
1

Nicholas A. Fett 
fett.nicholas@bls.gov

Nicholas Fett is an economist in the Office of 
Employment and Unemployment Statistics, U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Comparing with the original: a look at Current 
Employment Statistics vintage data
The Current Employment Statistics program publishes 
detailed employment data each month. Because the data 
are subject to multiple revisions, end users often need 
access to information that details how the data have 
changed over time. Vintage data tables are a valuable tool, 
providing users with all published data, from original 
estimates to the most up-to-date figures.

Each month, the Current Employment Statistics (CES) 
program surveys approximately 143,000 businesses and 
government agencies, representing approximately 588,000 
work sites, for detailed employment data. The initial 
publication of these data generally attracts the most 
attention, however, these are mere preliminary estimates 
that will be revised multiple times before they are finalized. 
New data are collected for up to 2 months after original 
publication and incorporated in the sample. Once this early 
data collection is complete, the numbers are subject to 
further revisions through annual benchmarking and 
seasonal readjustment.1 Vintage data tables complete the historical record by preserving accurate, point-in-time 
CES data, from original estimates to the most recent updated data.

Vintage data tables offer a historical breakdown of CES data; they show the first estimates published, as well as 
over-the-month changes (both seasonally and not seasonally adjusted) for a given reference month. The tables 
show all available estimates dating back to the start of each series. For example, data on total nonfarm 
employment dates back to January 1939, the series’ start date. Total nonfarm and supersector employment tables 
are available in Excel 2013 file format. Vintage data tables for additional industries are available, and can be 
converted to Excel format with the use of the Excel template.

The structure of the vintage data can be seen in Table 1, where the selected cell (here highlighted in red) 
references the January 1939 value for the May 2003 employment release. The yellow row is the reference month 
and to see how the values have revised over time, move down the column. For your convenience, the May 2003 
value (or first preliminary release if reference month after May 2003), the third preliminary release (or May 2003 
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value if reference month before June 2003), and the December 2014 values are located directly under the 
reference month in light blue.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Vintage data tables show all published versions of the data since the May 2003 first preliminary estimates, when 
CES finished switching from a quota based sample to a probability based sample and replaced the Standard 
Industrial Classification System (SIC) with the North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS).2 For all 
earlier reference months, May 2003 values represent the first and third preliminary estimates.

Many CES data users are concerned with access to the most up-to-date revisions to monthly estimates. To 
accommodate such users, employment levels and over-the-month changes (of both seasonally and not seasonally 
adjusted data) are available in vintage data tables. The data published in these tables are subject to three types of 
revisions—monthly revisions, annual benchmarks, and historical reconstructions.

Monthly revisions
The CES program begins collecting sample reports for a given month as soon as the reference period (the pay 
period that includes the 12th of the month for the responding establishment) is complete. The collection time for 
preliminary estimates ranges from 10 to 16 days, depending on the date scheduled for the Employment Situation 
news release. Because this preliminary collection cycle is so brief, many establishments are unable to provide the 

Relating to period Jan 1939 Feb 1939 Mar 1939 Apr 1939 May 1939 Jun 1939

First preliminary release (or May 2003) 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Third preliminary release (or May 2003) 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
December 2014 release 29,923 30,101 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
May 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jun 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jul 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Aug 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Sep 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Oct 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Nov 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Dec 2003 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jan 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Feb 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Mar 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Apr 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
May 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jun 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jul 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Aug 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Sep 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Oct 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Nov 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Dec 2004 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502
Jan 2005 29,923 30,100 30,280 30,094 30,300 30,502

Table 1. Revisions triangle for monthly total nonfarm employment (seasonally adjusted)
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requested data in time to be included with the primary estimates. Monthly revisions bridge the gap between the 
CES program’s twin goals of timely publication and accurate reporting.

After the first estimates are published, sample responses for the reference month are continuously collected 
throughout the next 2 months. These new responses are reported in the second and third preliminary estimates 
published in subsequent months. Second preliminary estimates for a reference month are published in the month 
following the initial release. Third preliminary estimates, the final sample-based estimates, are published 2 months 
after the initial release. Additional sample receipts are the primary source of the monthly CES employment 
revisions. However, seasonal adjustments can also affect revisions to seasonally-adjusted data.3  
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Figures 1 and 2 graph data from the first preliminary release alongside the third preliminary release and the most 
recent data (December 2014 preliminary estimates) displayed in the spreadsheet. Monthly revisions are captured 
in the difference between the first and third preliminary releases.

Annual benchmark revisions
Sample-based estimates remain final until employment levels are adjusted to reflect universe employment counts, 
or benchmarks, for March of each year; the benchmarks are primarily derived from Unemployment Insurance (UI) 
tax records.4 The annual benchmarking process results in revised data back to the last annual benchmark for not 
seasonally adjusted series and back five years for seasonally adjusted series.

The population counts used to establish benchmarks are much less timely than sample-based estimates and are 
used to provide an annual point-in-time census for employment. March sample-based estimates are replaced with 
UI counts, while monthly estimates for the year preceding the March benchmark are readjusted with a "wedge” 
procedure in which the difference between the most recent benchmark revision and the previously published 
March estimate, is calculated and spread back across the prior 11 months. Estimates for the 7 months that follow 
the March benchmark (April through October) are recalculated each year to reflect the monthly changes to the 
March benchmark levels for March and the re-computation of business birth/death factors for each month’s data.

Annual CES benchmark revisions are published in February of each year. In the last 10 years, the largest 
benchmark revision occurred in January 2010; that revision shows the revisions associated with the period of 
employment relating to the peak and trough of the 2007 to 2009 recession.

Historical reconstructions
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Historical reconstructions are major revisions to CES data that occur in response to atypical survey changes, such 
as updates to the North American Industrial Classification System (NAICS) or changes to sampling methodology. 
As the official employment time series, the CES program revises historical data so comparisons are based on 
similar methodology and classifications. These revisions, often the largest source of change, are identified in the 
comments provided with the data.

In 2013, the reclassification of 466,000 Education and Health Services industry employees required one of the 
largest historical reconstructions conducted by the CES program. The Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages (QCEW) program determined that UI records had been improperly classified. UI records of state funding 
programs that should have been classified as part of the Services for the elderly and disabled, NAICS 624120, 
were incorrectly classified, as part of the Private households industry, NAICS 814. In the first quarter of 2013, 
QCEW began recoding this employment under NAICS 624120, which moved the employment from a previously 
out-of-scope industry (not in the CES sample) to an in-scope industry for the CES program. This prompted a 
historical reconstruction to account for the employment in these misclassified state-administered programs. (See 
figure 3.)

CES data goes through several types of revision. Providing these vintage data tables allow users to get a clearer 
picture of how CES data changes over time and allows users to get a sense of the available information at any 
point in time. These data can be used for numerous research projects which require originally published estimates 
and can also be used as a transparency tool for all users who wish to see the magnitude and frequency of CES 
revisions.

More information and the CES vintage data can be found at https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cesvininfo.htm.

SUGGESTED CITATION

https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cesvininfo.htm


 U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

6

MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW 

Nicholas A. Fett, "Comparing with the original: a look at Current Employment Statistics vintage data," Monthly 
Labor Review, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, April 2015, https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2015.12.

NOTES

1 For more information on revisions to CES data, see https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cestn.htm#section6.

2 For more information on industrial reclassification, see https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cestn.htm#section6c.

3 For more information on CES seasonal adjustment, see https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cesseasadj.htm.

4 For more information, please see the CES Benchmark article and CES Technical Notes at https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/ 
cesbmart.htm and https://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cestn.htm.
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