Basic Tools: InternetData: BLS


Bureau of Labor Statistics Data
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) is a helpful resource for obtaining aggregate data on the Internet. A branch of the U.S. Department of Labor, the BLS serves as the “principal fact-finding agency for the Federal Government in the broad field of labor economics and statistics.” Because of this, the BLS has an extensive database of labor force statistics, wages, employment, hours, and any other statistic dealing with labor in the United States. 

This document will demonstrate how to gather time series data from the BLS website and how to import that data into Microsoft Excel for further analysis. We will examine labor force participation rates and compare the rates between two age classes: men aged 25-54 and men aged 55-64.  The BLS site allows us to tailor our data.  Thus we will look at data from 1990 to the present, not seasonally adjusted. 
The BLS Web site
The BLS site is www.bls.gov. The BLS main page contains recent statistics, articles, and other resources which might be of interest in your research. We want to download data and thus it is necessary to go to “Get Detailed Statistics.”  This option is located as a link at the top of the main page for the BLS, as shown below:
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The detailed statistics page <www.bls.gov/data/home.htm> presents us with many options for downloading data, as well as a useful About page and Most Requested statistics. We are interested in the Labor Force Participation Rate, which is a “Labor Force Statistic” located at the top of the page under “Employment & Unemployment.”   See below:
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Many options for our data are presented on the right-hand side of the screen—from “Special Notices” to “Flat Files.” We want custom data, and so we will choose the third option, “Create Customized Tables (One Screen),” but we again encourage you to explore all of the options available which include those that will allow you to download compressed .zip files or explore press releases. The figure below shows some of the options available for working with Labor Force Statistics.
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When you click on the third icon, a separate window (powered by a Java program) opens.  It may take a moment or two for the window to display.  When it does, it looks like this:
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This window allows us to choose what data we want to examine. The site allows us to request multiple queries, which we will do to gather both age classes at once. Once the window is set up as it is above (Sex = Men, Race = All Races, Ethnic Origin = All Origins, Age = 25 to 54 Years, Education = All educational levels, Marital Status = All marital statuses, Labor Force Status = Civilian labor force participation rate) click “Add to Your Selection” to add the data for 25-54 year olds. Then repeat the procedure, keeping every selection the same except for the age class, which you should change to 55-64 years. Once you have added both age classes to your data set, select “Get Data,” which will open another new window. 


The new window displays the data for the last 10 years in table form for both of our data sets. Because we want a different date range and format, select “More Formatting Options” which opens this page: 
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Retrieve Data

The following series id(s) were generated from your query.
To save these serfes d(s), cut and paste to a text file.

(Edits are ignored. To change these series d(s) you will need to restart your query.)
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This window allows us to select our date range, as well as adjust the form of the data.  Use the choices we have made above:  Column format, All Time Periods, the Original Data Values, and output in Text, tab delimited.  Selecting column format is crucial:  this ensures that the data shows up in just one column rather than a table with data for different months in different columns.  Selecting “Retrieve Data” opens a window with the data in text format. The data will look like this:
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To transfer these data to Excel, copy the first set (highlight all the data and Ctrl+C) and open an Excel workbook. Select cell A1, right click and choose “Paste Special.” 
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Since the data is in Tab Delimited format, selecting Unicode format should separate the data into columns in the Excel workbook. If not, use Exel’s Data:Text to Columns … tool to separate the data into columns. Repeat this process for the second set of data in another sheet of your workbook. 

Formatting and Analyzing in Excel
Your workbook now contains the data as well as some important information, such as units of measure, series ID, and the title of the data. The data itself, however, requires some cleaning up before it can be analyzed. The BLS site adds an annual average for each year which needs to be removed.   To remove these rows we suggest a rather simple 3-step process. 
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Rewrite the “Period” column to include the year. Change “Jan” to “Jan-90”, which Excel recognizes as a date. Once you change January you can copy down to Dec-90. Once all of the 1990 months are in this format you may highlight all 12 months and the “Annual” row and copy all of the way down to change every month into a month-year format.

2. Change the date formatting if necessary.  Excel’s dates are really numbers which are formatted in an unusual way.  Often the date will appear as a numeric code instead of as a date.  To fix this, select the cell or cells you wish to reformat, go to the menu and choose Format: Cells.  A formatting window appears.  Select the Number tab and go to Date and, after scrolling down through the Type window, choose the “Mar-01” option.  The gigure below shows that the number 32874 is reformatted as Jan-90.  
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.
In this case you will need to select all the cells containing dates.  

3. Sort the data. Select Data:Sort and sort the data by Period and choose the “Ascending” option.  To Sort, select a cell inside the range to be sorted and choose Data:Sort.  Excel should select the range you want but in if not be sure to select the entire range of data, including all relevant columns (data in unselected columns will not be sorted).. With the “Ascending” option, all of the “Annual” rows will be sent to the bottom of the sheet.  These rows may be deleted.  . 
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With the data sorted, you are now ready to analyzing the data.  See BLSLaborForce.xls for more details on this example, including advice on how to draw charts of time series data.   
Conclusion
The BLS data bank is an extremely useful source of aggregate time series data on the U.S. labor force.   
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