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Previous cohorts of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) have employed a tiered access 
approach to provision microdata in a way that balances the needs of its users with the imperative to 
safeguard the privacy of its respondents.  Both the NLSY79 and the NLSY97 have maintained extensive 
public use data sets while providing access to additional, restricted data to qualified researchers who 
agree to act as temporary agents of the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS).  As BLS is preparing to field a 
new NLSY cohort, it may reconsider its allocation of microdata between its public- and restricted-use 
datasets.  This study will provide a framework for deciding how the allocations should be made and 
report on initial investigations as to how the framework could be applied. 

This work is informed by the ongoing effort by Federal Statistical agencies to both: a) increase their 
effective use of survey and non-survey data for statistical purposes and b) redouble their commitment 
to the privacy of the data’s subjects.  The reports of the Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking 
(CEP) and the Advisory Committee on Data for Evidence Building (ACDEB) have offered careful analyses 
of the inherent tradeoffs, and the Foundations of Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of 2018 (Evidence 
Act) has provided a foothold in the Federal Law to implement several of their recommendations, 
including the provision of separate tiers of access for data of varying degrees of sensitivity.  As the 
Federal Statistical System has sought to implement the Evidence Act, it has sought to clarify the joint 
responsibilities of statistical agencies to balance their commitments to relevance, timeliness, accuracy, 
credibility and objectivity while protecting the trust of respondents by ensuring the confidentiality and 
exclusive statistical use of their data.  Relatedly, the Federal Committee on Statistical Methodology 
(FCSM) has developed a data quality framework that includes these different components. 

Coincident with these efforts, statistical agencies have advanced the research on the application of a 
differential privacy approach to disclosure limitation.  This approach focuses specifically on the 
susceptibility of data programs to reidentification attacks relying only on the information provided by 
the data programs themselves.  However, as Hotz et al (2022) has pointed out, these methods do not 
account well for al sources of reidentification risk, and they don’t, by themselves, weigh the benefits of 
data provision against the potential costs. 

In developing a framework to be applied to the allocation of data into public- and restricted-use 
components of NLSY data provision, we will focus on 3 broad considerations: 1) the legal requirements 
for protecting data privacy, especially as governed by the Privacy Act of 1974 and the Confidential 
Information Protection and Statistical Efficiency Act of 2018 (Title III of the Evidence Act); 2) the need to 
ensure the confidence of survey respondents and other providers of data to the Federal government; 
and 3) the research value of the microdata that is provided to users, which is itself determined by many 
dimensions of data quality such as accuracy, coherence, relevance, granularity, and accessibility.  
Although the application of these principles to a new set of microdata is likely to require subjective 
judgments, we will investigate how the framework can be made to work in practice by considering the 
data that has already been provided in previous NLSY cohorts. The analysis will include considerations of 



the uniqueness of observed values, the closeness with which data may track with other readily available 
data sources that disclose identities, the sensitivity of the data to misuse, and the demonstration of 
research value implied by previous uses. 
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