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What is the Small Business Pulse Survey?

• Experimental, prototype
• Small Business

• Single location businesses
• 1-499 employees, $1,000 or more in revenues
• (Almost) all non-farm sectors 
• 50 states plus DC, Puerto Rico

• Pulse
• Weekly survey and data products 

• Survey
• Over 90,000 small businesses each week

• Estimates are representative at national, state, sector, state*sector, sub-
sector, MSA levels 
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Why do the Small Business Pulse Survey?

Small businesses are: 
• An important part of the U.S. economy

• The target of many federal relief programs

• The best fit for our contact strategy and planned products

• Of wide interest

We are in a decision making period that is rapidly changing 
but with few high frequency official statistics about the 
economy.
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Small businesses are an important part of the U.S. economy
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Source:  2017 SUSB, 1<= employee<500 employee enterprises (includes multi-unit)



Small businesses are the target of relief programs

5



Small businesses
are a good fit for 
email contact 
strategy and 
geographically
detailed data
products
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Small businesses are of wide interest
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What did we ask about in the SBPS ?

We partnered with SBA, FRB, ITA, MBDA to develop SBPS content 

16 (almost exclusively) qualitative questions:

• One question about overall well-being

• Five questions about Operations 

• Three questions about Challenges

• Five questions on Finances

• One question about Outlook /Return to usual operations

• Asks one identification question (EIN)
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What products are available?
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What visualizations are available?
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National map

11



12

National map



Sector comparisons
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Sector comparisons
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Comparison tool

15



Comparison tool
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Time series tool
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Time series tool
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Time series tool - MSA
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What’s next for the SBPS?

• Research project

• Link to Annual Business Survey, LBD 

• Business and owner characteristics (size, age, race, ethnicity, gender)

• Second phase

• Outreach to original partners as well as additional federal agencies and offices

• Planning for ~August – Oct collection pending approval
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More information

Contact me:

catherine.d.buffington@census.gov

SBPS landing page:  

https://www.census.gov/data/experimental-data-products/small-
business-pulse-survey.html
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Backup slides



Email invitation to respond
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Methodology

• Universe and Respondent Selection

• The target population is all non-farm, single-location employer businesses 
(receipts ≥ $1,000) with 1-499 employees 

• Includes 50 states, DC and Puerto Rico, by Industry  

• The universe was subdivided into nine groups. Each group of ~98k different 
businesses will receive the survey each week for 9 weeks. 

• This will minimize respondent burden, while also providing the data needed 
to produce detailed weekly estimates by sector and state and for the top 50 
MSAs.
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Methodology cont.

• Used email only, first time ever, to initiate the survey

• Target population was small business that had an email address for:

• Single location business

• Reported to the 2017 Economic Census

• Still active in the Business Register

Not a survey sample, as we took all businesses meeting the 
criteria

Adjusted weights will be used in estimation to make them 
representative at the national, sector, state, and sub-state levels
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Methodology deep dive
• Of the 8 million employer establishments in scope to the EC, about 2 million were classified as 

multi-unit and 6 million are classified as single units.  Of the 6 million single unit employer 
businesses, almost 5 million have paid employees between 1 and 500. Approximately 1.7 million 
single unit businesses received an invitation to respond to the EC and administrative data was used 
for the remaining cases to minimize respondent burden.  Out of the 1.7 million, 1.1 million had 
employees between 1 and 500.  

•

• In total, 4 million establishments received an invitation to the 2017 EC and the associated response 
rate for single unit businesses was 70% and for multi-unit businesses was 79%.  Nearly 1.2 million 
responses including authenticated email address from the single unit universe were captured as 
part of the EC data collection process.  Roughly 550K units of the units that were active at the time 
of the EC would now be considered deaths due to having no payroll in 2018, 2019, or 2020; these 
were excluded from the SPBS frame.

•

• In April 2020, the Census Bureau extracted from the Business Register single-location businesses 
with e-mail addresses and with employment between 1 and 500 and payroll in 2018, 2019, or 2020.  
This resulted in approximately 950K units.  We then matched these single location businesses to 
our current survey databases to determine if we had a more recent email address.  Using date time 
stamps associated with update to the email address field, we found 91K email addresses that were 
more recent than what was collected in the EC.  An additional 10K emails were removed due to 
validity checks, resulting in a target population of about 940K.

26



Top 25 internet requests for SBPS 
by Nielsen Designated Market Area (DMA)

27



Small businesses 
want to tell 
their story
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• Main Street Lending Program – FRB

• IRS 
• Defer employer payroll taxes

• Tax credit for sick leave and family leave

• Employee retention credit
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Other programs


