Basic Tools: InternetData: RealTimeDataSet


Real-Time Data: The Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia 

www.phil.frb.org/econ/forecast/reaindex.html
Government statistical services often revise the data series they produce.  Such revisions reflect newer data, improved methodologies for compiling data series, or changes in definitions of measured variables.  Revisions can create difficulties for economists.  For example, a researcher working in 1973 would have gathered data on GNP, the M1 measure of the money supply, and monthly interest rates on 3-month treasury bills. If you decided to replicate his or her work today, you would run into serious problems. Out of the three variables gathered in 1973, you would only be able to find the interest rates today. GNP has been replaced with GDP and M1 is measured much differently today than it was in the 1970s.  
The research division of the Federal Reserve Bank of Philadelphia developed a solution to the problem of changing variable definitions and data by creating  the Real-Time Data Set for Macroeconomists (RTDSM). The concept behind the RTDSM is quite simple:  If you are attempting to replicate work from 1973 you should have access to the data exactly as they were in 1973. 

The RTDSM data sets contain a wealth of macroeconomic data.  The real-time aspect adds a degree of confusion. We will walk through the basics of gathering data from the RTDSM.  Like many of the other Internet data sources we describe, we encourage exploration of the site to see what type of other information and data you can gather. 
Downloading the Data
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 The RTDSM main Web page is www.phil.frb.org/econ/forecast/reaindex.html.  This page contains numerous links to references concerning the methodology and construction of the data set. To download data, scroll all the way to the bottom of the page and click on the link Download data and documentation. The new page presents two main options: downloading By Vintage and By Variable. The By Vintage option provides the “Core” variables of the RTDSM as they appeared in different years. The By Variable option provides a look at series for individual variables as it they have changed over the years. 

Because we want data on several variables from 1973, we will choose the By Vintage option. In the Vintage section, we will use quarterly data; thus we select the following option: 
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(The data set will increase in size as more vintages are added.) Clicking on the link brings up a box giving us the option to save the data.  (If this window does not open, you can right-click on the link displayed above and save the file). The file comes as a ZIP file, which must be unzipped.  You should also click on the Documentation link to download an Adobe Acrobat (pdf) file entitled “Notes on the Philadelphia Fed’s Real Time Data Set for Macroeconomists (RTDSM).”  
Importing the Data
Once you have extracted the files from the ZIP file, you are ready to work with the data. The files are presented in .wk1 format, which are Lotus Work files, but Excel can import them. To do this, open Excel and use the “Open…” selection in the file menu to find your extracted files (you will probably have to change the file type at the bottom of the window from “All Microsoft Excel Files” to “All Files”). 
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Once the data are imported into Excel, you are ready to replicate a study from 1973. For example, you might choose nov73wk1 file, which records the data series as they were available to researchers on November 15, 1973.  See the documentation file mentioned above for a description and definition of each variable.  
Conclusion
In this document we described how to use the RTDSM to replicate a time-series analysis conducted in 1973.  However, you can easily design and run your own analysis of the data, (e.g., tracking the movement of a single variable as the methods of measurement changed or comparing the effectiveness of an equation on several  different years’ data). The Web site is well-documented and the bibliographic links are worth exploring.
Another source of data as it originally appeared is ALFRED, which is provided by the Economic Research group at the St. Louis Federal Reserve.  They describe ALFRED as follows:

ALFRED™: ArchivaL Federal Reserve Economic Data

Using ALFRED™ you can retrieve vintage versions of data that were available on specific dates in history. In general, economic data for past observation periods are revised as more accurate estimates become available. As a result, previous vintages of data can be superceded and may no longer be available from various data sources.

Currently, vintage data are available for 60 series in 3 FRED categories:

    * Consumer Price Index

    * Producer Price Index

    * Employment

The earliest vintage available is December 6, 1996. Over time, we plan to increase the number of series and vintages available.  

Source: <research.stlouisfed.org/tips/alfred/>.
� An additional data source for data sets as they appeared in the past is ALFRED, provided by the St. Louis Federal Reserve.  For more on ALFRED, see the conclusion to this document and FRED.doc, located n the BasicTools\Internet Data\FRED folder.  





RTDSM.doc
Page 4 of 4

