
Understanding the Consumer Price Index: 
Answers to Some Questions

The continually growing uses and users of the Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) have generated an increasing number of 
questions about the CPI. Although the Bureau of Labor Sta
tistics (BLS) has provided extensive material to the public 
describing the CPI since its 1987 revision, much of this 
material has been quite technical. BLS has developed this 
article, therefore, to 1) answer 22 frequently asked questions 
about the CPI, 2) familiarize users of the CPI with some of 
the most important of the procedures introduced with the 
1987 CPI revision, and 3) help users of the CPI better under
stand its uses and limitations.

(1) What is the CPI?
The Consumer Price Index (CPI) is a measure of the aver

age change over time in the prices paid by urban consumers 
for a fixed market basket of consumer goods and services 
from A to Z. The CPI provides a way for consumers to com
pare what the market basket of goods and services costs this 
month with what the same market basket cost a month or a 
year ago.

(2) How is the CPI used?
The Consumer Price Index affects nearly all Americans 

because of the many ways it is used. Three major uses are:

1. As an economic indicator. The CPI is the most widely 
used measure of inflation and is sometimes viewed as an 
indicator of the effectiveness of government economic 
policy. It provides information about price changes in 
the Nation’s economy to government, business, labor, 
and other private citizens, and is used by them as a guide 
to making economic decisions. In addition, the Presi
dent, Congress, and the Federal Reserve Board use 
trends in the CPI to aid in formulating fiscal and mon
etary policies.

2. As a deflator of other economic series. The CPI and 
its components are used to adjust other economic series 
for price changes and to translate these series into infla- 
tion-free dollars. Examples of series adjusted by the CPI 
include retail sales, hourly and weekly earnings, and 
components of the national income and product ac
counts.

An interesting example of this is the use of the CPI as 
a deflator of the value of the consumer’s dollar to find 
its purchasing power. The purchasing power of the

consumer’s dollar measures the change in the quantity 
of goods and services a dollar will buy at different dates. 
In other words, as prices increase, the purchasing power 
of the consumer’s dollar declines.

3. As a means of adjusting dollar values. As inflation 
erodes consumers’ purchasing power, the CPI is often 
used to adjust consumers’ income payments, for ex
ample, Social Security; to adjust income eligibility lev
els for government assistance; and to automatically pro
vide cost-of-living wage adjustments to millions of 
American workers.

The CPI affects the income of almost 70 million per
sons as a result of statutory action: 43.1 million Social 
Security beneficiaries, about 22.6 million food stamp 
recipients, and about 3.9 million military and Federal 
Civil Service retirees and survivors. Changes in the CPI 
also affect the cost of lunches for 24.2 million children 
who eat lunch at school, while collective bargaining 
agreements that tie wages to the CPI cover about 2.8 
million workers.

Another example of how dollar values may be ad
justed, is the use of the CPI to adjust the Federal income 
tax structure. These adjustments prevent inflation-in
duced increases in tax rates, an effect called “bracket 
creep.”

(3) Is the CPI a cost-of-living index?
No, although it frequently and mistakenly is called a cost- 

of-living index. The CPI is an index of price change only. It 
does not reflect the changes in buying or consumption pat
terns that consumers probably would make to adjust to rela
tive price changes. For example, if the price of beef increases 
more rapidly than other meats, shoppers may shift their pur
chases away from beef to pork, poultry, or fish. If the charges 
for household energy increase more rapidly than for other 
items, households may buy more insulation and consume 
less fuel. The CPI does not reflect this substitution among 
items as a cost-of-living index would. Rather, the CPI as
sumes the purchase of the same market basket, in the same 
fixed proportion (or weight) month after month. About ev
ery 10 years the market basket is thoroughly updated to al
low for the introduction of new products and services and to 
reflect more current spending patterns. (See question 6.) In 
addition, the CPI does not reflect taxes that are not directly 
associated with the purchase of specific goods and services.
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In other words, the CPI excludes taxes such as income and 
Social Security taxes.

It is important to note that local area CPI’s cannot be used 
to compare levels of living costs or prices between areas. 
(See answer to question 17: “Can the CPI’s for individual 
areas be used to compare living costs among the areas?”)

(4) Whose buying habits does the CPI reflect?
The CPI reflects spending patterns for each of two popu

lation groups: All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) and Urban 
Wage Earners and Clerical Workers (CPI-W). The CPI-U 
represents about 80 percent of the total U.S. population. It is 
based on the expenditures reported by almost all urban resi
dents, including professional employees, the self-employed, 
the poor, the unemployed, and retired persons as well as ur
ban wage earners and clerical workers. Not included in the 
index are the spending patterns of persons living outside 
urban areas, farm families, persons in the Armed Forces, 
and those in institutions (such as prisons and mental hospi
tals).

The CPI-W is based on the expenditures of urban house
holds that meet additional requirements: More than one- 
half of the household’s income must come from clerical or 
wage occupations and at least one of the household’s earners 
must have been employed for at least 37 weeks during the 
previous 12 months. The CPI-W’s population represents 
about 32 percent of the total U.S. population and is a subset, 
or part, of the CPI-U’s population.

(5) Does the CPI measure my experience with price 
change?

Not necessarily. It is important to understand that BLS 
bases the market baskets and pricing procedures for the CPI- 
U and CPI-W on the experience of the relevant average house
hold, not of any specific family or individual. It is unlikely 
that your experience will correspond precisely with either 
the national indexes or those for specific cities or regions.

For example, if you or your family spend a larger than 
average share of your budget on medical expenses, and medi
cal care costs are increasing more rapidly than other items 
in the CPI market basket, your personal rate of inflation (or 
experience with price change) may exceed the CPI. Con
versely, if you heat your home with solar energy, and fuel 
prices are rising more rapidly than other items, you may 
experience less inflation than the general population.

This phenomenon explains why people sometimes ques
tion the accuracy of the published indexes. A national aver
age reflects all the ups and downs of millions of individual 
price experiences. It seldom mirrors a particular consumer’s 
experience.

(6) How is the CPI market basket chosen?
The CPI market basket is developed from detailed expen

diture information provided by families and individuals on 
what they actually bought. For the current CPI, this infor
mation was collected from the Consumer Expenditure Sur

vey over the 3 years 1982, 1983, and 1984. In each of the 3 
years, about 4,800 families, from around the country, pro
vided information on their spending habits in a series of 
quarterly interviews. To collect information on frequently 
purchased items, such as food and personal care products, 
another 4,800 families in each of the 3 years kept diaries 
listing everything they bought during a 2-week period.

Altogether, about 29,000 individuals and families provided 
expenditure information for use in determining the impor
tance, or weight, of each item in the index structure.

Due to time constraints, we used data from only the first 2 
years of the Consumer Expenditure Survey to select the items 
to be priced. In addition, we update the sample of stores and 
service outlets in roughly 20 percent of the urban areas priced 
for the CPI each year. New items are introduced with these 
new samples.

(7) What goods and services does the CPI cover?
The CPI represents all goods and services purchased for 

consumption by urban households. We have classified all 
expenditure items into over 200 categories, arranged into 7 
major groups. Major groups and examples of categories in 
each are as follows:

•  Food and beverages (cookies, cereals, cheese, coffee, 
chicken, beer and ale, restaurant meals);

•  Housing (residential rent, homeowners’ costs, fuel 
oil, soaps and detergents, televisions, local telephone 
service);

•  Apparel and its upkeep (men’s shirts, women’s 
dresses, jewelry);

•  Transportation (airline fares, new and used cars, 
gasoline, car insurance);

•  Medical care (prescription drugs, eye care, physi
cians’ services, hospital rooms);

•  Entertainment (newspapers, toys, musical instru
ments, admissions); and

•  Other goods and services (haircuts, college tuition, 
bank fees).

In addition, the CPI includes various user fees such as 
water and sewerage charges, auto registration fees, vehicle 
tolls, and so forth. Taxes that are directly associated with the 
prices of specific goods and services (such as sales and ex
cise taxes) are also included. But, the CPI excludes taxes not 
directly associated with the purchase of consumer goods and 
services (such as income and Social Security taxes).

The CPI does not include investment items (such as stocks, 
bonds, real estate, and life insurance). These items relate to 
savings and not day-to-day living expenses.

For each of the over 200 item categories, the Bureau has 
chosen samples of several hundred specific items within se
lected business establishments, using scientific statistical 
procedures, to represent the thousands of varieties available 
in the marketplace. For example, in a given supermarket,
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the Bureau may choose a plastic bag of golden delicious 
apples, U.S. extra fancy grade, weighing 4.4 pounds to rep
resent the “Apples” category.

(8) How are CPI prices collected and reviewed?
Each month, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) field repre

sentatives visit or call thousands of retail stores, service es
tablishments, rental units, and doctors’ offices, all over the 
United States to obtain price information on thousands of 
items in the CPI market basket. For the entire month they 
record the prices of about 90,000 items. These 90,000 prices 
represent a scientifically-selected sample of the prices of 
goods and services sold to urban consumers throughout the 
country.

During each call or visit, the field representative collects 
price data on a specific good or service that was precisely 
defined during an earlier visit. If the selected item is avail
able, the field representative records its price. If the selected 
item is no longer available or if there have been changes in 
the quality or quantity (for example, eggs sold in packages 
of 8 when previously they had been sold by the dozen) of the 
good or service since the last time prices had been collected, 
the field representative selects a new item or records the 
quality change in the current item.

The recorded information is sent to the national office of 
BLS where commodity specialists, who have detailed knowl
edge about the particular goods or services priced, review 
the data. The specialists check the data for accuracy and 
consistency and make any necessary corrections or adjust
ments. These can range from an adjustment for a change in 
the size or quantity of a packaged item to more complex 
adjustments based upon statistical analysis of the value of 
an item’s features or quality. Thus, the commodity special
ists strive to keep changes in the quality of items from af
fecting the CPI’s measurement of price change.

(9) How is the CPI calculated?
The CPI is a product of a series of interrelated samples. 

First, using data from the 1980 Census of Population, BLS 
selects the urban areas from which prices are to be collected 
and chooses the housing units within each area that are eli
gible for use in the shelter component of the CPI. The Cen
sus of Population also provides the data which allows the 
assigning of the number of consumers represented by each 
area priced for the CPI. Next, another sample of about 24,000 
families serves as the basis for a Point-of-Purchase survey 
that identifies the places where households purchase vari
ous types of goods and services.

Data from the Consumer Expenditure Survey conducted 
from 1982 through 1984, involving a national sample of 
almost 29,000 families, provided detailed information on 
their spending habits. This enabled BLS to construct the 
CPI market basket of goods and services and to assign each 
item in the market basket a weight or importance based on 
total family expenditures. The final stage in the sampling 
process is the selection of the specific detailed item to be

priced in each outlet. This is done using a method called 
“disaggregation.” For example, BLS field representatives 
may be directed to price “fresh whole milk.” Through the 
disaggregation process, the field representative selects the 
specific kind of fresh whole milk that will be priced over 
time in the outlet. By this process, each kind of whole milk 
is assigned a probability, or weight, based on the quantity of 
it the store sells. If, for example, Vitamin D, homogenized 
milk in half-gallon containers makes up 70 percent of the 
sales of fresh whole milk, and the same milk in quart con
tainers accounts for 10 percent of all whole milk sales, then 
the half-gallon container will be seven times more likely to 
be chosen than the quart container. After probabilities are 
assigned, one kind of milk is chosen by an objective selec
tion process based on the theory of random sampling. The 
particular kind of milk that is selected by disaggregation will 
continue to be priced each month in that outlet.

To sum up, the price movement measurement (see ques
tion 8) is weighted by the importance of the item in the spend
ing patterns of the appropriate population group. The com
bination of all these factors gives a weighted measurement 
of price change for all the items in all the outlets, in all the 
areas priced for the CPI.

(10) How do I read or interpret an index?
An index is a tool that simplifies the measurement of 

movements in a numerical series. Most of the specific CPI 
indexes have a 1982-84 reference base. That is, we set the 
average index level (representing the average price level)— 
for the 36-month period covering the years 1982, 1983, and 
1984—equal to 100. We measure changes in relation to that 
figure. An index of 110, for example, means there has been 
a 10-percent increase in price since the base period; simi
larly an index of 90 means a 10-percent decrease. Move
ments of the index from one date to another can be expressed 
as changes in index points (simply, the difference between 
index levels), but it is more useful to express the movements 
as percent changes. This is because index points are affected 
by the level of the index in relation to its base period, while 
percent changes are not.

In the following table, item A increased by half as many 
index points as item B. Yet, because of the different starting 
figures, both had the same percent change; that is, prices 
advanced at the same rate. On the other hand, items B and C 
show the same change in index points, but the percent change 
is much greater for item C because of its lower starting value.

Year I 
Year II
Change in 
index points

Percent change

Item A

112.5
121.5

9.0
9.0/112.5 

x 100 = 8.0

Item B

225.0
243.0

18.0
18.0/225.0 
x 100 = 8.0

Item C

110.0
128.0

18.0
18.0/110.0 

x 100 = 16.4

We usually update reference base periods every 10 years
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or so to make it easier for people to relate changes in the CPI 
to other economic and cultural changes. We chose the 1982- 
84 period because it coincided with the time period of the 
CPFs expenditure weights.

(11) Is the CPI the best measure of inflation?
Inflation is the widespread and persistent increase in costs 

and prices over the Nation’s entire price and cost structure, 
with expectations that the increase will continue to occur in 
the future.

Various techniques have been devised to measure differ
ent aspects of inflation. The CPI measures inflation as expe
rienced by consumers in their day-to-day living expenses; 
the Producer Price Index (PPI) captures it at earlier stages of 
the production and marketing process; the Employment Cost 
Index (ECI) measures it in the labor market; the BLS’ Inter
national Price Program measures it for imports and exports; 
and the Gross Domestic Product Deflator (GDP-Deflator) 
measures combine the experience with inflation of govern
ments (Federal, State, and local), businesses, and consum
ers. Finally, there are more specialized measures, such as 
measures of interest rates and measures of consumers’ and 
business executives’ expectations.

The “best” measure of inflation for a given application 
depends on the intended use of the data. The CPI is gener
ally the best measure for adjusting payments to consumers 
when the intent is to allow them to purchase, at today’s prices, 
the same market basket of consumer goods and services that 
they could purchase in an earlier reference period. It is also 
the best measure to use to translate retail sales and hourly or 
weekly earnings into real or inflation-free dollars.

(12) Which index is the “Official CPI” reported in 
the media?

Each month, BLS releases thousands of detailed CPI num
bers to the press. However the press generally focuses on the 
broadest, most comprehensive CPI. This is known as “The 
Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers (CPI-U) 
for the U.S. City Average for All Items, 1982-84 = 100.” 
Often, the media will report some or all of the following:

a. The index level (for example, July 1992 = 140.5)
b. The 12-month percent change (for example, July 

1991 to July 1992 = 3.2 percent).
c. The 1-month percent change on a seasonally adjusted 

basis (for example, from June 1992 to July 1992 = 
0.1 percent).

d. The annual rate of percent change so far this year (for 
example, from December 1991 to July 1992 if the 
rate of increase over the first 7 months of the year 
continued for the full year, after the removal of sea
sonal influences, the rise would be 2.9 percent).

e. The annual rate based on the latest seasonally ad
justed 1-month change. For example, if the June 1992 
to July 1992 rate continued for a full 12 months, the 
rise, compounded, would be 1.7 percent.

(13) What index should I use for escalation?
The decision to employ an escalation mechanism, as well 

as the choice of the most suitable index, is up to the user. 
When drafting the terms of an escalation provision for use 
in a contract to adjust future payments, both legal and sta
tistical questions can arise. While BLS cannot help in any 
matters relating to legal questions, it does provide basic tech
nical and statistical assistance to users who are developing 
indexing procedures.

Some examples of technical or statistical guidelines from 
BLS follow:

•  BLS strongly recommends using indexes unadjusted 
for seasonal variation (i.e., not seasonally adjusted 
indexes) for escalation. (See answer to question 14 
for a further explanation of seasonally adjusted in
dexes and why we don’t recommend seasonally ad
justed indexes for use in escalation).

•  BLS recommends using national or regional indexes 
for escalation due to the volatility of the local in
dexes. (See answer to question 15 for an explanation 
of this point).

If you have further questions, the Bureau has prepared a 
detailed report, Using the Consumer Price Index for Escala
tion. For copies, write or call the nearest BLS regional office 
listed at the end of this report, or call (202) 606-7000.

(14) When should I use seasonally adjusted data?
By using seasonally adjusted data, economic analysts and 

the media find it easier to see the underlying trend in short
term price change. It is often difficult to tell from raw (unad
justed) statistics whether developments between any 2 months 
reflect changing economic conditions or only normal sea
sonal patterns. Therefore, many economic series, including 
the CPI, are seasonally adjusted to remove the effect of sea
sonal influences on the changes, thereby revealing the un
derlying trend. Seasonal influences are those that normally 
occur at the same time and in about the same magnitude 
every year. They include price movements resulting from 
changing climatic conditions, production cycles, model 
changeovers, and holidays. We re-estimate or revise season
ally adjusted indexes annually.

The unadjusted data reflect the actual prices consumers 
pay. Therefore, unadjusted data are appropriate for escala
tion purposes.

(15) What area indexes are published, and how 
often?

Besides monthly publication of the national (or U.S. City 
Average) CPI-U and CPI-W, monthly indexes are also pub
lished for the four regions—Northeast, North Central, South, 
and West. Monthly indexes are also published for urban ar
eas classified by population size—all metropolitan areas over 
1.2 million, mid-sized metropolitan areas, small metropoli
tan areas, and all nonmetropolitan urban areas. Indexes also
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are available within each region cross-classified by area size. 
For the Northeast and West, however, some of the popula- 
tion-size classes are not available. BLS also publishes in
dexes for 29 local areas. These local area indexes are 
byproducts of the national CPI program. Each local index 
has a much smaller sample size than the national or regional 
indexes and is, therefore, subject to substantially more sam
pling and other measurement error. As a result, local area 
indexes are more volatile than the national or regional in
dexes, even though their long-term trends are similar. There
fore, BLS strongly urges users to consider adopting the na
tional average (or regional) CPI’s for use in their escalator 
clauses. If used with caution, local area CPI data can be used 
to illustrate and explain the effect of local economic condi
tions on consumers’ experience with price change. Local area 
data are available on the following schedule.

We publish five major metropolitan areas monthly:

Chicago-Gary-Lake County, IL-IN-WI 
LosAngeles-Anaheim-Riverside, CA 
New York-Northern NJ-Long Island, NY-NJ-CT 
Philadelphia-Wilmington-Trenton, PA-NJ-DE-MD 
San Francisco-Oakland-San Jose, CA

Data for an additional 10 metropolitan areas are published 
every other month [on an odd (January, March, etc.) or even 
(February, April, etc.) month schedule] for the following
areas:

Baltimore, MD -odd
Houston, TX -even
Boston-Lawrence-Salem, MA-NH -odd
Miami-Fort Lauderdale, FL -odd
Cleveland-Akron-Lorain, OH -odd
Pittsburgh-Beaver Valley, PA -even
Dallas-Fort Worth, TX -even
St. Louis-East St. Louis, MO-IL -odd
Detroit-AnnArbor, Ml -even
Washington, DC-MD-VA -odd

(Note: The designation even or odd refers to the month 
during which the area’s price change is measured. Due to 
the time needed for processing, data are released 2 to 3 weeks 
into the following month.)

Data are published for another group of 12 metropolitan 
areas on a semiannual basis. These indexes, which refer to 
the arithmetic average for the 6-month periods from Janu
ary through June and July through December, are published 
with release of the CPI for July and January, respectively, in 
August and February for:

Anchorage, AK Kansas City, MO-KS
Atlanta, GA Milwaukee, Wl
Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY Minneapolis-St. Paul, MN-WI
Cincinnati-Hamilton, OH-KY-IN Portland-Vancouver, OR-WA
Denver-Boulder, CO San Diego, CA
Honolulu, HI Seattle-Tacoma, WA

Finally, BLS recently began publication of CPI’s for two 
metropolitan areas on an annual basis. These indexes repre
sent the arithmetic averages for the 12-month period from 
January through December of each year. They are published

with the release of the CPI for January, i.e., in February. 
These areas are:

New Orleans, LA
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL

(16) What area CPI should I use if there is no CPI 
for the area I live in?

Although the BLS can provide some guidance on this 
question, users must make the final decision.

As noted in the answers to Questions 13 and 15, BLS 
strongly urges the use of national or at least regional CPI’s 
for use in escalator clauses. These indexes are more stable 
and subject to less sampling and other measurement error 
than local area indexes. They are, therefore, more statisti
cally reliable.

(17) Can the CPI’s for individual areas be used to 
compare living costs among the areas?

No, an individual area index measures how much prices 
have changed in that particular area over a specific time pe
riod. It does not show whether prices or living costs are higher 
or lower in that area relative to another. In general, both the 
market basket and relative prices of goods and services in 
the base period vary substantially across areas.

The following illustration shows that while Area B has 
higher prices than Area A, the price change in Area A has 
been greater than in Area B. The CPI measures the rates of 
change in prices rather than the level of prices.

Base Period Current Period
Price Index Price Index

Area A $0.30 100 $0.55 183
AreaB .60 100 .90 150

(18) What types of data are published?
There are many types of data published as outputs from 

the CPI program. The most popular are indexes and percent 
changes. Requested less often are relative importance (or 
relative expenditure weight) data, base conversion factors 
(to convert from one CPI reference base to another), sea
sonal factors (the monthly factors used to convert unadjusted 
indexes into seasonally adjusted indexes), and average food 
and energy prices. Index and price change data are available 
for the U.S. City Average (or national average), for various 
geographic areas (regions and metropolitan areas), for size 
classes of urban areas, and for cross-classifications of re
gions and size classes. Indexes for various groupings of items 
are available for all geographic areas and size classes.

There are individual indexes available for over 200 items 
(e.g., apples, men’s shirts, airline fares), and over 120 dif
ferent combinations of items (e.g., fruits and vegetables, food 
at home, Food and beverages, and all items), at the national 
or U.S. City Average level. BLS classifies consumer items 
into seven major groups: Food and beverages, housing, ap
parel and upkeep, transportation, medical care, entertain
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ment, and other goods and services. Some indexes are avail
able as far back as 1913.

Each month, indexes are published along with short-term 
percent changes, the latest 12-month change and, at the na
tional item and group level, unadjusted and (where appro
priate) seasonally adjusted percent changes (and seasonal 
factors), together with annualized rates of change. These 
annualized rates indicate what the rate of change would be 
for a 12-month period, if a price change measured for a 
shorter period continued for a full 12 months.

The answer to question 15 provides information about the 
areas and size classes for which indexes are published. For 
areas, we publish less detailed groupings of items than we 
do for the national level. The following table illustrates this 
point:

Baltimore, MD U.S. City Average

All items All items
Food and beverages Food and beverages
Food Food
Food at home Food at home
Cereals and bakery products Cereals and bakery products

Cereals and cereal products 
Flour and prepared 

flour mixes 
Cereal
Rice, pasta, and com meal 

Bakery products 
White bread 
Fresh other bread, 

biscuits, rolls, and muffins 
Cookies, fresh cakes, 

and cupcakes 
Other bakery products

Annual average indexes and percent changes for these 
groupings are published at the national and local levels.

Semiannual average indexes and percent changes for some 
of these groupings are also published.

Each month, we publish average price data for some food 
items (for the U.S. and 4 regions) and for some energy items 
(for the U.S., 4 regions, 4 size-classes, 13 cross-classifica- 
tions of regions and size-classes, and for 15 metropolitan 
areas).

(19) What are some limitations of the index?
The CPI is subject to both limitations in application and 

limitations in measurement.

time changes in each place. A higher index for one area 
does not necessarily mean that prices are higher there than 
in another area with a lower index, it merely means that 
they have risen faster since their common base period.

The CPI cannot be used as a measure of total change in 
living costs because changes in these costs are affected by 
such factors as changes in consumers’ market baskets, so
cial and environmental changes, and changes in income 
taxes, which the CPI does not include.

Limitations in measurement
Limitations in measurement can be grouped into two ba

sic types, sampling errors and nonsampling errors.

Sampling errors. Because the CPI measures price change 
based on only a sample of items, the published indexes dif
fer somewhat from what the results would be if actual records 
of all retail purchases by everyone in the index population 
could be used to compile the index. These estimating or sam
pling errors are limitations on the precise accuracy of the 
index, not mistakes in index calculation. The accuracy could 
be increased by using much larger samples, but the cost would 
be multiplied. Most of those who have examined the index 
have found it to be sufficiently accurate for most of the prac
tical uses made of it. The CPI program has developed mea
surements of sampling error.

Nonsampling errors. These errors occur from a variety of 
sources. Unlike sampling errors, they £an cause persistent 
bias in the index measurement. They are caused by prob
lems of price data collection, logistical lags in conducting 
surveys, difficulties in defining basic concepts and their op
erational implementation, and difficulties in handling the 
problems of quality change. Nonsampling errors can be far 
more hazardous to the accuracy of a price index than sam
pling error, per se. BLS expends much effort to minimize 
these errors. Highly trained personnel are relied on to insure 
comparability of quality of items compared from period to 
period (see answer to question 8.); collection procedures are 
extensively documented and recurring audits are conducted. 
The CPI program has started a program of continuous evalu
ation to identify needed improvements and has introduced 
improvements as their benefits were proven and as our bud
get permitted.

Limitations of application
The CPI may not be applicable to all population groups. 

For example, it is designed to measure the experience with 
average price change of the U.S. urban population and, thus, 
may not accurately reflect the experience of rural residents. 
Also, the CPI does not provide data separately for the rate of 
inflation experienced by subgroups of the population, such 
as the elderly or the poor.

As noted in the answer to question 17, the CPI cannot be 
used to measure differences in price levels or living costs 
between one place and another; it measures only time-to-

(20) Will the CPI be updated or revised in the 
future?

Yes. The CPI will need revisions as long as there are sig
nificant changes in consumer buying habits or shifts in popu
lation distribution or demographics. The Bureau, by devel
oping annual Consumer Expenditure Surveys and Point-of- 
Purchase Surveys, has the flexibility to monitor changing 
buying habits in a timely and cost-efficient manner. In addi
tion, the censuses conducted by the Department of Commerce 
provide information that permits us to adapt to shifts in the 
population distribution and other demographic factors at 10-
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year intervals.
As a matter of policy, BLS is continually researching im

proved statistical methods. Thus, even between major revi
sions, we are making further improvements to the CPI. For 
example, changes in children’s day care and nursery school 
expenses, until recently, had been represented by changes in 
State and local minimum wages. The development of an 
adequate sample of day care providers and nursery school 
reporters enabled us to obtain prices for day care and nurs
ery school services directly.

(21) How can I get CPI information?
BLS furnishes CPI data to the public in a variety of meth

ods and formats.

The Electronic News Release. This is the quickest. It is reach
able electronically immediately at release time (which is 2-3 
weeks after the reference month) through the BLS News 
Release Service. A fee is charged for this service. Write to 
the Office of Publications and Special Studies, Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2 Massachusetts Avenue, NE., Room 2850 
Washington, DC 20212-0001, or call (202) 606-5888.

FAXSTAT—fax-on-demand service. Beginning this fall, the 
Bureau will have CPI data on a fax-on-demand service avail
able 24-hours a day. FAXSTAT will include the monthly press 
release, selected regional and metropolitan information, and 
some technical information. Call (202) 606-6FAX. Each re
gional office will also have the system in place and will in
clude additional regional CPI information.

Telephone. A wide range of summary CPI data are provided 
on a 24-hour recorded message, including key CPI numbers 
plus the next release date. Call (202) 606-STAT. Another 
recorded message of less than 3 minutes, provides informa
tion about the United States and Washington All-items CPIs 
and the next release date. Call (202) 606-6994. Technical 
information is available, between 8:15 and 4:45 Eastern time, 
Monday through Friday, at (202) 606-7000. BLS Regional 
Offices also provide CPI information by telephone.

Mailgram. This arrives overnight. It is provided through the 
National Technical Information Service, U.S. Department 
of Commerce, 5285 Port Royal Road, Springfield, VA 22151. 
It costs $190 per year in the contiguous United States. It 
provides selected U.S. City Average CPI data.

Machine-readable form. A single magnetic tape which con
tains all current and historical CPI data is $140. Data dis
kettes are also available. These offer CPI-U and CPI-W in
dexes for the U.S. city average for 104 selected items, and 
All-items indexes for 54 selected areas, for all months of the 
current year and the previous year. A single copy costs $50 
and a 12-month subscription $357. These arrive about a week 
after the data are released. For information, write to the Of

fice of Publications and Special Studies, Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2 Massachusetts Avenue, NE., Room 2850, Wash
ington, DC 20212-0001 or call (202) 606-5886. Custom dis
kettes providing data requested by the user are also avail
able. Call (202) 606-6968.

Free CPI Summary News Release. This 2-page release pro
vides CPI-U and CPI-W indexes, 1-month and 12-month 
percent changes for 104 selected items for the U.S. city aver
age, a brief analysis of recent CPI movement, and All-items 
indexes for 36 selected areas and groupings of areas for avail
able periods within the past 3 months, with their latest 12- 
month percent change. It arrives about 3 weeks after the re
lease of the CPI. You can request that we add your name to 
this free mailing list by writing to the Office of Publications 
and Special Studies, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2 Massa
chusetts Avenue, NE., Room 2850, Washington, DC 20212-
0001 or by calling (202) 606-STAT. BLS Regional Offices 
(see back inside cover) also maintain free mailing lists for 
local and regional CPI information.

CPI Detailed Report. This is the Bureau’s most comprehen
sive report on consumer prices. See inside front cover for 
ordering informations.

Monthly Labor Review. The MLR provides selected CPI data 
included in a monthly summary of BLS data and occasional 
analytical articles and methodological descriptions too ex
tensive for inclusion in the CPI Detailed Report. It costs $25 
a year, $7 for a single copy. It can be ordered from: New 
Orders, Superintendent of Documents, P.O. Box 371954, 
Pittsburgh, PA 15250-7954.

Historical tables. These show all of the published indexes 
for each of the detailed CPI components listed in the CPI 
Detailed Report. They are available upon request. We im
pose fees for large requests. For information call (202) 606- 
7000.

Special Publications. Various special publications are avail
able upon request. Examples of these are: Relative Impor
tance of Components in the Consumer Price Index; Using 
the CPI for Escalation; fact sheets like “Rebasing the Con
sumer Price Index” and associated conversion factors; and 
assorted checklists which describe the items eligible for pric
ing. For information call (202) 606-7000.

(22) Where can I get more information?
Further information may be obtained from any of the eight 

regional offices of the Bureau of Labor Statistics, (listed on 
the back inside cover of this publication), or from the Office 
of Prices and Living Conditions, Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2 Massachusetts Avenue, NE., Room 3615, Washington, DC 
20212-0001, or by calling (202) 606-7000.
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