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Stumbling into the Great Recession
The Scrapbook Version

The Good
 As of April 2014, quarterly GDP-by-industry is an official 

BEA data series. 

 As of 2011, the Census Bureau conducts annual and 
quarterly surveys of all services industry sectors.

 These new Census surveys provide the basis for more 
reliable aggregate GDP estimates at turning points in the 
business cycle.

The Bad

The Ugly
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The Good

The Bad

 The first release of quarterly GDP-by-industry was initially 
scheduled for 2008.

 The availability of quarterly GDP-by-industry to economists 
would have been useful in 2008-2009.

 BEA: “Early [GDP] estimates significantly understated the 
extent of the decline.” Major factor—lack of services data.

 The understatement affected the quality of macroeconomic 
analysis and policymaking during the recession.

The Ugly





Percent Changes in Real Value Added by 
Selected Industries, U.S., 2007Q1-2009Q4
Seasonally Adjusted at Annual Rates (Source: BEA, April 25, 2014)







The Lumina Foundation











CBO View in January 2009
(Source: CBO’s Economic Forecasting Record – 2013 Update)
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The Good

The Bad

The Ugly
 1986 – Senator Sarbanes and Congressman Obey propose substantial 

upgrade of federal statistical system, including coverage of services.

 1989 – President Bush approves Economic Statistics Initiative, with services 
coverage as the “highest priority.”

 FY1991-FY1997 – Census Bureau goes to Congress 7 times for funding to 
survey all services industries annually, with modest success. 

 FY2003-FY2009 – Census Bureau goes to Congress 6 times for funding to 
survey all services industries annually and quarterly, with modest success. 

 FY2009 – Congress fully funds Census request of $8.1M.

 FY2011-FY2013 – BEA goes to Congress 3 times seeking funding to prepare 
quarterly GDP-by-industry. 

 FY2013 – House turns down, Senate approves BEA request of $500K, House 
accedes to Senate in conference.















Questions after Stumbling into the 
Great Recession

 What if #1? – What would 2007-2008 quarterly GDP 

estimates have looked like if Congress had given Census 

the services survey funds requested for FY2004?

 What if #2? – To the extent that 2007-2008 GDP 

estimates would have been different, how, if at all, might 

policy and business decisions have been different?   

 Why? – Why did it take 13 Census Bureau and 3 BEA 

requests before Congress provided the necessary funds? 

 What to do about it? – What can be done to ensure that in 

the future economic decision-makers have the data they 

need?
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