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1. OVERVIEW 

he Survey of Earned Doctorates (SED) is an annual census of new research 
doctorate recipients from accredited colleges and universities in the United 
States. The SED is sponsored by six federal agencies: the National Science 

Foundation (NSF; the lead sponsor); the Department of Education; the Department 
of Agriculture (USDA); the National Institutes of Health (NIH); the National 
Endowment for the Humanities; and the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration.  

Only research doctorates are included in the SED, with the vast majority being 
doctors of philosophy (PhD). The survey recognized 18 types of research doctorates 
in 2011, including doctors of education (EdD) and doctors of science (DSc). 
Professional doctorates (e.g., MD, JD, PsyD) are not included in the SED. Doctoral 
degrees are not static entities, and changes in the focus of the doctoral programs 
awarding a particular type of doctoral degree may make the “research doctorate” 
designation more or less appropriate for the degree; therefore, as doctoral degrees 
evolve to meet the needs of students, the orientation of some degrees may change 
from research to professional and vice versa. The National Center for Science and 
Engineering Statistics (NCSES), a federal statistical agency within NSF, monitors 
the SED contract, which is currently conducted by NORC at the University of 
Chicago 

The SED was first conducted during the 1957–58 academic year. SED data are 
collected annually and added to the Doctorate Records File (DRF), a virtually 
complete national database of the nearly 2.0 million recipients of research 
doctorates from 1920 to present. 

Purpose 
The purpose of the annual SED is to collect current information on the number and 
characteristics of individuals receiving research doctorates from accredited U.S. 
institutions.  Survey results provide vital de-identified information to educational 
and labor force planners within the federal government and in academia, which can 
be used to assess characteristics and trends in doctoral education and degrees. 

Components 
The SED is a single component that collects information on recipient demographic 
characteristics, educational history (from high school to doctoral), sources of 
graduate school support, debt level, and postgraduation plans. More specifically, the 
following information is collected in the SED: all postsecondary degrees received 
and years that the degrees were awarded; years spent as a student in graduate 
school; specialty field of doctorate; type of financial support received in graduate 
school; level of debt incurred in undergraduate and graduate school; 
employment/study status in the year following doctoral award; postgraduation plans 
(how definite, study vs. employment, type of employer, location, and basic annual 
salary); high school location and year of graduation; demographic characteristics 
(sex, race/ethnicity, date and place of birth, citizenship status, country of citizenship 
for non-U.S. citizens, marital status, number of dependents, disability status,  

 

T 
ANNUAL CENSUS 
OF NEW 
RESEARCH 
DOCTORATE 
RECIPIENTS: 

SED collects self-
reported data on: 

 Demographic 
characteristics 

 Educational history 
from high school to 
doctorate 

 Mechanisms of 
financial support in 
graduate school 

 Debt related to 
education 

 Postgraduation 
plans 

http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/srvydoctorates/


SED 
NCES HANDBOOK OF SURVEY METHODS 

 
SED-2 

educational attainment of parents); and personal 
identifiers (such as name, last 4 digits of Social 
Security Number, and permanent address). 

Periodicity 
The survey has been administered annually since its 
inception in the 1957–58 academic year, and covers 
the period of July 1 through June 30. 

2. USES OF DATA 

The results from the SED are used by government 
agencies, academic institutions, and industry to 
address a variety of policy, education, and human 
resource issues. The survey is invaluable for 
assessing trends in doctorate production and the 
characteristics of doctorate recipients. The SED data 
are used to monitor the educational attainment of 
women and minorities, particularly in science and 
engineering. The increasing numbers of foreign 
citizens earning doctorates in the United States are 
studied by country of origin, field of concentration, 
sources of graduate school support, and the U.S. stay 
rate after graduation. Trends in time-to-doctorate are 
also analyzed by field, type of support received, and 
personal characteristics (such as marital status). Data 
on postdoctoral plans provide insight into the labor 
market for new doctorate recipients, whose careers 
can be followed in the longitudinal Survey of 
Doctorate Recipients, also sponsored by NSF. 

There is also substantial interest in the institutions 
attended by doctorate recipients. Doctorate-granting 
institutions frequently compare their survey results 
with peer institutions, and undergraduate institutions 
want to know their contribution to doctorate 
production. The availability of Carnegie 
Classifications 
(http://classifications.carnegiefoundation.org/) in the 
DRF facilitates meaningful comparisons of the 
institutions attended by different demographic groups 
(e.g., men vs. women). Separate indicators for 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) allow researchers to examine the roles 
these institutions play in the educational attainment 
of Blacks or African Americans . 

3. KEY CONCEPTS 

Some of the key terms and analytic variables in the 
SED are described below. 

Research Doctorate. Research doctoral degrees are 
oriented toward preparing students to make original 
intellectual contributions in a field of study. The 

research doctorate, then is any doctoral degree that 
(1) requires the completion of a dissertation or 
equivalent project of original work; and (2) is not 
primarily intended as a degree for the practice of a 
profession. While the most typical research doctorate 
is the PhD—accounting for over 97% of the research 
doctorates awarded in 2011—there are more than 15 
other degree types. Not included in this definition are 
professional doctorates such as MD, DDS, DVM, JD, 
and PsyD. 

Doctorate-Granting Institution. Doctorate-granting 
institutions are those postsecondary institutions in the 
United States that award research doctorates (as 
defined above) and are accredited at the higher 
education level by an agency recognized by the 
Secretary of the U.S. Department of Education. In 
2011, there were 412 research doctorate-granting 
institutions. 

Field of Doctorate. This is the specialty field of a 
doctoral degree, as reported by the doctorate 
recipient. There are over 300 specialty fields of study 
from which to choose, with the following groups 
being reflected on the survey: business 
management/administration, communication, 
computer and information sciences, education, 
engineering, humanities, life sciences, mathematics, 
physical sciences, psychology, social sciences, and 
fields not classified elsewhere, with education, 
humanities, life sciences and physical sciences 
having additional subclassifications. Because field of 
doctorate is designated by the doctorate recipient, the 
classification in the SED may differ from that 
reported by the institution in the NCES Integrated 
Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 
Completions Survey (see the IPEDS chapter). 

Time-to-Doctorate. There are two standard, 
published measures of time-to-doctorate. The first 
measures the total elapsed time between bachelor’s 
degree receipt and doctorate degree receipt and can 
only be computed if baccalaureate year is known. 
The second time-to-doctorate variable gauges the 
time between entry into graduate school (in any 
program or capacity, and in any university) and 
doctoral award. Both of these measures are computed 
from items in the educational history section of the 
questionnaire. 

Source of Support. Doctorate recipients are asked to 
indicate all sources of financial support received and 
to indicate whether the source was a primary or 
secondary source of support. SED-listed sources of 
support include: personal or family resources (e.g., 
savings or earnings); university related (e.g., tuition 
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remission, teaching and research assistantships, 
fellowships); scholarships, traineeships, or 
internships; student loans; employment 
reimbursement or assistance; or any foreign or other 
sources of support received. 

4. SURVEY DESIGN 

Target Population 
The population consists of all individuals that are 
awarded research doctorates from accredited colleges 
and universities in the United States and Puerto Rico 
between July 1 and June 30. For the 2011 academic 
year, which covered the period of July 1, 2010, 
through June 30, 2011, the total universe consisted of 
49,010 persons in 412 institutions that conferred 
research doctorates. 

Sample Design 
The SED is a census of all individuals receiving a 
research doctorate from a U.S. institution in a given 
academic year. To establish this universe of 
individuals, the universe of research-doctorate-
granting institutions is determined. Institutions are 
eligible for participation in the SED if they (1) grant 
research doctoral degrees and (2) are accredited by a 
nationally recognized accrediting agency. 
Determination of eligibility begins with a review of 
the most recent release of the U.S. Department of 
Education‘s IPEDS’ Institutional Characteristics and 
Completions datasets. This procedure, known as the 
“SED universe review,” identifies institutions that 
may be added to the SED universe. The SED 
universe review also helps in flagging institutions 
that might be removed from the SED universe for any 
of a variety of reasons (e.g., abolition of its research 
doctoral program, merging with another institution, 
etc.). Once institutions have been identified for 
further review, SED staff members consult institution 
web sites and other sources to determine preliminary 
eligibility.  

If the institution’s doctoral degrees appear to meet 
the SED’s definition of “research doctorate,” the 
survey contractor’s task leader for institution 
contacting sends the institution’s graduate dean a 
brief questionnaire to confirm eligibility for inclusion 
in the SED. If eligibility is determined, the 
institution’s participation in the survey is requested. 

Data Collection and Processing 
The data collection and editing process spans a 18-
month period ending 6 months after the last possible 
graduation date (i.e., June 30); the process is a 
collaborative effort among institutions, the survey 
contractor, and the doctorate recipients. 

The institutions assist the survey contractor by 
identifying new doctorate recipients, distributing 
questionnaires, and providing names and mailing and 
email addresses for all graduates who did not return 
completed questionnaires. Most institutions distribute 
the SED with other final paperwork.  

Four months before the data collection field period 
closes, an accelerated mail cycle is implemented in 
which non-respondents receive three letters, each 
timed one week apart.  A follow-up phone survey is 
also conducted targeting non-respondents who were 
unresponsive for the full cycle of prompts and 
follow-ups The data collection contractor  
additionally locates and follows up with graduates 
regarding surveys not returned and regarding 
information missing from the surveys and assists 
institutions with increasing their response rates if 
needed. 

Reference Dates. Data are collected for an academic 
year, which includes all graduations from July 1 of 
one year through June 30 of the following year. 

Data Collection. The doctorate institution is 
responsible for administering the surveys to research 
doctoral candidates and, for the hard-copy version of 
the survey, collecting the completed questionnaires 
for mailback to the survey contractor. The doctorate 
recipients themselves complete the surveys.  

There are three modes of data collection used in the 
SED: self–administered paper surveys, Web–based 
surveys, and computer–assisted telephone interviews 
(CATI). Paper surveys are mailed to institution 
coordinators in the graduate schools who distribute 
the surveys to students receiving research doctorates. 
The institution coordinators collect the completed 
surveys and return them to the NSF survey contractor 
for editing/processing. Since 2001, a Web–based 
SED option has been available. In addition to or, at 
some universities, instead of providing paper surveys 
to students when they applied for graduation, 
institution coordinators distribute a link to the SED 
survey registration website. Upon registering at the 
SED survey website, students receive PIN and 
password information via e–mail, as well as the URL 
of the Web–based SED. The NSF survey contractor 
uses both the paper and the Web–based SED to 
conduct follow–up interviews with nonrespondents. 
The proportion of completed surveys from 
respondents using the Web–based SED has increased 
each year since 2001, and in 2011 reached 39%. 
Starting in 2005, CATI was used to administer an 
abbreviated questionnaire to nonrespondents. 
Approximately 1%–2% of SED respondents use the 
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CATI–based SED each year. The NSF survey 
contractor also mails to individual respondents and 
institutions a paper survey when critical SED 
questionnaire items are missing.  

During SED data collection, it is essential to collect a 
complete college education history. To code these 
data, the SED uses the IPEDS coding frame for the 
U.S. institutions where doctorate recipients earned 
their baccalaureate and/or master's degrees. Because 
one–third of doctorate recipients from U.S. 
universities are citizens of foreign countries, a coding 
manual for foreign institutions of higher education 
was developed by the U.S. Department of Education 
(it is available at 
http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/mapping/). 

Data Processing. To retrieve missing information on 
critical data items, missing information letters (MILs) 
are sent to individuals and missing information 
rosters (MIRs) are sent to institutions in efforts to 
retrieve data on the following: year of birth, sex, 
citizenship status, country of citizenship, 
race/ethnicity, baccalaureate institution, 
baccalaureate year, and postdoctoral location. The 
importance of this follow-up is emphasized in several 
ways: by sending selected MIR mailings by Federal 
Express, by sending MILs via email as well as 
regular mail, and by allowing institutions to provide 
data by email, phone or fax.  

Since academic year 2003, data processing has 
included several procedures designed to reduce the 
burden of retrieving missing information on 
institutions and individuals. For instance, the survey 
contractor incorporates data abstracted from the 
school materials into the receipt process for key 
fields such as doctoral field of study and doctorate 
type. As well, other items such as master’s 
institution, master’s date, master’s field of study, 
bachelor’s institution, bachelor’s date, and bachelor’s 
field of study can be abstracted from the retrieval 
materials.  

Editing. While many sample surveys use statistical 
routines to impute missing data, the SED relies 
primarily on follow-up activities and data cleaning to 
increase item response levels. Some improvements 
are also realized from machine editing and cleaning, 
which decrease nonresponse by imposing inter-item 
consistency and logical agreement between related 
questions. In addition, responses to particular items 
can allow missing items to be logically assigned. For 
example, the missing response to a filter question can 
often be inferred if dependent questions have been 
answered. 

Estimation Methods 
No weighting is performed since the SED is a census.  

Future Plans 
Additional changes to the SED are under 
consideration, both to capture new data relevant to 
current issues in graduate education and to collect 
better data through existing questions. 

5. DATA QUALITY AND 
COMPARABILITY 

Although the SED has evolved over its history, the 
types of information gathered on the survey 
questionnaire (i.e., demographic information, 
educational history, and post-graduation plans) have 
been relatively stable over time. The survey did not 
change substantially in the 15 years following its first 
fielding in 1957. Between 1973 and 2000, new 
questions were added to the survey that addressed 
disability status, number of years as a full-time 
graduate student, and debt levels at time of doctorate 
receipt. In the 1990s, the focus was on the evaluation 
of existing items and the use of advisory panels for 
recommendations on new items for the SED 2001, 
after which the SED experienced several variable, 
code frame, and format changes. Several new items 
were added to the instrument in 2001 including 
secondary dissertation field, amount of tuition 
remission, graduate entry, and time spent taking 
classes and working on dissertation. Additional items 
were modified to differentiate undergraduate debt 
from graduate debt and to request the number of 
dependents within respective age categories. 

Beginning with the SED 2004, some federal sponsor-
approved changes were made to the standard 
questionnaire: questions were added to gather data on 
additional post-secondary degrees, master’s degree as 
a prerequisite, and postdoc position. In addition, 
educational history items were redesigned and 
reformatted to ask only for information on completed 
degrees. Response codes for various items were also 
modified. The questionnaire was changed slightly 
again in academic year 2007, with the most 
substantive changes being an expansion of the code 
frame for undergraduate and graduate debt, the 
inclusion of both month and year for additional 
postsecondary degrees and for graduate school entry, 
the addition of an item identifying any time spent out 
of the doctoral program, the addition of a response 
option for postgraduate plans, and a modification  to 
collect only the last four digits of an individual’s 
social security number.  

http://www.nsf.gov/statistics/mapping/
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The SED 2008 questionnaire added items related to 
the respondent’s annual salary for the principal job 
reported for post-graduation plans. The other notable 
change in the 2008 questionnaire was reversing the 
question order for the educational grid; the “month 
and year granted” for each degree was asked before 
the “month and year started” for each degree on the 
educational grid, thus reversing the order from 
previous questionnaires.  

The SED 2010 questionnaire added two items 
pertaining to the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 as a source of 
financial support. The SED 2010 questionnaire also 
revised the disability item and the Hispanic ethnicity 
item by eliminating the screener questions (e.g., “Are 
you a person with a disability”) and rewording the 
question or response categories. For 2011, the SED 
was identical to the 2010 survey. After a 3-year 
review of the EdD degree programs participating in 
the SED, 77 programs were reclassified from 
research doctorate to professional doctorate in 2010 
and another 66 programs were reclassified in 2011. 
Beginning with 2010, SED data are no longer being 
collected from graduates earning degrees from the 
reclassified EdD programs. The exact number of 
individuals who graduated with doctorates in the 
reclassified EdD programs is unknown. However, in 
2009, 1,136 doctorate recipients earned degrees from 
EdD degree programs that were reclassified in 2010. 
Of these doctorate recipients, 96 percent identified 
their field of study as education, 2 percent reported a 
science and engineering field of study, and 2 percent 
identified a non-science and engineering field of 
study other than education. 

Sampling and Nonsampling Error 
Two general types of error affect surveys: sampling 
error and nonsampling error. Because the SED is a 
census of the population of research doctorate 
recipients, no error results from sampling; however, 
minimizing nonsampling error is a constant goal of 
the SED data collection. Nonsampling error affects 
the SED at the unit (survey) and item (question) 
levels. 

Sources of unit-level error include: 1) coverage 
error, resulting from a failure to identify all eligible 
members of the target population, and 2) 
questionnaire or unit nonresponse resulting from a 
participant’s failure to or refusal to complete a 
questionnaire or a participant’s not having the 
opportunity to complete a questionnaire. 

Sources of item or question-level error include: 1) 
item nonresponse (failure to provide data for 

particular items on a returned questionnaire); 2) 
measurement errors that occur when data collection 
methods or inconsistent interpretations of questions 
introduce bias; and 3) processing errors that occur 
during data entry, editing, or coding. 

Coverage  Error. The SED is administered to all 
research doctorate recipients identified by the 
universe of research doctorate-granting institutions. 
True coverage errors for this population result from 
one of two sources: (1) inaccurate specification of the 
institution universe (i.e., omitting institutions that 
grant research doctorates or doctorate-granting 
programs within institutions), or (2) a failure to fully 
enumerate the frame of research doctorate recipients. 

Given the high visibility and participation of 
doctorate-granting institutions, there is little, if any, 
coverage error resulting from the first source. 
Because the graduate schools keep accurate records 
of degree recipients and rarely refuse to participate, 
the second source, or frame of recipients, is also quite 
accurate. In 2009, for example, only two doctoral 
granting universities refused to participate, and the 
number of graduates at these two schools was very 
small for the academic year of 2009. Comparisons of 
the number of research doctorates covered by the 
SED with the total number of doctorates (including 
non-research doctorates) reported by institutions in 
the IPEDS system also confirm that coverage of 
research doctorates in the SED is excellent. 

Survey contract staff compare the numbers of 
doctorates granted by each institution in the IPEDS 
database with the totals in the SED database. The 
numbers are not exactly comparable because IPEDS 
includes some non-research doctorates that are 
excluded from SED, but the comparisons do provide 
an alert to any major discrepancies in the basic counts 
and thus possible problems with the SED universe. 
Aside from the minimal amount of coverage error 
that may exist, the primary source of 
misclassification in the universe stems from 
institutions returning completed SED forms from 
individuals who will not, as it turns out, receive their 
degrees until the following academic year or 
individuals completing the web survey and then 
postponing their graduation to another year. Cross-
round de-duplication procedures are performed to 
address this source of error. 

Additional efforts to reduce error and to enhance the 
data collection process include requesting that the 
Institution Contact (IC) provide a final graduation list 
or an annotated commencement program used to 
document degree conferral. Many ICs cross off 
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names of individuals appearing in the 
commencement program who failed to complete 
requirements necessary for degree award and add 
names of individuals who were not included in the 
program (due to the doctorate recipient’s request or 
administrative circumstance). When materials are 
received from institutions that do not annotate 
commencement programs, the survey contractor calls 
to verify the accuracy and completeness of the 
information. This comprehensive approach ensures 
that the number of missing doctorate recipients is 
likely to be quite small. An indication of the minutia 
of missing doctorate recipients is found in the 
number of cases that are added to the universe from 
late arriving questionnaires. In the 2009 data 
collection for example, 97 cases were discovered to 
be doctorate recipients from prior years and added to 
the universe of their respective rounds; these cases 
represent less than one-tenth of one percent of the 
universe for their respective years of data collection. 

Nonresponse Error. Questionnaire or unit non-
response occurs when doctorate recipients who are 
identified for participation in the survey fail to 
complete surveys. SED unit response rates represent 
the rates at which doctorate recipients do complete 
and return questionnaires. Table SED-1 displays 
overall respondent completion rates from the 1958 
academic year through 2011. 

The goal of the SED is to produce a stable respondent 
completion rate of 92 percent. For an institution to 
realize a response rate of 90 percent or better, 
experience shows that it must distribute and collect 
the instrument or the web URL to all eligible 
individuals and strongly encourage completion. For 
this reason, the survey contractor communicates an 
expectation to all institutions for at least a 90 percent 
respondent completion rate and works to help them 
find ways to realize and exceed that level. In 2009 for 
example, just under two-thirds of participating 
institutions had response rates of 90 percent or better 
among the 429 eligible research doctorate-granting 
institutions, with 155 schools that were below 90 
percent.  The number of institutions that had response 
rates of less than 90 percent in academic year 2009 
was slightly higher than in 2008. 

Table SED-1. Overall survey response rates, 1958-
2011 

Year 
Self-report 

 rate Year 
Self-report 

rate 
1958 93.3 1985 94.8 
1959 97.9 1986 93.5 
1960 97.8 1987 93.1 
1961 97.3 1988 92.9 
1962 97.6 1989 92.3 
1963 97.4 1990 93.6 
1964 96.9 1991 94.6 
1965 97.4 1992 95.1 
1966 97.6 1993 94.7 
1967 96.3 1994 94.6 
1968 97.3 1995 94.2 
1969 97.6 1996 93.0 
1958 96.6 1997 91.6 
1970 93.6 1998 91.9 
1971 92.3 1999 91.9 
1972 90.2 2000 92.4 
1973 88.5 2001 92.7 
1974 83.9 2002 91.3 
1975 90.7 2003 91.6 
1976 91.2 2004 91.3 
1977 91.4 2005 92.1 
1978 91.0 2006 93.1 
1979 91.0 2007 91.7 
1980 96.2 2008 92.3 
1981 95.7 2009 92.6 
1982 95.3 2010 93.0 
1983 95.5 2011 92.8 
1984 95.1     

NOTE: Rates for 1976-2010 include late responses. Rate 
for 2011 may increase slightly in the next year if additional 
questionnaires are received after survey closure. 
SOURCE: National Science Foundation, National Center 
for Science and Engineering Statistics. (2010). Survey of 
Earned Doctorates Abbreviated Methodology Report 2009.  
Unpublished report. Arlington, VA: Author.; National 
Science Foundation. (2012). Doctorate Recipients from 
U.S. Universities: 2011 (NSF 13-301). Arlington, VA: 
Author. 

Unit nonresponse. Of the 49,010 individuals who 
obtained a research doctorates in 2011,  93 percent 
completed the SED. Records for nonrespondents are 
constructed from limited information (doctoral 
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institution, year of doctorate, field of doctorate, type 
of doctorate, and, if available, baccalaureate 
institution, master's degree institution, and sex) 
collected from commencement programs, graduation 
lists, and other similar public records. These 
constructed records are not included in the self-report 
response rates listed in Table SED-1. Student 
nonresponse was concentrated in certain institutions. 
The 41 institutions with the highest percentage of 
students not responding in 2011 accounted for 63 
percent of the total number of nonrespondents. 

Item nonresponse. Item nonresponse rates in 2011 for 
the key SED demographic variables ranged from 0.04 
percent for sex to 7.2 percent for location after 
graduation. No imputation was performed for missing 
data items. 

Measurement Error.  Measurement error in the SED 
is attributable to several sources, including error in 
recording respondent data (calculated at less than 1 
percent) and coding error for some variables due to 
the difficulty of defining some concepts (calculated at 
0.34 percent). For example, an SED respondent may 
classify his or her field of specialty differently than 
the department or university does in its institutional 
reporting for the IPEDS Completions Survey.  

Data Comparability 
Because a prime use of the SED data is trend 
analysis, tremendous efforts have been made to 
maintain continuity of survey content. While both 
unit and item response rates in the SED have been 
relatively stable through the years, changes to the 
survey instrument can affect data comparability.  

This may be especially important to consider when 
analyzing data by citizenship and race/ethnicity, 
where very small fluctuations in response options 
may result in increases or decreases in counts that do 
not reflect real trends. New procedures implemented 
in the early 1990s had a significant positive impact 
on response to these two items, as well as to the items 
on foreign country of citizenship and postdoctoral 
location, work activity, and employment field. 
Another potential comparability issue for the SED 
involves changes over time to the survey’s 
Specialties List, which is used to code fields for 
degrees, postdoctoral study, and employment. 
Readers are also cautioned that the 2010 data on 
education doctorates are not strictly comparable with 
data of previous years due to the reclassification of 
the EdD. 

The racial/ethnic question has undergone several 
revisions over the years. In 1977, it was modified to 
correspond to a standard question format 

recommended by the Federal Interagency Committee 
on Education and adopted by the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) for use in federally 
sponsored surveys. In 1980, the question was further 
revised; the Hispanic category was subdivided into 
Puerto Rican, Mexican American, and other 
Hispanic; and respondents were asked to check only 
one racial category. Prior to 1980, doctorate 
recipients could check more than one category to 
indicate their race. The item was modified again in 
1982 to separate the questions on race and ethnicity. 
Currently, respondents are asked first to indicate 
whether they are Hispanic or Latino and then to 
select one or more of the five racial categories 
(American Indian or Alaska Native, Native Hawaiian 
or other Pacific Islander, Asian, Black or African 
American, and White). 

Major changes to questions pertaining to sources of 
support and debt (tuition and fees, living expenses 
and supplies, and transportation to and from school) 
were also implemented from the late 1990s to 2001.  
Prior to 1988 there were 35 possible numeric values 
for SED source of funding variables.  Several of 
these codes were tied to specific Federal programs 
(e.g., Patricia Roberts Harris scholarships, NIH 
traineeships, etc.). The newer code frame reduced the 
respondent’s available choices to 13 and presented 
options as broad categories of funding sources rather 
than specific programs. 

Users should take these changes into account when 
analyzing trends and consult the most current NSF 
procedures for the SED. 

Comparisons with SDR.  Each year’s doctorate 
recipients provide information on postgraduation 
employment or study plans on the survey form. Since 
the questionnaire is filled out around the time the 
doctorate is awarded, a recipient’s plans are subject 
to change. However, comparisons with the 
longitudinal Survey of Doctorate Recipients (SDR) 
have shown SED data to be a reasonable indicator of 
actual employment status in the year following the 
doctorate, although results vary by sector. 

Comparisons with IPEDS. The IPEDS 
Completions Survey also collects data on doctoral 
degrees, but the information is provided by 
institutions rather than by doctorate recipients. The 
number of doctoral degrees collected by the IPEDS 
Completions Survey is slightly higher than the 
number collected by the SED. This is primarily 
because the IPEDS Completions Survey collects data 
on both nonresearch and research doctorates, whereas 
the SED is limited to research doctorates. Differences 
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in counts have been generally consistent since 1960, 
with ratios of IPEDS-to-SED counts ranging from 
1.01 to 1.06. Because a respondent to the SED may 
not classify his or her specialty in the exact same 
way that the institution reports the field in the IPEDS 
Completions Survey, differences between the two 
surveys in the number of doctorates for a given field 
may be greater than the difference for all fields 
combined. 

6. CONTACT INFORMATION

The National Science Foundation is the Systems 
Manager of Record for the Survey of Earned 
Doctorates. The person to contact concerning this is: 

Lynn Milan 
Project Officer 
Human Resources Statistics Program 
National Center for Science and Engineering 

Statistics 
National Science Foundation 
4201 Wilson Boulevard, Suite 965 
Arlington, VA 22230 
Phone: (703) 292-2275 
E-mail: lmilan@nsf.gov

7. METHODOLOGY AND
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