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Dear Sir or Madam:

Thank you for participating in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s
(OECD) second World Forum on Statistics, Knowledge and Policy. Our conversations here—
building on the groundwork set during the first forum at Palermo in 2004—will play an
enormous role in shaping the way we assess and foster the progress of our societies and improve
the quality of decision-making among our leaders.

We are excited to share with you, at this important gathering, the results of an effort in the
United States over the past two years to develop a key national indicator system. It has grown in
a relatively short time from an idea and an initial planning process, to the recent formation of a
new nonprofit institution, the State of the USA, Inc. (SUSA). Our goal is to establish a credible
and reliable web-based source of high-quality data to measure America’s changing economic,
social and environmental conditions. 

The National Academies have established the foundations for SUSA, and will continue to guide
the initiative through the formation of the Roundtable on Key National Indicators, which will
provide SUSA with scientific and technical advice. SUSA has also established its founding board
of directors. The initial members include two former Directors of the U.S. Bureau of the Census,
a former Commissioner of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and a former Managing Director of
Strategic Issues at the U.S. Government Accountability Office (GAO).

Funding from several of the nation’s most prestigious foundations has been critical to the
formation of SUSA. The GAO, the U.S. Office of Management and Budget and its Interagency
Council on Statistical Policy (ICSP), as well as others in the scientific community, have offered
critical guidance. The business sector, nongovernmental organizations and the media have also
played crucial roles, as have local and regional indicator efforts throughout the United States. 

Still, we envision that this initiative will extend beyond the borders of the United States, and will
benefit from collaboration and cooperation with international colleagues. Toward this end, SUSA
has forged strong relationships with the OECD and the United Nations. 

The global dialogue afforded through this Forum is instrumental to the shared knowledge
required for measuring the growth and welfare of our societies. We look forward to exchanging
ideas and insights with you.

Sincerely,

Vincent Barabba Kenneth Prewitt
Chairman Vice Chairman
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An Overview
The State of the USA, Inc. (SUSA) is a nonpartisan, nonprofit, public-private partnership that
seeks to illuminate our nation’s progress with key quantitative metrics on the economy, the
environment and society. When fully constructed, SUSA will offer a state-of-the-art web site that
incorporates high-quality information and data from a broad range of public and private sources.
They will include local, state and federal agencies; the business community; and
nongovernmental organizations. 

SUSA has a single overarching purpose: To provide nonpartisan, nonideological and accurate
information for a range of audiences—from nonprofits, government policymakers and
commercial organizations to city planners, educators, engaged citizens and the media—to help
Americans assess our nation’s position and progress in addressing important problems. By
aggregating information, rather than collecting it and by disseminating information, instead of
interpreting it, SUSA will focus on filling the void for trusted, accessible and valuable facts in a
transparent and highly actionable form. SUSA will not itself articulate goals for American society,
nor assess whether they are being reached. Rather, it will provide the commonly shared and
reliable indicators needed for evidence-based policy discussions through which goals are set and
progress is assessed. 

Answers to difficult questions will prepare Americans to face the challenges of the 21st century.
For example: Are certain places or groups doing better than others? Is our nation making
progress on a range of goals and aspirations? How does the United States compare to other
countries around the world? Hundreds of working indicator systems already exist at all levels in
the U.S. and abroad, including neighborhoods, communities, cities, regions, states and nations.
But the United States does not have a system for assessing the country as a whole. 

In November 2006, the Government Accountability Office (GAO), the investigative arm of the
U.S. Congress, described the need to develop a single set of key national indicators as a top
priority for federal lawmakers. The GAO had previously analyzed the need for an indicator
system and concluded that: “To be a leading democracy in the information age may very well
mean producing unique public sources of objective, independent, scientifically-grounded and
widely shared quality information…By ensuring that the best facts are made more accessible and
usable by the many different members of our society, we increase the probability of well-framed
problems, good decisions and effective solutions.” 

SUSA will assemble the best measures and offer them through an easy-to-use, one-stop web site
that provides a trusted source of valuable and accurate information along with context for users
to understand how the data can best be used. SUSA’s intention is to become an essential
component of American democracy by: 
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• Educating people about conditions in the United States of America;

• Increasing their awareness of what we know, how we know it and where there are gaps
in what we know;

• Encouraging an enriched civic dialogue about the progress of our nation;

• Supporting more informed decision-making on issues affecting our collective future; and,

• Becoming an example of American democracy, transparency and accountability to
audiences worldwide.

Extensive consultation among diverse audiences and substantive experts will ensure the 
choice of relevant issues and indicators. The process will be iterative, with continual exploration
of both long-standing and emerging issues and topics. However, while collaboration and user
input are essential to the initiative, SUSA will have complete independence with regard to
institutional governance, research parameters, scientific standards, evaluation criteria and other
operational matters.

SUSA is in its infancy but is poised for rapid growth. In a relatively short time, the organization
has established a formal institution and governance structure. It has also developed an initial
version of the national indicator set. In addition, more than $3 million in private financial
support has been pledged this year alone from America’s philanthropic sector, including grants
from the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the Russell Sage
Foundation and the F. B. Heron Foundation. 

The initial SUSA board of directors consists of three individuals:

• Vincent Barabba, Chairman, previously served as Director of the U.S. Bureau of the
Census and is the only person to have been appointed to that position by a Republican
and Democratic President of the United States; 

• Kenneth Prewitt, Vice Chairman, also served as Director of the U.S. Bureau of the
Census and was the President of the Social Science Research Council and the National
Opinion Research Center; and,

• Janet Norwood, Director, a former U.S. Commissioner of U.S. Labor Statistics under
Presidents Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan and Chair of the Advisory Council on
Unemployment Compensation under Presidents George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. 

In July, they will be joined by Christopher Hoenig, who served as Managing Director of Strategic
Issues at the GAO and is currently Vice President of Strategy, Global Business Services at the IBM
Corporation. He will serve as the new organization’s President and CEO.

The National Academies will provide scientific and technical advice through its Roundtable on
Key National Indicators, which will be chaired by Dr. Harvey Fineberg, President of the Institute
of Medicine at the Academies. The Roundtable will comprise 20 to 25 leaders of national stature
from all sectors; they will manage a range of scientific and technical issues, from defining and
implementing a quality-assurance framework for SUSA to developing advanced technological
design and infrastructure capabilities for the web site.
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Key Questions and Answers
Q: How will SUSA aid the American society at large?

The democratic system in the U.S. is predicated on civic involvement—on American citizens
setting national priorities directly by the selection of their elected representatives and indirectly
through their market choices. SUSA will facilitate more meaningful participation in these
processes by providing citizens with reliable, objective and accessible information about their
neighborhoods, their states and their nation. For example, a builder in Idaho could better focus
his hiring efforts by searching the labor and employment statistics from surrounding states; a
journalist wishing to localize her reporting on poverty among recent immigrants from Eastern
Europe could find relevant data; and a family planning to relocate to an unfamiliar part of the
country could search crime statistics, local schools, traffic patterns and weather information in
cities around the country.

The data provided by SUSA will also help to ensure that decision-makers at all levels are
responsive, accountable and effective. A common factual frame of reference, based on unbiased
and high-quality key indicators as envisioned by SUSA, will allow for stronger civic dialogue.
And by providing information about changing conditions in the United States over time, SUSA
will be an important tool for evaluating the impact of specific policies, thus reinforcing greater
accountability for both public officials and leaders in other sectors of society.

Q: Who will be the audience for such an initiative?

Those served by SUSA will represent many elements of American life. Users will include the
general public, federal policymakers, civic leaders, foundations, nonprofit organizations and
state, local and county agencies. For example, the media constantly seek new and better
information and tools to improve the depth and breadth of reporting on complex issues.
Businesses, especially wholesale and retail information providers, are looking for better insight
into broad societal patterns and trends for planning and investment decisions. In addition,
teachers and educators at all levels—high school, college and graduate schools—as well as their
students, are searching for new ways to generate broader insight and understanding about the
country and its place in the world. Audiences abroad will also benefit from a strong U.S. indicator
system to inform their own decisions and to shed light on the workings of American society.

Q: How will SUSA gauge its success?

SUSA will consider its efforts successful if, in the minds of Americans as well as international
audiences, it becomes the “gold standard” for public information and indicators of progress. 
It must also satisfy the interests and needs of millions of people and must help to guide the
decisions of government, nonprofit and business leaders. To reach these exceptional
benchmarks, however, SUSA must be perceived among all of its users as an authoritative, reliable
and credible source of the highest quality information—devoid of ideology or preconceptions.
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Q: How will SUSA ensure independence, transparency and accountability in a way that
builds a strong sense of trust?

SUSA will develop its indicator set through rigorous and open review. This process will include
broad and deep input from hundreds of stakeholders—those in business, education,
government, nonprofit organizations, advocacy groups and citizens—as well as from experts in
data collection, management, and dissemination. The institutional foundation for the effort will
be independent, yet responsive, and will be insulated from influence so that its capacity to
develop trust with users is preeminent—even on controversial topics. 

Simple and informative documentation about the data that support the indicators will be readily
available to all users. This information will include the sources of the data, details relating to
how it was collected and how data collectors have defined key concepts, as well as any known
limitations of their data. Users of the web site will be able to submit feedback on the data in the
form of questions and comments to help SUSA fine-tune and improve quality. 

Q: Where will SUSA get its information? And will SUSA incorporate data from other
indicator sets from the U.S. and around the world?

Federal and state statistical systems will be critical sources of data for SUSA, along with
information from nongovernmental and commercial sources. Source notes about the reliability 
of the data will be provided. Because the international context for an American system of key
indicators is essential, SUSA will also integrate data from international sources. Assessing
conditions in the United States based on comparable information from other nations, as well as
global data, will enhance SUSA’s overall value. Thus, SUSA will seek continuous engagement
with the global community on key indicators to develop substantive connections with its
international counterparts.

Q: What is the structure of SUSA’s public-private partnership? And why was it important
for the organization to be a nonprofit entity?

SUSA is a newly formed nonprofit entity incorporated in the District of Columbia, the capital of
the United States. Its distinguished founding board of directors consists of national leaders from
the scientific and statistical community, with broad experience in business, academia and the
nongovernmental sector. SUSA will have scientific and technical support from the Roundtable on
Key National Indicators at the National Academies. Positioning the organization in the nonprofit
sector is crucial to its goal of blending public and private data, as well as its need to build a
broad-based constituency and a high degree of trust and independence. A nonprofit designation
also allows the organization to solicit public and private funding, and SUSA plans to seek a
constructive partnership with the U.S. Congress that will allow for federal oversight, involvement
and financial assistance.
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What Distinguished Leaders Are Saying
Derek Bok, The 300th Anniversary University Professor and President Emeritus of Harvard
University: “Understanding our nation’s progress toward widely accepted goals is imperative in an
age where most of us know far too little about the problems and opportunities we face. Supplying
such information requires a trusted, nonpartisan source, with scientifically credible and useful data.
The State of the USA affords America its best chance to receive such information, and it deserves the
support of all leaders who care about creating a new level of public discourse to meet the needs of a
mature and healthy democracy.”

Judith Rodin, President of the Rockefeller Foundation: “The nongovernmental sector continues to
grow in importance as the crucible where government, business, academia and other sectors of
society can work together for meaningful societal change. The State of the USA represents one of our
strategic investments in the underpinnings necessary for a 21st century civic dialogue and policy
process where collective accountability for results is the norm rather than the exception.”

Paul Brest, President of the William and Flora Hewlett Foundation: “Given the challenges faced
by our nation in an era of ever more limited resources, all sectors of our society need a shared factual
frame of reference for defining, measuring and communicating about progress. Our investments in
the State of the USA are a tribute to the progress it has made in developing a key national indicator
system for the United States and its strategic potential for improving our collective understanding and
how that knowledge is brought to bear on decisions that affect our future as 
a society.”

Harvey Fineberg, President of the Institute of Medicine at the National Academies: “It has been
a privilege for the National Academies to steward the early stages of the Key National Indicators
Initiative, and it is very gratifying to see it now mature into the State of the USA. It can become a
trusted source for the highest quality facts on our nation’s progress—where we are succeeding and
where we are falling short. We at the National Academies look forward to advising the State of the
USA on the scientific and technical questions it will face as it pursues its important mission.”

Enrico Giovannini, Chief Statistician and Director of Statistics at OECD: “The State of the USA
represents a significant and influential effort to develop a comprehensive key indicator system for the
United States. The leadership of this effort has been especially notable for its grounding in the
scientific and statistical communities, developing innovative ways that technology can be applied to
information dissemination, and for working closely with the international community to help catalyze
a growing movement of societies that want to change how they define, measure and communicate
about their progress.”

Doris Kearns Goodwin, Presidential Historian: “Chartered by President Abraham Lincoln in the
midst of the Civil War, the National Academy of Sciences was created to engage in “investigations,
examinations and reports” in an effort to strengthen the Union in a time of need. Now, almost a
century and a half later, with its sponsorship of the State of the USA, the National Academy continues
to fulfill Lincoln’s original vision.”

David Walker, Comptroller General of the United States: “To be a leading democracy in the
information age means producing objective, independent, scientifically-grounded and widely-shared
quality information on where we are and where we are going, on both an absolute and relative basis,
including comparisons to other nations. America needs a set of credible and reliable key national
indicators in order to inform national priorities, improve performance, enhance accountability and
facilitate a better educated and engaged electorate.”
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On the Internet
The core of SUSA’s efforts will be a web-based information source that presents the key
indicators in a highly accessible way to a potentially vast audience. It is envisioned as more than
a basic web site. Rather, it will be custom-designed and will incorporate explanatory and
educational features as well as sophisticated analytics. The heart of the web site—offered as a
public service—will be free, regularly updated and universally available.

When SUSA’s web site is fully developed, anyone with Internet access will be able to enjoy the
same quality of information as policymakers, journalists and the business and scientific
communities by visiting the site. The site will be designed to stimulate suggestions, critiques and
ideas in dynamic ways that make it responsive to its users.

The site will be comprehensive, yet customizable. Drawing from an evolving catalogue of
about 900 indicators, users will be able to slice across issues (e.g., water quality, health insurance
cost and coverage, crime rates). Users will also be able to disaggregate national information
(where supporting data are available) to state, regional and local levels, and make comparisons
along a variety of dimensions, including time, income, demographic categories (e.g., age,
ethnicity, gender) and geography (e.g., city, state, region).

When fully constructed, users will also be able to personalize the site to their interests (e.g.,
creating customized indicator sets) and request electronic notification when SUSA makes content
updates that are personally relevant to specific users. Further, it will also allow users to access
information in a variety of ways, such as through search functions, by choosing a topic, by
exploring a question or by selecting from the entire set of key indicators.

The site will be interactive, engaging and educational. The design team for SUSA’s web site is
exploring various ways to showcase and communicate indicators, ranging from standard charts
to more dynamic visual graphs, maps and analyses. In addition to an interactive display of
information, SUSA’s site will ultimately offer community features, like discussion forums that
will enable users to become engaged around certain issues. They will also be able to create social
networks and communities of interest using the web site. It will also offer explanatory and
educational features for some of the more technical indicators, as well as analytical tools for users
who seek assistance to perform more sophisticated analyses.

The site will be responsive to feedback. The web site’s usability and value to its audience will
be enhanced continuously by its capacity to track which indicators are accessed most frequently
and which functions are most popular among its users. The web site will also offer direct
feedback, allowing users to pose questions, request information and offer commentary.

The following screenshots provide a glimpse—using actual data—of the look and feel of the
SUSA site. For further information regarding the site and its capabilities, please send inquiries to
info@stateoftheusa.org. 
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