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Introduction

Increasing attention has been directed at the role statistical information plays in the lives of people in all walks of life.  The statistical agencies of the United States (along with other statistics-producing organizations) have responded to this attention by providing increasing access to their data often in conjunction with tools to support their use.  This has lead to accelerated design efforts to provide tools, systems, etc. to enact the “statistical knowledge network”.  The NSF in its Digital Government Initiative (and through other programs) has provided funding to a number of projects associated with statistical information.  Our team is one of those and has chosen a scenario-based approach to design in our work. This approach focuses our work and has provided a vehicle for technology transfer between the team and our partnering agencies.  Additionally, our scenarios can form a launch pad for the community as a whole as it moves to integrate information and services in a knowledge network.  This paper provides a roadmap for creating, evaluating and using scenarios within this context using our particular scenarios both as exemplars and as potential tools for the community.

Scenario-based Design

Scenario-based design is an iterative approach to system design that relies on user interaction scenarios, or narratives, as the source of guidance for design requirements.  These narratives describe how an archetypal person (with a set of goals, behaviors, and knowledge) would carry out a series of interactions with a system.  The articulation of the scenario enables designers to understand the features of the situation (e.g. needs analysis), determine appropriate system action (e.g. design requirements analysis), and document those (Rossen and Carroll, 2001).  The approach “exploits the complexity and dynamics of the design domain” (Carroll, 2000, p. 45) enabling designers to better understand real tasks and the constraints upon them.  Because scenarios can be both concrete and easily changed, as well as written from multiple perspectives (e.g., from the viewpoint of multiple stakeholders) and levels of abstraction, they can provide guidance without overly constraining design.  Designers, however, must recognize that scenarios privilege use over reflection (and thus may miss some aspects of system interaction), may start a design down specific paths (thus missing other possible paths), or limit designers to utilizing only solutions available at the current time (for example, may not enable a visionary approach towards technological change).  These challenges aside, scenarios are among the best techniques available to designers for understanding real world use.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

Scenarios can be used throughout the design process; it is likely that they will “morph” throughout as they will have specific goals at different points.  In our work, we have used them while framing our original understanding of the problems as well as in a variety of forms during testing. Further detail follows.

Our Project

Our project began in July 2002.  Funded by the National Science Foundation’s Digital Government Initiative (grant #EIA 0131824), it is a three-year project that 

seeks to create an integrated model of user access to and use of US government statistical information that is rooted in realistic data models and innovative user interfaces. This work will be completed with an eye toward the creation of a unified National Statistical Knowledge Network (NSKN). Our vision of integration ultimately aims to make resident-government interactions in the statistical data realm more of a partnership rather than strictly a one-way dissemination of information” (from the project’s website at http://ils.unc.edu/govstat/).  

Key issues we are addressing in the project include the integration (technical, social, managerial) of information and metadata across multiple sources (whether at the national level or across a variety of levels), the creation of interfaces to facilitate integration and usage of the information, and the associated statistical literacy tools that might be necessary. Previous work on the part of various team members has indicated a set of challenges that integration raises including terminology mismatches, metadata mismatches (and lack of metadata), back-end processing issues, etc. all of which will be considered as we move through the project.

Scenario Development Process

Often left on explicated in texts on scenario-based design is the nitty-gritty of scenario development.  How does a designer create “good” scenarios?  What constitutes goodness in a particular design effort?  Carroll  (2000) provides some general guidance on how to create good scenarios where good means that the scenarios “raise and illuminate key issues of usability and usefulness, or that suggest and provoke new design ideas.” His approaches to development include ethnographic field studies, participatory design, and reuse of prior analyses.  Our approach to scenario development utilized participatory design to ensure stakeholder buy-in and to enable rapid development of scenarios that met certain criteria.  

Scenario Criteria

Prior to scenario development, we established a set of criteria that the final scenarios would need to meet.  These criteria reflected the general guidelines indicated above (ability to illuminate key issues) as we and our partner agencies initially understood the key issues for our project.  In addition, they needed to reflect the partnership of many researchers and many agencies (both in terms of topical coverage and design challenges illustrated).  The specific criteria were that the scenarios:

· Represent real information needs of the general population that cross agency boundaries and/or levels of government, 

· Be compelling to agencies and study team, 

· Represent real types of information needs that might be expressed, 

· Demonstrate some integration “issues” such as terminological differences (within and across agencies), variable (and classes within) differences, variety of information sources needed to address the need, mismatches between user perceptions of data and agency perceptions, unclear, unavailable metadata, etc.

· Lead to design insight relevant to study team efforts.

It is important to point out that one scenario did not need to address all of the criteria-instead the set of scenarios needed to insure that all criteria would be met.

Our Development Process

Scenario development is generally an iterative process. Because scenarios are used throughout the design process, they may “morph” throughout.  For example, a scenario being used to flesh out design requirements cannot fully specify all those requirements.  In our situation, our first scenarios were narratives that indicated the task in which a particular sort of information seeker was engaged.  With these versions, we then searched to identify information that was used both to modify the scenario (e.g., to make it clearer, more specific, etc.) and also to enable further articulation of the scenario (so that it became both the expression of the task and the information that might fulfil the task). Later scenario forms (as design proceeds) will include specific actions of users and system.

As earlier indicated, we developed the scenarios via a participatory design approach. Agency partners were asked for possible scenario ideas as well as for information about key integration challenges they faced within their agency.  Ideas were solicited via an email listserv as well as from onsite and phone interviews with agency personnel.  A first set of twenty scenarios (draft task scenarios) was “floated” by the study team to the agency partners and specific feedback on the scenarios gathered. In particular, agency personnel were asked if a given scenario was of interest to their agency, whether they had information relevant to the scenario, and how the scenario might be modified to better incorporate their agency data into the scenario.  Comments from all participating agencies were gathered and summarized and used to generate a second set of scenarios (task scenarios). 

The task scenarios (reduced to fifteen) were then searched (on the web) by team personnel to begin to understand the specific integration challenges represented by a given scenario, the information that was available to address the scenario, provide further information on how the scenario might be better formulated, and gain insights on how existing sites were addressing integration challenges similar to ours and how they were presenting data.  An extensive database was developed that included search terms used, sources of data, relevant page URL’s, specific aspects of the scenario addressed by a given page, types of statistics found, specific detail on the integration challenges, etc.  The searchers did a debriefing with other team members, one of whom then developed short summaries (1-2 pages) of each (Appendix 3).  

Table 1: Scenario Roles in Project

	Scenario Iteration
	Purpose
	Example
	Comments

	Draft task scenarios
	To start a discussion with agency partners on potential scenarios of interest
	“I’m the owner of a mid-sized light industry firm (specific industry needed) considering building another factory/plant in the Northwest.  My decision criteria include….”
	20 of these were brainstormed by team members, circulated to agency partners and agency partners were contacted to get their feedback and possible revisions (see Appendix 1 for scenarios)

	Task scenarios
	To use for initial searches for information to complete task and to evaluate scenarios vis a vis evaluation criteria
	I’m the owner of a soybean crushing plant considering building another factory/plant in the Great Plains states.  I need to decide whether to build one or not and where I might locate it. My decision criteria include…..”

(Modifications from version 1 of this scenario include industry shift to incorporate data from one agency and which also added additional decision criteria. Industry shift prompted geographic location shift)
	15 scenarios reached this stage-most were modifications of the first 20 to better represent agency interests, several captured new aspects indicated as important by agencies.  (see Appendix 2 for scenarios)

	Task/information scenarios
	To enable choice of scenarios for ongoing design efforts though illumination of design challenges inherent in the scenario, 

to provide actual data for tools under development,

To gather insight on design features the team might consider incorporating in tools
	Scenario now included information on searching strategies, specific information found in support of scenario, design challenges that the scenario could illuminate.  The soybean crushing plant task leads to design challenges with terminology (soybean crushing vs soybean milling vs. soybean processing), access to regional and state data to be integrated with national level data, disaggregation of soybean information from tables with a variety of crops, etc.
	Following initial searches by the project team, the team developed a taxonomy template to determine which scenarios to develop specific tasks for 



	Finalized Task/Information/Tool Scenarios
	Used in all design activities (interface, terminological and other help tools, tutorials, metadata support), used as basis for specific tasks in user studies, provide “pithy” examples for presentations, other venues
	
	For example, the metadata study team (Hert, Haas, Denn, Fry) developed specific tasks for the study from these.




Categorizing Scenarios

An ongoing challenge for users of scenarios is understanding how each scenario fits into the larger design landscape. This is critical as designers need to have a set of scenarios that cover the design space.  We attempted several different approaches to categorization in our project.  We might think of our scenarios as a vector space-where each scenario gets assigned values on a number of different vectors.  A person could then search that vector space to find the scenarios that meet certain criteria.   So of course the question then becomes “what are the vectors?”  We identified the following as potential vectors:

Scenario’s point in its development process.  We need scenarios as different levels of specificity for different jobs-some design tasks will require extremely constrained scripts, other project tasks (such as determining that data exists in a general area) need more open ended scenarios.  In this paper, I define 4 levels: draft task, task, task/information, finalized task/information/design tool scenarios.  

User task: Here we could use a modified version of the taxonomy that Hert and Marchionini developed earlier  (see appendix 4)  This dimension actually breaks down into multiple smaller dimensions with any task being able to be assigned multiple sub-dimensions which would get values.

User type: In the same paper with the task taxonomy, we had one of users.  This was: 

· business users : people using the sites in support of for-profit business activities
· academic users: researchers, graduate students, faculty

· the media: journalists

· general public: people using the sites in support of non-work related tasks

· government users: from all branches of government, both international and national, down to local levels 

· education users: teachers and students from K-12 institutions

· statisticians: both within government agencies and external to them 

· users at libraries/museums, and other non-profit users

Integration Challenge Represented: The scenarios are intended to enable users and designed to engage with challenges associated with integration of information across agencies.  To date, we have identified the following types of challenges that can be mapped to particular scenarios (a scenario is likely to demonstrate multiple challenges).

· Terminological

· Definitional (concepts, specific statistical terms, etc.)

· Variable-related (competing possible variables, different defines of variables)

· Combining data across multiple levels of government

· Combining data across agencies (at the same level)

· Comparisons

· Geographic level of request difficult to fulfill

· Not-answerable (e.g., out-of-scope, requiring analysis agencies don’t provide, confidentiality issues

 So let’s try an example:  Here’s one of our scenarios:

I’m the owner of a soybean crushing firm considering building another factory/plant in the Great Plains states.  I need to decide whether to build one or not and where I might locate it.  My decision criteria include availability of access to soybeans, quality of work life issues for employees, labor costs, education-levels of the potential employee bases, transportation infrastructure, energy costs, etc.  

Using the dimensions above:  This is a task scenario (because it doesn’t include the info that would address it and it’s not specified sufficiently for many design tasks).  On the task/question taxonomy it might be a judge/evaluate/compare query with a geographic constraint, fairly specific with a number of facets, and a closed goal.  On the user taxonomy, it’s a business user. On the integration challenge taxonomy, it’s integration across agencies, definitional (for example, what’s quality of life).

A Scenario Template

In August 2002, the team needed to identify data sets that all team members could use in various prototypes. Our scenarios were used to identify these data sets.  A set of team members, meeting at UNC in late August, developed the following template for the scenarios.  

In our discussions at UNC, we recognized that there could be quite the variety of scenarios and that each could be tweaked in a variety of ways.  We moved to the idea of a template in which various components could be swapped in.  We could imagine doing a demo in which we show tools that support a particular instance of a scenario (such as health of native Americans) and then be able to say “and of course we could do this for black women…” and if possible demonstrate that version.  It’s important for us to keep in mind that the “swaps” may lead to the need to use data from different agencies or of a different granularity, etc.  For example, native American health data comes largely from the Indian Health Service while that for black women probably comes from the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS).  

The foci are not intended to be mutually exclusive.  We choose them based to some extent on which of the scenarios we had already investigated appealed to us, our knowledge of the types of things people might logically ask for, what we thought our agency partners might want, and the potential of the scenario versions to map to a number of agencies.

	Focus
	Scenario template
	Scenario versions
	data

	Focus on a geographic area
	1.  I want to find out about the economy of my [geographic unit]

2.  I want to compare the economy of [geo unit 1] and [geo unit 2]
	1a. student in policy analysis class-college level, I want to find out about the economic health of my state and county (state: Nebraska, county: Sheridan)

1b.I’m a real estate developer and  I want to find out about the economic health of state and county (state: Washington, county: King)

1c. retiree, state: North Carolina, county: ?

2a. I’m contemplating a move from Seattle to Bozeman, MT.  How do they compare?  
	www.dol.state.ne.us/nstars/webnstars (data access tool specific to Nebraska-county level data available)

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/31000.html  (Census info on Nebraska-table)

http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/31/31161.html  (Census info on Sheridan county-table)

http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/BasicFactsServlet (data access tool for 2000 Census data-available at county level)



	Focus on a topic
	1.  I want to learn about [health topic]

2.  I want to learn about [energy topic]
	1a. I’m a journalist writing a series of stories on the “Weighing “UP” of America: Obesity in the United States”.  I haven’t determined a focus yet so I’m looking to see what relevant data and relationships I can talk about.  I imagine that I can talk about different demographic characteristics and their relationship to obesity but I’d also like to talk about the economics of obesity (such as dollars for health care, diet food industry, etc.), changing American eating habits, and other topics.  What do you have that might be relevant?

2a. 


	http://www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/obesity/trend/index.htm (variety of tables linked to this page)

http://apps.nccd.cdc.gov/brfss/ (interactive tool to get to behavioral risk factor data—allows comparisons by state)

http://www.cdc.gov/brfss/ti-surveydata2000.htm (provides variety of tools to get at all data from behavioral risk factor survey—also has metadata)

http://www.niddk.nih.gov/health/nutrit/pubs/statobes.htm#cost (stats embedded in FAQ format-includes economic info)

http://www.barc.usda.gov/bhnrc/foodsurvey/Products9496.html#table%20sets%20in%20PDF%20format  (list of tables on food consumption from ERS)

	Focus on business location
	1.  I am investigating the possibility of locating [a business] in [geographic unit]
	1a. I’m the owner of a soybean crushing firm considering building another factory/plant in the Great Plains states.  I need to decide whether to build one or not and where I might locate it.  My decision criteria include availability of access to soybeans, quality of work life issues for employees, labor costs, education-levels of the potential employee bases, transportation infrastructure, energy costs, etc.  

1b. I’m investigating the possibility of opening an organic grocery in the Seattle metropolitan area.
	1a: soybean info at NASS:

http://www/nass.usda.gov:81/ipedb/  (Data access tool—go to section on oilseeds and cotton, can get county level data)

www.nass.usda.gov/research/gmsoyyap.html (compares across states)

(decision criteria beyond soybean access not yet investigated)

	Kids
	1. I want to find information about the economy of my [geographic unit] 

2. I want to learn about [health topic]

3.  I want to learn about [energy topic]
	1a. I’m a middle-school student (6th grade) and I’m writing a paper on the economy of our state (Nebraska) and county (Sheridan).  

2a. In our health class (9th grade) we are learning about obesity and I need to write a topic on the paper.  I’m not sure what information and statistics are available.
	1.  see info above on focus on geographic unit, scenario template 1)

	Focus on health of a group
	1.  I want to know how health of [population group] differs from general public
	1a.  I want to know how native Americans’ health differs from that of the general public

1b. I want to know how black women’s health differs from that of the general public
	1a.  http://newscenter.cancer.gov/pressreleases/healthdisparities.html (report with tables embedded)

http://www.ihs.gov/PublicInfo/Publications/trends98/trends98.asp (set of pdf files, primarily of tables)

http://www.ihs.gov/PublicInfo/Publications/trends98/region98.asp (set of pdf files, primarily of tables)

	Other—uncategorized as of yet but I liked them and we had worked on them a bit.
	
	1. I’m a social activist in the Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina area and have become increasingly concerned about urban sprawl and the loss of rural areas for both farming and recreation.  I need statistics to support my claim that significant differences occur when urban development occurs in rural and/or farming  areas.  I can anticipate some of the differences I might look for but not all of them.

2. .  I’m a policy analyst with a large environmental policy advocacy group and am beginning research on an initiative into the impacts on water quality of pesticide usage on crops.  I’m not sure what data are available or from which agencies.  I’d like to focus on California.


	1.  http://www.csus.edu/indiv/w/wassmerr/region.pdf  (a report with stats embedded including info on R-D)

2.  water.wr.usgs.gov/pnsp (reports with data)

ca.water.usgs.gov/pnsp/crop  (individual tables for pesticide usage by crop)

http://waterdata.usgs.gov.nnwis  (data access tool for water info at usgs)

www.epa.gov/waters/data/index.html
(data access tool at epa)

california info:www.swrcb.ca.gov (pesticides in marine animals at county level from State Water Resources Control Board)


Recent Efforts

At this time (Fall 2002) we are using the scenarios in two ways.  The metadata team (Haas, Hert, Denn and Fry) developed a set of tasks from several of the scenarios for a user study (See Appendix 5).  The team identified a small set of data sources appropriate for each task.  These tasks will be used to identify types of integration challenges users experience and how we might better support users.  

The second use of the scenarios is in support of efforts to gain access to data sets and metadata to be used within our prototypes.  

Insights into Scenario-Based Design

What have we learned?  

1. In this partnership environment, a participatory design approach to scenario development is important—at each stage we needed to gather feedback and also additional information relevant to the scenarios to move forward.  The scenarios form a common basis for the research team and the agency partners to discuss issues, problems, and approaches.  This discussion also fosters education on both sides-the researchers learn more about the agencies and their data and the agency personnel learn more about how our solutions might work with their data.

2.  Scenario-based design can serve as a foil to other design approaches.  Scenarios provide an impetus for designers to provide tools that support the “Telling of particular stories.”  At the same time, designers also provide tools that enable other stories to be told.  Working in tandem, these two approaches are mutually beneficial—the yin and yang of design.

2.  Categorizing our scenarios: this is an issue for scenario-based design generally-how can they be categorized to facilitate a) sharing of knowledge of design process and b) for reuse.  We have some ideas on this in terms of how the scenarios map to our design process.  The process represented in Table 1 and in Table 2 provides another. 

3) Using our scenarios in a testing environment.  At the end of our design process we will have fairly detailed understandings of the agencies, their data, and how these are expressed in our scenarios. In addition, we will have specific tasks and their “solutions” that can be utilized as a test bed by other researchers working in the domain of statistical information.  Such a testbed would enhance the field’s ability to build on earlier work.

Re-using Our Scenarios

A goal in presenting this work was to enable reuse of our scenarios.  In support of that goal we have included several iterations of the scenarios as appendices.
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Appendix 1: First draft of scenarios

Scenarios: What are they?

Text below taken from: http://ucs.cs.vt.edu/OverviewPage_SBD.html. The Usability Case Crawler. This is an on-line supplement to "Usability Engineering: Scenario-based Development of Human-Computer",  (2001) co-authored by Dr. Carroll and Dr. Rosson.

Scenarios are narratives describing a person with a specific set of behaviors, goals, and experiences who carries out a sequence of activities with an interactive system. Scenarios make system use explicit and thus can help designers respond to current needs while also anticipating new ones. Sharing and developing scenarios helps to control the uncertainties of design work, while sharpening and strengthening design goals.

In SBD [scenario-based design], scenario writing is always interleaved with claims analysis, where the features of a situation that have important effects on the actors are identified. 

[Stages in Scenario-based Design]

Activity Design
First, developers envision activity scenarios-narratives of typical or critical services that people will seek from the system. These early scenarios provide a concrete glimpse of the future that the designers are trying to enable through their efforts. However they deliberately focus on pure functionality, refraining from specifying details about what the system will look like or how users will manipulate it.

Information Design
In the second design phase, the team produces information scenarios. These are elaborations of activity scenarios that provide details about the information that the system will provide to users. There are many complexities to information scenarios. It is more than merely a matter of making it possible for people to see things on a computer display.

Interaction Design
The third design phase involves the design of interaction scenarios. These scenarios describe the details of user action and feedback. Each interaction scenario is a fully-specified design vision: the users and task(s) being supported, the information needed to carry out the task, the actions the users take to interact with the task information, and the responses the system provides to users' actions.

Scenarios in Our Project

At this point, we are largely involved in the first two types of scenario-based design (activity-design and information-design).  Below you will find a set of “proto”-activity design scenarios.  We are hoping that you will help us refine these (or add others) to meet some of the criteria listed below.  We expect this to be an iterative process, but also one that we need to address fairly rapidly, as the design teams need them to begin to flesh out their prototypes.   I’ve provided a rating checklist to help you decide whether the scenario is appropriate from your perspective.   We’d also like other scenario ideas that you may have and/or other people who should be involved from your agency. (Feel free to forward these on to them.)  I may give some of you a call to get your feedback.

Carol Hert, Syracuse University,  rockcny1@hotmail.com

Scenario Evaluation Criteria

For agencies:

· Representing information needs that cross agency boundaries and/or levels of government, 

· compelling to agencies, 

· representing real types of information needs that might be expressed, 

· demonstrating some of their integration “issues” such as terminological differences (within and across agencies), variable (and classes within) differences, variety of information sources needed to address the need, mismatches between user perceptions of data and agency perceptions, unclear, unavailable metadata, etc.

For study team:

· Representing information needs that cross agency boundaries and/or levels of government, 

· compelling, 

· expressive of real needs of the general population, 

· allow exploration of integration issues related to terminology, metadata, interface design, back-end processing of data and metadata

Scenario Evaluation Criteria Checklist

We’d appreciate comments for each scenario as to:

A. Does the given scenario cross agency boundaries? Which agencies would have relevant data?

B.  To what extent is it “compelling” (a hot topic, a frequent need, etc.) to the agency?

C.  To what extent does it have the potential to illuminate integration issues of interest to your agency?

D.  What would improve the scenario to meet the criteria listed above?

The “Proto-scenarios”
1.  I’m the owner of a mid-sized light industry firm (specific industry needed) considering building another factory/plant in the Northwest.  My decision criteria include quality of worklife issues for employees, labor costs, education-levels of the potential employee bases, transportation infrastructure, energy costs, etc.

2.  I’m planning on buying a new car (in city X) and keeping it for 5-8 years.  Should I buy an electric car?

3.  I’m a member of a black women’s senior group in Urbana-Champaign, ILL.  How do our “life-styles” compare to others in other parts of the state.  (life-styles might include health, wages, retirement benefits, other aspects—name some for us).

4.  Should I consider getting off the power-grid? I live in Norman, Oklahoma.

5.  In my environment sciences class (11th grade), we are writing term papers on the economic and life-style effects (such as health, quality of life) of alternative energy technologies. 

6.  I’m a middle-school student (6th grade) and I’m writing a paper on the economy of our state (Nebraska) and county (specify county).

7.  I’m an activist for Native American rights in the Northwest and in preparation for a policy briefing on the quality of life on reservations, I need data for the last 10 years.

8.  For my senior thesis for college, I’m writing a paper on the outlook for renewable energy in the United States in the next five years.

9.  I’m contemplating a move from Seattle to Bozeman, MT.  How do they compare?  (I’m a 45 year old computer engineer, a 25 year old RN, etc.)

10.  The Tribal leadership wants to know what the potential is for renewables production on our reservation (specify reservation).

11.  As a 30 year old, just starting a career in Industry X (farming, large animal veterinarian, others), I’m concerned about how to work towards my retirement.  What can I expect from Social Security, my industry (including benefits, on the job injuries, outlook), and given where I live (North Carolina).

12.  I’m the child of a farmer struggling to make a living and am not sure I can face the unpredictability of the farmer’s life.  I’d like to find other industries/occupations that have more predictability, less variability, etc. (of costs?  Return on investment?  cost for training, years of education required, starting salary, forecast demand (ratio of qualified applicants to open positions taking into account industry growth, others?).

13.  I’m a social activist in the Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina area and have become increasingly concerned about urban sprawl and the loss of rural areas for both farming and recreation.  I need statistics to support my claim that significant quality of life differences occur when urban development occurs in rural areas.

14. I want to build a new Energy Efficient Home. What kinds of costs can I expect and how will they differ from building a “normal” house.  I live in the Boston metropolitan area. 

15.  My company is in the process of designing a bio-diesel plant, we have been doing

extensive research and development. I was wondering if bio-diesel would be considered as Renewable Energy?  The feed stock to make bio-diesel is grease and plant oil.  What can we expect in terms of markets for our product in the United States?

16. I am doing a report on energy for science (9th grade). Where is wind energy going to be more efficient -- year round hopefully?  I live in NW Ohio, USA, and am trying to decide if wind energy would be a step in the right direction instead of our area’s current use of nuclear, petroleum, natural gas, and coal energy.

17. I have a family history of heart disease and want to be near hospitals that offer good cardiology teams.  I'm considering retiring to (specify a set of  places) and want to know what hospitals serve these areas and the extent to which they provide good service (variety of dimensions)  to cardiology patients. 


18. I receive social security disability and am XX years old.  My spouse will retire in 10 years and we want to decide whether we should buy our retirement home now or wait. 
 
19. My partner and I have been living together for 2 years and are considering getting married.  What are the economic benefits and costs?  We’ve also heard that people’s long-term health and well being is related to marital status.  What is the relationship?

20. We are a two-income married couple in our 30's who want to compare the 
economic factors of renting and buying a home.
Appendix 2: Second version of scenarios

June 10, 2002

We’ve modified the first round of scenarios based on your comments. (Thank you!) The new set tries to better represent your agency needs,  integration challenges you mentioned, “hot topics” of broad interest, and topics that require data from multiple agencies.   Where possible, I’ve tried to include some of the background information/rationale so that you can correct us or provide more feedback.  Students at UNC will begin to gather potentially relevant information from your websites and other sources starting this week so we begin to have specific information/data for the project teams to work with.

Integration Challenges Mentioned (by agencies)

Time series data: which come out from multiple agencies on different schedules and which may get revised historically as methods change

A user not knowing which data/agency/division of agency might be relevant to an inquiry

Quality of life/life style enquiries-there are many sources available for peoples’ queries in this area but agencies do not organize their data using this “meta-theme”

Definitions: lack of, inconsistency of

Granularity of data: user needs may require aggregation or disaggregation, 

Using data from multiplicity of local, regional, private, etc. sources either across the agencies or within the agencies

REVISED SCENARIOS

1.  I’m the owner of a soybean crushing firm considering building another factory/plant in the Great Plains states.  I need to decide whether to build one or not and where I might locate it.  My decision criteria include availability of access to soybeans, quality of work life issues for employees, labor costs, education-levels of the potential employee bases, transportation infrastructure, energy costs, etc.  (crosses agencies, may need local data, quality of life issues, common type of question for some agencies in its disaggregated form)

2.   I’m a member of a black women’s senior group in Urbana-Champaign, ILL.  How do our “life-styles” compare to others in other parts of the state.  (life-styles might include health, wages, retirement benefits).  (aging population, minorities as hot topics, need for regional and local data, quality of life issues)

3.  In my environment sciences class (11th grade), we are writing term papers on the economic and life-style effects (such as health, quality of life) of alternative energy technologies.   (Challenges include defining life-style effects, alternative energy technologies definitions, integration of technical data with life-style data)

4. I’m a middle-school student (6th grade) and I’m writing a paper on the economy of our state (Nebraska) and county (specify county).  (A common question for BLS, Census, needs information for k-12 audience)

5. As a 30 year old, just starting a career in Industry X (farming, large animal veterinarian, others), I’m concerned about how to work towards my retirement.  What can I expect from Social Security, my industry (including benefits, on the job injuries, outlook), and given where I live (North Carolina).

6. I’m a social activist in the Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina area and have become increasingly concerned about urban sprawl and the loss of rural areas for both farming and recreation.  I need statistics to support my claim that significant differences occur when urban development occurs in rural and/or farming  areas.  I can anticipate some of the differences I might look for but not all of them.

7.  I would like to open a grocery store specializing in organic products in the greater Seattle metropolitan area.  What are the trends in production and consumption of organic food products?  Would the Seattle area be a good place to locate?

8.  For my senior thesis for college, I’m writing a paper on the outlook for renewable energy in the United States in the next five years.  (forecasts, time series, renewable energy definition)

9.  I’m contemplating a move from Seattle to Bozeman, MT.  How do they compare?  (I’m a 45 year old computer engineer, a 25 year old RN, etc.)

10.  Each person in our class (9th grade) has been assigned a particular industry to research.  We need to find out what types of occupations are found in that industry (And what the educational requirements are, the salaries and earning potentials for those occupations) as well as trends in the industry.  I’m trying to find a unique angle to make my paper interesting such as potential for job-related injuries or illnesses and deaths or specific aspects of the industry that are relevant to its economic forecast.  My career is farming.

11. I’m an activist for Native American rights in the Northwest and am concerned about how Native American health differs from that of the general populace.  I need data on how it differs and also on possible economic, geographic, educational or other factors that might relate to those differences.  (Native Americans a difficult population to get data on, hard to get 10 years of comparable data, integration of multiple data sources)

12.  I’m a journalist writing a series of stories on the “Weighing “UP” of America: Obesity in the United States”.  I haven’t determined a focus yet so I’m looking to see what relevant data and relationships I can talk about.  I imagine that I can talk about different demographic characteristics and their relationship to obesity but I’d also like to talk about the economics of obesity (such as dollars for health care, diet food industry, etc.), changing American eating habits, and other topics.  What do you have that might be relevant?

13.  I am getting married next year and am recognizing that I need to begin planning for my future with a wife and then hopefully children.  I’m starting to be concerned about planning for our eventual retirement, the impact of children on our financial life, and our long-term health.  We are at a point were we can make many choices-about where to live and when to try to have children.  What indicators should I monitor over time to help me make these decisions?  

14.  Hi! I’m in 5th grade and each of us in my class is doing a report on a particular product from our state—North Carolina.  I am doing corn.  I’m not exactly sure what I’m supposed to find out but I guess my teacher wants me to talk about where it grows, how much of it grows, what it is used for and things like that.  I’m in the 4H club so I know a lot about corn in so maybe I can do something special for my project like compare North Carolina to the United States or other nearby states.

15.  I’m a policy analyst with a large environmental policy advocacy group and am beginning research on an initiative into the impacts on water quality of pesticide usage on crops.  I’m not sure what data are available or from which agencies. 

Appendix 3: Scenario Summaries

August 5, 2002

1.  I’m the owner of a soybean crushing firm considering building another factory/plant in the Great Plains states.  I need to decide whether to build one or not and where I might locate it.  My decision criteria include availability of access to soybeans, quality of work life issues for employees, labor costs, education-levels of the potential employee bases, transportation infrastructure, energy costs, etc.  (crosses agencies, may need local data, quality of life issues, common type of question for some agencies in its disaggregated form)

NASS provides state level data on soybean planting, harvesting, yield and prices via their data access tool, Agricultural Statistics Data Base. (http://www.nass.usda.gov:81/ipedb/).  A user would need to be aware that information on soybeans would be in the category “oilseeds and cotton” to access a page where soybeans can be chosen. County level data is also available from this data base. It is also possible to look by state at soybean planting and yield at www.nass.usda.gov/research/gmsoyyap.html that enables you to see graphically how states compare to each other (by acreage planted and yield) though it’s only from the 1997 Census of Agriculture.  I assume that this would enable someone to figure out geographical access to soybeans.  Transportation networks to move the soybeans around would be another story.

issues: terms soybean crushing vs. soybean processing vs. soybean milling, info on soybeans often in tables with many other crops.

August 9, 2002

Scenario: I’m a policy analyst with a large environmental policy advocacy group and am beginning research on an initiative into the impacts on water quality of pesticide usage on crops.  I’m not sure what data are available or from which agencies. 

Answer: Top agencies would be USGS, EPA, ERS, NASS, NRCS.  State governments also will have information either in the Department of Agriculture or in the agency that handles Water supply.  It is possible to get some local information on water supply quality but in general it seems difficult to get linkages at the local level between water quality and pesticide usage.  There didn’t appear to be many non-governmental agencies which have relevant data.  

The policy analyst would have to consider what “types” of water he/she was interested in.  the NAWQA site from USGS lists water in the atmosphere, ground water, surface water, sediments and aquatic biota.  EPA sometimes categorizes by watersheds, estuaries/bays, and others.  California has information on ocean creatures (suggesting the breakdown of ocean water quality vs. fresh water quality).  Statistic types included ppb (parts per billion), wet weight, total maximum daily load, acreage covered, maximum tissue residue levels.

Some data access tools are listed below. 

Searching on google (Water quality, pesticides)-the majority of the top hits were from two agencies: USGS and EPA.  

A top USGS Link went to NAWQA Pesticide National Synthesis Project (water.wr.usgs.gov/pnsp) which had a variety of reports (With data) on different pesticides in different places (Such as ground water, atmosphere, etc.)  This site seemed to have the clearest linkage between water quality and pesticides at least in the texts.  It also includes information on the amount of pesticides used on particular crops (see http://ca.water.usgs.gov/pnsp/crop/sunflower.html for an example) but this table doesn’t link to how much has gotten into various water sources and is at national level.  The data source for these crop tables aren’t clear.  Later (Via a link from EPA) I found a selective access too called NWISweb data for the Nation (http://waterdata.usgs.gov.nwis) that provides access to USGS data.

Various states also seem to have regional or local information.  For example, California, has county specific info on pesticides in some sea organisms via the State Water Resources Control Board (www.swrcb.ca.gov).

EPA’s Office of Water (http://www.epa.gov/ow/) also have extensive information on water quality and pesticides.  It was somewhat challenging to navigate around because there seem to be many smaller offices (Such as Office of Groundwater and Drinking Water) all of which have data.  There is a database called EPA WATERS (http://www.epa.gov/waters/data/index.html) that can be used to access data (though I’m still confused about which of the Office of Water’s suboffices might have data in the system).  EPA’s data was difficult to get a handle on because the focus is on water not on pesticides.  When EPA as a whole was searched with water quality, crops, pesticides, no data seemed to be retrieved-rather documents about how to minimize effects of pesticides on water quality.  

Searching on FedSTats, usgs and epa showed up again.  Also got ERS.

ERS link led me to this statement of ERS program related to pesticides: “U.S. farmers have greatly increased land productivity through the use of synthetic chemical pesticides. Increasingly, the agriculture industry must weigh a multitude of economic, environmental, legal, and policy factors when making decisions on pesticide use and the adoption of new technologies. Pesticide use is regulated closely by the Federal Government through laws including the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA); the Federal Food, Drug, and Cosmetic Act; the Food Quality Protection Act (FQPA); and the methyl bromide provisions of the Clean Air Act. ERS research emphasizes the factors underlying the adoption of pesticides and other pest control technologies and the economic and environmental implications of laws, policies, and regulations affecting pesticides and pest management. (http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/view.asp?T=100410)”

Also, on water quality: Agricultural activity can affect water quality in various ways. ERS continually examines these effects, as well as the economic benefits of water quality improvement, and the efficacy of government efforts to control the negative impact of agriculture on water quality.” (http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/view.asp?T=103620)

On a Fedstats search for pesticides, NASS showed up.  Found one report that discussed how pests were managed for various crops. (http://usda.mannlib.cornell.edu/reports/nassr/other/pest/pestan01.txt)

A second google search turned up the NRCS (National Resource Conservation Service) http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/land/wqual.html which has some time series data on trends in pesticide usage and runoff (etc.)

A large amount of material was available on water quality (Without the linkage to pesticides being so explicit).  Because of regulatory needs, a citizen can get detailed information on his/her local water supply (easily found via www.epa.gov/safewater/dwinfo.htm.  EPA is a good source, in general, for this type of info. 

August 2, 2002

11. I’m an activist for Native American rights in the Northwest and am concerned about how Native American health differs from that of the general populace.  I need data on how it differs and also on possible economic, geographic, educational or other factors that might relate to those differences.  

Well, the news isn’t good-Native Americans have significantly higher rates of alcholism, tuberculosis, diabetes, accidents, suicide, pneumonia and influenza and homicide than other Americans.  Statistics are available from “Trends in Indian Health” produced by the Indian Health Service, a federal agency that services native Americans living on or near reservations. Latest info from 1998-1999.  A related publication from the agency “Regional Differences in Indian Health” reports that the service population has a lower rate of HIV infection and malignant neoplasms than the general population.  Info from the National Cancer Institute (using NCI and NCHS data) (http://newscenter.cancer.gov/pressreleases/healthdisparities.html) provides data for 1992-1999 rates of various cancers broken down by racial group (American Indians and Native Alaskans) including data both on instances where rates are higher or lower than general pop.  The report points out (And I quote) cancer incidence and death rates for some racial and ethnic populations may be limited by problems in ascertaining race and by the misreporting of race and ethnicity on forms used to collect information on cancer incidence, deaths, and the populations at risk. For instance, while reporting race for African-American and white populations is generally considered reliable, biases are more serious for smaller populations, particularly American Indian/Alaskan Natives, as well as for groups living in smaller geographical areas. Additionally, it is important to note that Hispanics can be of any race and are not mutually exclusive from white, African –Americans, Asian/Pacific Islanders, and American Indian/Alaskan Natives. These biases can affect trends and comparisons among groups.

In seems relatively easy to find data on various diseases and their incidence in the native American/native Alaskan populations from the Indian Health Service (limited to user or service population—see below), NCHS, National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention … (CDC Center).  The Indian Health Service provides some breakdowns by their service units which can give one some sense of regional differences.

One agency (Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality—www.ahcpr.gov) has the goal of examining disparities across groups so might also have relevant data.  I didn’t find many statistics but lots of references to reports that would have fuller data.  Also summary of one workshop in which issues in improving reporting and use of data in this area was considered. (http://www.ahcpr.gov/news/ulp/tribal/ulptribal10.htm) The National Center for Injury Prevention and control (also CDC) has data on native americans but doesn’t seem to provide comparisons with other ethnic or racial groups.  Associations focusing on particular diseases also have some data though in some cases it’s repackaged data from fed. Agencies.  The American Heart Association, for example, includes data from CDC (the National Health Interview Survey, the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report data) as well as data from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute (http://www.americanheart.org/presenter.jhtml?identifier=629).

Along with google searches on native Americans health and native Americans health reservations, a site from NLM (http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/nativeamericanhealth.html#statistics) had a good set of links to these resources

It was difficult to find local information.  Some was found through two sites that provides research articles: CAIRE (www.caire.org), the Center for American Indian Research and Education, and the Native Health Research Database (ahttp://hsc.unm.edu/nhrd/index.html)

The NCI points explicitly to socio-economic status as impacting health and it says 

Many of the differences in cancer incidence and mortality rates among racial and ethnic groups may be due to factors associated with social class rather than ethnicity. Socioeconomic status (SES) in particular appears to play a major role in the differences in cancer incidence and mortality rates, risk factors, and screening prevalence among racial and ethnic minorities. Moreover, studies have found that SES, more than race, predicts the likelihood of a group’s access to education, certain occupations, and health insurance, as well as income level and living conditions, all of which are associated with a person’s chance of developing and surviving cancer. http://newscenter.cancer.gov/pressreleases/healthdisparities.html
The problem is that getting SES info is difficult from Census and BLS because the estimates are poor for populations without sufficient representation in the samples (i.e., native Americans). Some socio-economic info linked to race was found at CDC (Health, United States publication) but only found info oh live births by education level by race, low-birthweight by education level by race, and infrant mortality by education level by race.  I found mention of the American Indian Data Tables available from Census on several sites but could not track them down via census search.

Key concepts/issues to consider

Indian Health Service has data for its service and user populations but that population consists of American Indians and Alaska natives identified as eligible for IHS services. Since the agency runs health clinics, etc. in reservation areas, its data does not capture native Americans living away from those areas.  Some of agency stats are for user population and some for the service population.

Changes in racial coding: when using data from Census or NCHS must be aware of how race is self-reported and changes in category classes over time

Coding of health problems using ICD-9 has changed over time (Indian Health Service “Trends in Indian Health” provides details).

User understanding of meaning of various health terms

Scenario Comments:

Getting the health info should be easy-and it could be focused on specific diseases.

Getting SES data may be difficult particularly to tie it to specific diseases.

Indian Health Service provides info on service at its clinics-thus one could include that as an aspect of health (i.e., include quality of service vs. service available to general pop.)

August 2, 2002

4. I’m a middle-school student (6th grade) and I’m writing a paper on the economy of our state (Nebraska) and county (specify county).  (A common question for BLS, Census, needs information for k-12 audience)

For State level data: ERS has good overview page with detailed information on farming, Census quick facts can give you data at state (compared to US as whole) and county (compared to state) level and in terms of economic information provides: housing units, home ownership rate, median household money income, persons below poverty level, children below poverty level, private nonfarm establishments and employment, nonfarm employment change percent change, non-employer establishments, manufacturers shipments, retail sales, retail sales per capita, minority and women owned businesses, federal grants and aid, local government employment, BLS provides employment, unemployment, employment rate, nonfarm wage and salary employment in various industries, mass layoffs.  

Nebraska State agencies are excellent sources of data for state level.  While much of the data are actually from national level efforts, having just the Nebraska specific information (potentially gathered from multiple federal data sources) probably works best for this type of query.  In Nebraska, some of the sources are the Nebraska Department of Economic Development, and the Department of Labor.  The Department of Labor sponsors a website called NSTARS (Nebraska Statistical Tracking and Reporting System, http://www.dol.state.ne.us/nstars/webnstars/) which should provide county level data.  It describes itself as a system that provides researchers, planners, and developers a single source for local demographic and labor market information.  
For county level data: Census has as listed above.

The major issues for this scenario would be focusing in on which statistics one wants, getting them at a K-12 level, having terminology at the K-12 level, and doing the necessary  legwork for comparisons between counties (if the student would get that motivated).  Navigation to get to some of these sites also seemed challenging.

August 20, 2002

6. I’m a social activist in the Raleigh-Durham, North Carolina area and have become increasingly concerned about urban sprawl and the loss of rural areas for both farming and recreation.  I need statistics to support my claim that significant differences occur when urban development occurs in rural and/or farming  areas.  I can anticipate some of the differences I might look for but not all of them.

This scenario involves first identifying what measures to look at in relationship to urban sprawl.  A report, Urban Sprawl in a U.S. Metropolitan Area:, (2000) (http://www.csus.edu/indiv/w/wassmerr/region.pdf) provides a short list of possible measures and includes RD area as one of the comparison metropolitan areas.  The report includes measures of urban sprawl (Such as level of centralization of metro area) and also measures of undesirable outcomes of urban sprawl (such as degree of economic segregation)  and provides a bibl of data sources for the information. (including Census, HUD).  If we choose this scenario, this document would be a good starting source for measures.  Additional information can be found from the North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (Such a number of farms, etc.).

Further background information on growth in NC and the rural South and accompanying issues was found in two other sources: http://www.zsr.org/ncfinal.doc and http://srdc.msstate.edu/publications/garkovich2.pdf.  These provide info from which someone could generate additional measures but it requires some intellectual leaps.

Searching on Google with “urban sprawl” provides additional resources where possible measures could be found.  For example, a document (old) (http://www.uoregon.edu/~pppm/landuse/sprawl.html) provides the following list of “indicators of sprawl” with the data sources.

* From 1970 to 1990, the density of urban population in the United States decreased by 23 percent. 

Source: Associated Press article "Census: Cities Takeover U.S.," Statesman Journal, December 18, 1991.



* From 1970 to 1990, more than 30,000 square miles (19 million acres) of once-rural lands in the United States became urban, as classified by the U.S. Census Bureau. That amount of land equals about one third of Oregon's total land area. 

Source: Associated Press article referred to above.



* From 1969 to 1989, the population of the United States. increased by 22.5 percent -- and the number of miles driven by that population ("vehicles miles traveled" or "VMT") increased by 98.4 percent. 

Source: Federal Highway Administration, "Selected Highway Statistics and Charts--l 989," quoted in March 1991 Special Trends, by the Urban Land Institute.



* From 1983 to 1987, the population of the United States increased by 9.2 million-people -- and the number of cars and trucks increased by 20. 1 million. 

Source: Statistical Abstract of United States, 1989, quoted in Anthony Downs' "The Need for a New Vision for the Development of Large U.S. Metropolitan Areas."



* "In the 1980s in Oregon, the number of vehicle miles traveled increased eight times faster than the population." 

Source: TRI-MET Strategic Plan (Discussion Draft), April 1992, p. 3.



* From 1940 to 1970, the population of the Portland urban region doubled-and the amount of land occupied by that population quadrupled. 

Source: The University of Oregon's Atlas of Oregon, 1976.

Finally, a number of advocacy groups (Sprawlwatch.org, Sierra Club, NRDC) exist though data was not easy to find on any of the sites searched.  EPA has a site about sustainability-a topic that is often linked to sprawl

Appendix 4: A Taxonomy of User Tasks/Questions

From: Hert, C.A. and Marchionini, G. (1997).  Seeking Statistical Information in Federal Websites: Users, Tasks, Strategies, and Design Recommendations: Final Report to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.  Available at: http://ils.unc.edu/~march/blsreport/mainbls.html

 1. Pragmatic Dimension (Context/Situation) 

 1.1. Goal 
learn something new (fill gap, single to exhaustive) 
verify 
judge/evaluate/compare 
explore 

referral/intermediate result (system use or information as a waypoint in a larger task, e.g. I need to find out the agency to look into further)

ongoing 
planning/forecasting 

 1.2 Constraints (on the task) 

 time (information from a particular time period wanted) 
amount (a particular amount of information is wanted) 
geographic (information from a particular geographic area wanted) 

 1.3 System 

appropriateness of database to task (which system needs to describe to user)

location and extraction facilities 

formats available

user preferred entry point into system or optimal path to information

2. Semantic Dimension 

 2.1 Topic 
2.2 concrete/abstract 
2.3 specific/unspecific 
2.4 faceted/non-faceted, number of facets 

 3. Syntactic Dimension 

 3.1 Expression Type 

what 
where 
who 
how 
why 

3.2 Goal Type 

closed (fact, known item) 
open/intrepretive 
accretional 

 3.3 Specificity of Expression 
inclusion of information about the user's situation and about how that user interacts with the system.

Appendix 5: Tasks for Metadata User Study (Fall 2002)

Economic Indicators Scenario

Nebraska Variant:

For one of your college classes, you’ve been asked to investigate the economic status of a particular county in Nebraska for a group project on the state of Nebraska.  You have been assigned Sheridan County.  Using the following websites, find 4-6 economic indicators (e.g., unemployment rate, consumer price index), and compare Sheridan County to the state of Nebraska and to the United States as a whole.  Try checking all the websites to see how their data compare.  You can fill in your answers in the table below if you wish.

U.S. Department of Labor. Bureau of Labor Statistics
http://www.bls.gov
NSTARS: Nebraska Statistical Tracking and Resource System.
http://www.dol.state.ne.us/nstars/webnstars
United States Department of Commerce.  Census Bureau.  
http://www.census.gov
start with Quickfacts (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/)

and American factfinder (http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/BasicFactsServlet) sections)

North Carolina Variant of scenario

For one of your college classes, you’ve been asked to investigate the economic status of a particular county in particular county in North Carolina for a group project on economic policy initiatives for the state.  You have been assigned Durham County.  Using the following websites, find 4-6 economic indicators (e.g., unemployment rate, consumer price index), and compare Durham County to the state of North Carolina and to the United States as a whole.  Try checking all the websites to see how their data compare.  You can fill in your answers in the table below if you wish.

U.S. Department of Labor. Bureau of Labor Statistics   
http://www.bls.gov
North Carolina Statistics and Economic Data (from the NC State Department of Commerce) 
http://www.nccommerce.com/categories/statistics.htm
United States Department of Commerce.  Census Bureau.  
http://www.census.gov
start with Quickfacts (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/) and American Fact Finder

Mapstats on Fedstats (not used in metadata study)

Washington State Variant


For one of your college classes, you’ve been asked to investigate the economic status of a particular county in Washington for a group project on economic policy initiatives for the state.  You have been assigned Yakima County.  Using the following websites, find 4-6 economic indicators (e.g., unemployment rate, consumer price index), and compare Yakima County to the state of Washington and to the United States as a whole.  Try checking all the websites to see how their data compare.  You can fill in your answers in the table below if you wish.

U.S. Department of Labor. Bureau of Labor Statistics    
http://www.bls.gov
Washington State Labor Market Information. 
http://www.wa.gov/esd/lmea
Washington Interactive Labor Market Access  
http://www.wilma.org
United States Department of Commerce.  Census Bureau.  
http://www.census.gov
start with Quickfacts (http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/)

and American factfinder (http://factfinder.census.gov/servlet/BasicFactsServlet) sections)

During your exploration of the economic health of Nebraska, you discover that the unemployment rate, total unemployment, employment and labor force statistics for the most recent time period (currently August 2002) are not the same on the BLS site and the Nebraska site.  Try to find out what explains the difference in the numbers.  
http://www.dol.state.ne.us/nstars/webnstars/index.asp (then press go, select labor, then select labor force data) On this page from the Department of Labor in Nebraska you get the following numbers:  

unemployment rate: 3.2
total unemployment   30,551
total employment       921,265
civilian labor force     951,816

 http://www.bls.gov/eag/eag.NE.htm  On this page from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, you get the following numbers:  

unemployment rate: 3.4
total unemployment   32.2 (in thousands)
total employment       916.2 (in thousands)
civilian labor force     948.4 (in thousands)

Comparing Energy Costs for a Placing a Soybean Crushing Plant

You are considering relocating a soybean crushing plant to either South Dakota or Nebraska. You want to compare the two locations based on the availability of soybeans within the state and their cost, and energy costs, specifically natural gas and electricity. Please provide a short summary of how they compare.
Possible Resources:

Soybean download table (South Dakota)
http://www.nass.usda.gov/sd/dnlds/c_sy_tbl.htm
USDA-NASS Published Estimates Database
http://www.nass.usda.gov:81/ipedb/ 

U.S. Natural Gas Sector Data
http://www.eia.doe.gov/oil_gas/natural_gas/info_glance/sector.html 

Electric Utility Retail Sales Data
http://www.eia.doe.gov/cneaf/electricity/page/at_a_glance/sales_tabs.html
Urban Sprawl 

You are a social activist in the Raleigh-Durham area of North Carolina and have become increasingly concerned about urban sprawl and the loss of rural areas for farming. You are looking for statistics both the change in amount of farming lands and farming income (market value of agricultural products) in Orange, Durham, and Wake counties. What has been the change in the amount of farmland in these counties since 1992? Has there been a comparable change in income from farming?

Possible Resources:

American Farmland Trust: Farmland Information Library
http://www.farmlandinfo.org/fic/
USDA NASS Census of Agriculture
http://www.nass.usda.gov/census/
Oregon State Interface to the 1997 Census of Agriculture
http://govinfo.kerr.orst.edu/php/agri/index.php
NC Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services: Summary of Commodities by County 
http://www.agr.state.nc.us/stats/cntysumm/index.htm
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