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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
 

The pandemic propelled work from home (WFH) into an important phenomenon which con�nues 
to this day and which many expect to con�nue into the future (Bick et al. 2023 and Barrero et al. 
2021, 2023). Just how important is not clear since measures of WFH have varied across surveys 
and other collec�ons such as mobility measures (Abraham et al. 2024, Barrero et al. 2023, and 
Brynjolfsson et al. 2023).  The Census Bureau has long collected informa�on on WFH on 
demographic surveys but only rela�vely recently began collec�ng this informa�on on business 
surveys. This paper reports on  a new way to measure WFH using a business survey, the Business 
Trends and Outlook Survey (BTOS), and discusses poten�al improvements to exis�ng measures 
of WFH from a household survey, the American Community Survey (ACS). We hope that this dual 
perspec�ve will help produce a more comprehensive and complete picture of WFH.  
 
WFH ques�ons on federal household surveys have a long history: appearing on Census Bureau 
decennial long forms star�ng in 1960 and then transi�oning to the American Community Survey 
(ACS) when long form was re�red for the 2010 decennial Census. Two other Census Bureau 
household surveys (with smaller samples) also collect WFH: the Household Pulse Survey (HPS) 
and Survey of Income and Program Par�cipa�on (SIPP). The Bureau of Labor Sta�s�cs (BLS) has 
also fielded WFH ques�ons on mul�ple versions of the Current Popula�on Survey (CPS), most 
notably with ques�ons star�ng during the pandemic and con�nuing into the current period.  BLS 
has also included WFH ques�ons at various �mes on the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) and 
the Na�onal Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY).  

 
1 Any opinions and conclusions expressed herein are those of the authors and do not represent the views of the 
U.S. Census Bureau. There are currently no Census Bureau micro data used in this abstract. Corresponding 
coauthor: Lucia.S.Foster@census.gov. 
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Work from home ques�ons on federal business surveys have a much shorter history. The Census 
Bureau first collected WFH on a business survey as a response to one ques�on on the 2015 
Management and Organiza�onal Prac�ces Survey (MOPS). In response to the pandemic, the 
Census Bureau added ques�ons to two surveys. The Annual Business Survey (ABS) started asking 
three ques�ons about WFH star�ng in 2020 and con�nuing into the present. The Small Business 
Pulse Survey (SBPS), which started with the pandemic, also asked WFH on various waves. The 
BTOS is the successor to the SBPS and we describe it in more detail below. BLS also collected WFH 
from a business survey for a limited �me: the Business Response Survey (BRS) was conducted in 
2020 and 2021.  
 
The Business Trends and Outlook Survey (BTOS) is a rela�vely new experimental data product 
designed to capture high-frequency changes in economic condi�ons through a qualita�ve survey 
of employer businesses. The survey is intended to provide an overview of the general health of 
businesses through a short series of ques�ons conducted every two weeks. Its sample consists of 
approximately 1.2 million businesses (single and mul�ple loca�on) in six waves over a given 12-
week period. Results are published shortly a�er each biweekly collec�on providing an almost 
real-�me view of economic phenomena (Buffington et al. 2023).  
 
It is helpful to place any new collec�on, such as adding WFH ques�ons to the BTOS, into context 
by describing the collec�on in terms of three characteris�cs: appropriate, consistent, and op�mal. 
This first means placing the collec�on into context of the Census Bureau’s mission and its role in 
the larger Federal Sta�s�cal System. This entails taking an environmental scan of similar work at 
other sta�s�cal agencies; in this case, the surveys from BLS as noted above. Of these, the CPS is 
the mostly widely cited; for example, Casselman, Goldberg, and Koeze in The New York Times 
recently used the CPS to summarize current trends in their “Who S�ll Works from Home?” 
interac�ve data graphic.2 However, as it asked businesses about WFH, the BRS survey will also 
provide useful lessons learned.  In the paper, we will describe how the WFH BTOS ques�ons will 
add to our understanding of WFH by complemen�ng exis�ng surveys (and will not simply 
duplicate exis�ng efforts).  
 
We also will place the WFH ques�ons into the greater context of the BTOS survey itself and how 
these ques�ons are consistent with BTOS’ goals concerning measuring business trends and 
outlook. While the BTOS provides informa�on on current trends and expecta�ons on core 
concepts such as prices, employment, and revenue, occasional supplements are added to the 
BTOS, in order to meet needs concerning current issues. For example, ques�ons concerning 
business use of Ar�ficial Intelligence (AI) were added to the most recent BTOS collec�ons 
(Buffington et al. working paper forthcoming). Work from home is another such current issue. We 
will discuss how maintaining consistency with the goals of BTOS will mean that WFH ques�ons 
will likely be largely qualita�ve in nature.   

 
2 htps://www.ny�mes.com/interac�ve/2024/03/08/business/economy/remotework- 
home.html. The ar�cle notes that the data are from the CPS. For measurement details concerning the CPS, see Dey 
et al. (2021). Dey et al. (2020) discusses the results from both ATUS and NLSY. The ATUS results are discussed in 
Barrero et al. (2023). The NLSY results are discussed in Aughinbaugh et al. (2023). 
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Lastly, we will discuss the WFH BTOS ques�ons in the context of other data products available. 
That is, we will discuss why the survey approach is op�mal since alterna�ves such as 
administra�ve data are not available. An obvious candidate for administra�ve data is from the 
Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) program. The LEHD Origin Des�na�on 
Employment Sta�s�cs (LODES) tabulates commute distances between job and residence 
loca�ons. Green et al. (2017) compare commu�ng �mes from LODES to ACS. They find that LODES 
commutes are longer than ACS commutes and much of this difference is driven by the unit to 
worker assignment, which some�mes assign par�cularly large commutes.3 Thus, we will discuss 
why LODES is not currently a good candidate for measuring WFH.  
  
For larger context outside the federal sta�s�cal system, we will expand our view of context to 
describe private/academic efforts at collec�ons. Here there are surveys at both 
household/individual level (for example, the Survey of Working Arrangement and A�tudes 
(SWAA)) and business level (for example, the Survey of Business Uncertainty (SBU)). These 
surveys have provided important informa�on on WFH and we will describe how we hope to build 
on their successes.4 There are also some efforts to use commercial data including  mobility data 
collected from cell phones (see Abraham et al. (2024)) and online job pos�ngs (Hansen et al. 
(2023)). An early effort by Dingel and Neiman (2020) atempted to measure WFH poten�al by 
classifying occupa�ons using O*NET data. Through the discussion of these efforts, we will provide 
context that helps illuminate the gaps that WFH BTOS ques�ons will fill.   
 
The WFH BTOS ques�ons are being developed by a team that includes Census Bureau staff and  
academic researchers some of whom developed the original MOPS WFH ques�on,  the SWAA, 
and the SBU. Thus, the authors include experts both within and outside of the federal sta�s�cal 
system with experience with both demographic and business surveys concerning WFH. We will 
also draw on the insights of the BLS experts, especially those with WFH business survey 
experience who developed and fielded the BRS. As is standard protocol for new content, these 
ques�ons will be subject to rigorous cogni�ve tes�ng. The paper will describe the challenges in 
developing the ques�ons and how we drew upon the lessons learned from exis�ng business and 
household surveys in developing this content.  
 
Subject to approval from the Office of Management and Budget and condi�onal on successful 
cogni�ve tes�ng, WFH ques�ons will be added as a supplement to the BTOS. The WFH ques�ons 
will likely ask about concepts such as the number of days per week employees usually work from 
home, the number of fully remote employees, factors that limit WHF, and ac�ons in place to help 
maintain WFH. It will also likely ask about the outlook for WFH through ques�ons such as the 
expected share of WFH employees six months into the future.  The ques�ons will also likely ask 

 
3 The UI wage record data that forms the backbone of LEHD reports the existence of a job and its wages at the 
state-firm (SEIN) level. For mul�-establishment firms, Census imputes an establishment for that worker (the actual 
workplace) using the employment and establishment informa�on from the Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages, which reports employment levels, NAICS informa�on, and geographic loca�on. See Green et al. (2017). 
4 As an example from SWAA, see Barrero et al. (2023). As an example from SBU, see Bloom et al. (2023).  
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about complementary ac�vi�es such as business commercial real estate (CRE) investments, the  
business loca�on footprint and business travel.  
 
The planned paper will provide results from the BTOS WFH collec�on at na�onal, state, and large 
MSA level and by NAICS sectors (such as retail trade, manufacturing, and so on). The paper will 
provide comparisons to results from the relevant ABS ques�ons where possible.  With this focus 
on businesses’ perspec�ves, we may be able to understand differences between the ability to 
work from home occasionally in a hybrid mode and fully remote work.  
 
Building on these new results, we will look for commonali�es with results from our household 
surveys. We will start by  describing some of the challenges with these demographic surveys and 
our current research into areas of improvement. Among researchers, planners, and other 
stakeholders, the ACS is by far the most widely used Census Bureau resource for informa�on 
about WFH so we will focus on the ACS. The ACS provides regular reports on WFH (for example, 
Burrows and Burd (2024) and Burrows, Burd, and McKenzie (2023)). SIPP also provides reports 
(see Gumber and Burrows (2023)) and HPS results have been reported in America Counts stories 
(see Marshall et al. (2021)).  
 
The changing workplace norms associated with the pandemic have renewed and heightened 
interest in this topic. As a result, the Census Bureau has seen an increase in the number of 
ques�ons and comments about WFH data. While the informa�on provided by the current version 
of the ques�on has, for decades, played an important and useful role in our understanding of 
what has historically been a rela�vely small segment of the workforce, the increased prevalence 
and complexity of working from home has prompted greater interest in understanding WFH in 
greater detail. 
 
The Census Bureau has spent the last couple years workshopping ideas and gaining a beter 
understanding of data user priori�es for how to improve the ACS WFH ques�on. For household 
survey data, the most requested modifica�on was to gather informa�on about how many days 
per week workers telework, followed by the specific days teleworked. The Census Bureau plans 
to use this feedback to inform changes in the travel mode ques�on during the next ACS Content 
Test opportunity. We will describe these efforts in the paper.  
 
Following the sec�ons of business and demographic survey research and results, there will be a 
sec�on that synthesizes what we have learned from this dual perspec�ve – from business and 
worker surveys. We will note areas where having this dual perspec�ve informed our 
measurement choices related to the development of the new content on the BTOS. We will place 
these results into the larger context of the exis�ng literature. The paper will conclude with ideas 
for further research into this topic.  
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Appendix A: Census Bureau Business Surveys  

Ques�ons about working from home appear on ABS (2020-2023), MOPS (2015), SBPS (2020-2022) 

1. Annual Business Survey (2020-2023). Example is from ABS 2020 (wording is the same in other 
years).      

 

 

2. MOPS 2015 
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3. SBPS 2020-2022 
Phase 1-2: no related ques�ons 
Phase 3 

 
Phase 4 

 
Phase 5 

 
Phase 6 

 
Phase 7 

 
Phase 8 
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Appendix B: Census Bureau Household Surveys 

WFH ques�ons appear on the Decennial Census (1960-2000), ACS, HPS, and SIPP. 

1. Decennial Census: Star�ng in 1960, decennial long form asked about work from home. Examples 
are from 1960 and 2000.  
  

 
 

 
 

2. American Community Survey: The commute ques�on is asked of up to 5 people in the 
household (example ACS 2024).  
Source: The American Community Survey - Informa�onal Copy (2024) (census.gov) 
 

 
 

  

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/acs/methodology/questionnaires/2024/quest24.pdf
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3. Household Pulse Survey: Example from the January 9, 2024 version of HPS.  
Source: Phase 4.0 Household Pulse Survey (census.gov) 
 

 
 

4. Survey of Income and Program Par�cipa�on (SIPP). Example from 2022 SIPP.  
Source: 2022_SIPP_Instrument_Specifica�ons.pdf (census.gov) 

 
EJB3_WSHMWRK      Were there any days when ... worked only from home? 
EJB1_WSHMSUN      Worked from home on Sundays 
EJB1_WSHMMON      Worked from home on Mondays 
…….. 
EJB1_WSHMSAT      Worked from home on Saturdays 
  

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/demo/technical-documentation/hhp/Phase_4-0_HPS_Questionnaire_English.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sipp/questionnaires/2022/2022_SIPP_Instrument_Specifications.pdf
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Appendix C:  BLS Business Surveys 

Example is from the 2022 Business Response Survey.  

Source: brs-ques�onnaire-2022.pdf (bls.gov) 

 

 

  

https://www.bls.gov/brs/about/survey/brs-questionnaire-2022.pdf
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Appendix D: BLS Household Surveys 

Remote work/ telework ques�ons appear on three BLS household surveys: CPS, ATUS, and NLSY.  

1. Current Popula�on Survey  
In addi�on to the telework ques�ons added in 2022, earlier versions of the CPS also included 
work from home ques�ons (see Noonan and Glass 2012). 
 
Source: Telework (CPS) : U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta�s�cs (bls.gov) 

 

  

https://www.bls.gov/cps/telework.htm#q1
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2. American Time Use Survey (ATUS): Example is from the 2017–18 Leave and Job Flexibilities 
Module of the ATUS.  
Source: Public Use Data Dic�onary: 2017-2018 ATUS Leave and Job Flexibili�es Module (bls.gov) 

 

 

    

 

  

https://www.bls.gov/tus/dictionaries/lvmintcodebk1718.pdf
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3. Na�onal Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY):  See also Aughinbaugh et al. (2023),  Dey et al. 
(2020),  Noonan and Glass (2012). 
Source: Appendix 14: NLSY97 COVID-19 Supplement | Na�onal Longitudinal Surveys (nlsinfo.org)  
 

  

https://www.nlsinfo.org/content/cohorts/nlsy97/other-documentation/codebook-supplement/appendix-14-nlsy97-covid-19
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Appendix E: Private Surveys  

1. Survey of Working Arrangement and A�tudes (SWAA): Example from February 2024 SWAA.   

Source: WFH February 2024 (w�research.com) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://wfhresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/February-2024-SWAA-Questionnaire.pdf
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2. Survey of Business Uncertainty. Example is from July 2023. 
Source: Survey of Business Uncertainty - Federal Reserve Bank of Atlanta (atlantafed.org) 

 

 

 
 
 

https://www.atlantafed.org/research/surveys/business-uncertainty

