 70-80 percent
• Study design and implementation support from experienced experts 

engaged in data collection using multiple tools—from smartphones and 
smartwatches to tablets, laptops, PCs, and health monitoring devices

• Links to contextual variables (GIS) and in process of Administrative data



UAS recruitment

• Addresses drawn from US Postal addresses

• Sequential Importance Sampling to improve population representativeness 
of the UAS. 

• Interviews in English and Spanish

• Subsample of Native Americans

• California Panel









Federal Reserve Bank of Boston: Diary of 
Consumer Payment Choice

A diary survey that measure payment behavior through the daily recording of 
U.S. consumers' spending

3 Surveys:

1) Consent

2) Survey of Consumer Payment Choice (SCPC)

3) Diary of Consumer Payment Choice (DCPC)



Diary of Consumer Payment Choice

• 3 days of payment recording plus pre-diary survey

• FAQs

• Pouch to store receipts

• Paper booklets to record purchases

• Online diary opens at 3pm Pacific each day

• Daily reminder emails

• Good incentives:  $2, $20, $10, $20, $20, $20









Open answers: coders

Online diary



Response rates 2015 – 2018 (UAS)

Survey Consent SCPC DCPS

Sample Response rate Sample agreed Sample Response rate Sample Response rate

2015 2,357 66.69% 1,572 2,268 66.36% 1,313 87.13%

2016 4,771 74.32% 3,546 3,463 97.72% 3,329 85.13%

2017 4,758 68.71% 3,269 3,158 97.34% 3,154 89.85%

2018 4,716 70.36% 3,318 3,189 98.40% 3,188 90.37%



Progress

• 18% of our sample completed all 4 waves of the diary
• 97% of our sample agrees to participate
• Annual instrument refinement for data quality

• Payee types
• Payment options

• Hurricane surveys
• Follow up phone interviews
• Calls to outliers
• Soft credit pull
• In past checked paper diaries against online diaries or 

requested return



Dropouts

• 5% of total UAS sample drops out on/after first SCPC survey

More likely for:

• Females
• Higher education
• High household income



The Did You Forget? Screen



The Second Chance Screen



The Missing Cash Screen



Interview Comments

• Most noted they were repeat diary participants so they were 
good at this now

• Some suggested we offer them a chance to opt out of receiving 
the pouch

• Overall survey experience was positive
• Overall questions were easy to answer and no one was tempted 

to skip
• Were already conscientiously tracking their expenses or happy 

to do it for us
• Were impressed we had Venmo and other alternative payment 

options



Data availability

Special embargo for 
3 years. 
2015 data is available 
now.

https://uasdata.usc.edu

https://uasdata.usc.edu/
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