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About
the U.S.
Census
Bureau

About 
this
Survey

Our nation is constantly changing, and Americans change with it. We grow in number,
we move, and we develop new patterns of living and working. The Census Bureau
measures these changes. Policy makers use this information to make decisions that
affect our future.

Our data provide information on—

Population  Industry  Housing  Construction
Transportation Income  Health  Agriculture

We are conducting this survey to get a picture of how Americans spend their money
and how the percentages devoted to different spending categories change over time.

With Consumer Expenditure (CE) data, users can:

·  Understand changes in housing costs as a percentage of the average American
   household’s income.

·  Compare transportation costs for young, middle-aged, and older households.

·  Understand changes in health insurance costs for the average American household.

The CE data are also used to update the “market basket” of goods and services for the 
Consumer Price Index (CPI). 

 

CE
Consumer
Expenditure
Surveys

Internet Sites:
Census Bureau
www.census.gov

Bureau of Labor Statistics, CE Survey
www.bls.gov/cex
www.bls.gov/respondents/cex
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It’s the Law! (Title 13, U.S. Code)


For More Information
Call our national Customer Services Center at 
1-800-923-8282 or one of our Regional Offi  ces 


listed below.


Atlanta 1-800-424-6974


Boston 1-800-562-5721


Charlotte 1-800-331-7360


Chicago 1-800-865-6384


Dallas 1-800-835-9752


Denver 1-800-852-6159


Detroit 1-800-432-1495


Kansas City 1-800-728-4748


Los Angeles 1-800-992-3530


New York 1-800-991-2520


Philadelphia 1-800-262-4236


Seattle 1-800-233-3308


Go to <www.census.gov/regions/> for a 
complete listing of the states or counties


covered by each Regional Offi  ce. 


Learn more about our data protection and 
privacy policy at <www.census.gov/privacy>.


census.gov


Connect with us today: 


U.S. Department of Commerce
Economics and Statistics Administration
U.S. CENSUS BUREAU
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The U.S. Census Bureau
Respects Your Privacy and
Protects Your Personal Information


A Message from the 
Census Bureau Director


Without you, the country doesn’t have timely 


statistical information about how we are doing 


economically, educationally, or socially. This is a 


fundamental way that the American public can 


make sure that our democracy is well informed.


For statistical surveys to work, those chosen at 


random to be surveyed must respond. We want 


you to feel safe doing this. The Census Bureau has 


successfully protected respondents’ answers for 


over 100 years.


Our highest priority at the Census Bureau is using 


your answers only for determining how the country 


is doing. By law, we cannot share your answers 


with anyone—including other federal agencies 


and state and local law enforcement agencies. 


In 2010, the Justice Department determined that 


no provision of the U.S. Patriot Act overrides the 


confi dentiality law that protects census data.


We pledge to keep your answers confi dential. 


This commitment means you can provide honest 


answers to our questions knowing that they will 


only be merged into thousands of others to paint 


a portrait of the country. The Census Bureau 


knows that our pledge of confi dentiality is key in 


obtaining accurate data.







It’s Safe 


By law, the Census Bureau cannot share your 


answers with anyone.


The Law 
Title 13 of the U.S. Code ensures that all 


information collected by the Census Bureau is 


used for statistical purposes only.


The Oath
All Census Bureau employees take an oath of 


nondisclosure and are sworn for life to protect 


the confidentiality of all data collected by


the agency. 


The Penalties
The penalty for unlawful disclosure is a fine of up 


to $250,000 or imprisonment of up to 5 years, or 


both.


Safety in the Digital Age
The Census Bureau protects your information 


with technological safeguards. Our computer 


systems are strictly controlled through passwords, 


firewalls, encryption, and auditing to prevent 


unauthorized access. 


It’s Confidential


We will not release or share any data that 


could be used to identify you. 


 


• Only authorized Census Bureau employees   


   can see your personal identifiable information.


• No authority can obtain personal identifiable   


   data from the Census Bureau.  The airtight law  


   applies to the White House, U.S. Supreme Court,  


   Internal Revenue Service, U.S. Citizenship and  


 Immigration Services, police, military, and   


   welfare agencies—everybody!


• Copies of census questionnaires cannot be used  


   as evidence in a court of law.


• Census data on individuals or establishments      


   may not be disclosed under the Freedom of   


   Information Act.


• Statistical totals are even withheld if they      


   represent a geographic area so small that   


   someone might be indentified.


It’s Important


The Census Bureau measures America’s 


people, places, and economy. By 


participating in a census or survey, you 


help shape the future for yourself, your 


community, and the country.


Census Data and Your Community
The data that you provide tells us vital 


information about emerging trends, such as the 


condition of education, hospital care, retail sales, 


and crime. The data also describe the health, 


housing, employment, income, and consumer 


expenditures of our population.


Census Data and Our Economy
Economic data collected by the Census Bureau 


form the basis for the national unemployment 


rate, official income and poverty statistics, 


Consumer Price Index, monthly housing statistics, 


and other economic indicators.


We Will Protect Your Information.
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Internet sites:
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 


CE Survey
www.bls.gov/cex


Census Bureau
www.census.gov


Examples of Users
•  Business establishments


•  Private researchers


•  Market researchers


•  Colleges and universities


•  Local, state, and U.S. government 


    agencies


Uses of CE Data
The only Federal survey providing infor-
mation on the full range of consumer 
spending.


•  Allows the Department of Defense to 
    determine cost-of-living allowances for  
    U.S. military personnel.


•  Provides information to entrepreneurs  
    looking to start a business or allocate   
    resources.


•  Provides business and consumer groups  
    with information to study consumer   
    demand on a variety of items. 


•  Allows researchers to study the demand  
    for goods and services and the shifts in  
    spending patterns over time. 


CONTINUE ON REVERSE SIDE


U.S. Department of Commerce
Economics and Statistics Administration
U.S. CENSUS BUREAU


CONSUMER EXPENDITURE SURVEY (CE)
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Contributes to the Consumer Price Index (CPI).  
   
 The CPI —


 •  Aff ects interest rates, wages, pensions,       
            Social Security benefi ts, dollar amount of      
            tax exemptions, income tax brackets, etc.


 •  Measures changes in the prices of consum- 
     er goods and services.


 •  Is the only measure compiled by the U.S. 
     government designed to assess change in 
     the purchasing power of consumer dollars.


 
Changes to the CPI items are based on informa- 


   tion collected in the CE Survey.


 •  Adds new items as spending patterns 
            change, for example, personal digital 
            assistants (PDAs) and GPS navigational 
            systems.


 •  Deletes items that become unimportant, 
            e.g., record players and typewriters.


 •  Adjusts for changes in spending.


Used by the Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
   to estimate the cost of raising a child for 
   various categories like health care, education,     
   and transportation. Foster care and child support 
   payments are based on CE data.


 
Used by the Center for Medicare and Medicaid 


   Services to help estimate what Americans are 
   spending on health care and who's paying for 
   the care. The CE is one of the few sources 
   in government or private industry to provide 
   information on out-of-pocket health care 
   expenses.


U S C E N S U S B U R E A U
Helping You Make Informed Decisions
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The four surveys used in the 
construction of the CPI
Telephone Point-of-Purchase Survey 
(TPOPS) — This household survey, conducted 
by the U.S. Census Bureau for BLS, provides the 
sampling frame for the Commodities and Services 
Pricing Survey.  Roughly 30,000 households are 
interviewed each year and asked to identify the 
“points” at which they purchase consumer items. 
This gives BLS a list of grocery stores, department 
stores, doctor’s offices, theaters, internet sites, 
shopping malls, etc., currently patronized by urban 
consumers. 
Consumer Expenditure Survey (CE) — This 
household survey, conducted by the U.S. Census 
Bureau for BLS, provides information on the 
buying habits of American consumers.  More 
than 7,000 families from around the country 
provide information each calendar quarter on their 
spending habits in the Quarterly Interview Survey, 
and another 7,000 families complete expense diaries 
in the Diary Survey each year.   The data collected 
from these surveys are used to calculate the relative 
importance of items in the market basket.  
Housing Survey — This survey, conducted by 
BLS, is used to obtain rent prices in each CPI 
sampling area.  Roughly 50,000 rental units are 
priced every 6 months.  Rent and the estimated 
rental value of owned homes constitute more than 
30 percent of the total CPI market basket.  
Commodities and Services
Pricing Survey — This survey, conducted by 
BLS, is used to obtain the prices of consumer goods 
and services in retail establishments (identified 
by TPOPS) for the market basket items. Each 
month, BLS data collectors visit or call thousands 
of retail stores, service establishments, and other 
businesses all over the United States to obtain price 
information on about 80,000 items. 


Facts 
about the 
Consumer 
Price Index 
(CPI)


U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics


Effects of the CPI
 The CPI can be used to measure and compare
 consumers’ purchasing power in different time 
 periods. As prices increase, the purchasing 
 power of a consumer’s dollar declines, and as 
 prices decrease, the consumer’s purchasing 
 power increases. 


 The CPI is often used to adjust consumers’
 income payments. For example, the CPI is 
 used to adjust Social Security benefits, to adjust 
 income eligibility levels for government assistance, 
 and to automatically provide cost-of-living wage 
 adjustments to millions of American workers.


 The CPI affects more than 100 million persons
 as a result of statutory action:


 Over 50 million Social Security beneficiaries


 About 20 million food stamp recipients in the  
 Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program   
 (SNAP)


 Around 4.2 million military and Federal
 Civil Service retirees and survivors


 30 million children who receive lunch   
 through the National School Lunch Program  
 (NSLP)


 Over 2 million workers covered by collective
 bargaining agreements that tie wages to 
 the CPI


 The CPI is used to adjust the Federal income
 tax brackets. These adjustments prevent inflation- 
 induced increases in tax rates, an effect called 
 “bracket creep.”


For further information contact:
Consumer Price Index  www.bls.gov/cpi/







When are CPI data released?
The CPI is released every month, usually during 
the third week of the month. For example, 
the CPI released the third week in March 
represents data for February of that year.  BLS 
also releases annual average indexes for the 
previous calendar year every January.


Are CPI data published only at 
the national level, or are regional 
level data available, too?
CPI data are available at national, regional, and 
metropolitan-area levels.  BLS publishes the 
national (or U.S. City Average) CPI monthly.  
Indexes based on census regions and three 
major metropolitan areas (Los Angeles, New 
York City, and Chicago) also are published 
monthly.  Further, BLS publishes CPI indexes 
for 11 other major metropolitan areas every 
other month.


Why is the CPI important?
The CPI is the most widely used measure 
of inflation and is sometimes viewed as an 
indicator of the effectiveness of government 
economic policy. The CPI provides information 
about price change in the Nation’s economy to 
government, business, labor, and other private 
citizens, who use the CPI as a guide in making 
economic decisions.  In addition, the CPI may 
be used by policy makers as a consideration in 
monetary and fiscal policy decisions. The CPI 
and its components also are used to adjust other 
economic series for price change and to translate 
these series into inflation-free dollars.  Examples 
of series adjusted by the CPI include retail sales, 
hourly wages and earnings, and components of 
the National Income and Product Accounts, 
such as the Gross Domestic Product (GDP).


What do the Consumer Expenditure 
(CE) Diary Survey and Quarterly 
Interview Survey provide for 
the CPI?
The Consumer Expenditure Diary Survey and 
Quarterly Interview Survey provide BLS with 
expenditure data needed to construct the market 
basket of goods and services for the CPI.  BLS 
then selects goods and services based on this 
data, and the expenditure data are used with the 
prices collected to calculate the CPI. 


What is the CPI?
The Consumer Price Index (CPI) is a measure 
of the average change over time in the prices 
paid by urban consumers for a market basket 
of consumer goods and services.  The CPI, 
produced by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), provides a way to measure the prices 
paid by consumers from month to month.


What does the CPI measure? 
The CPI measures inflation.  It is an estimate 
of the average increase (or decrease) in the 
prices paid by the “average” urban consumer 
in the United States for a representative 
basket of consumer items.  The basket includes 
food and beverages, housing (including an 
estimated rental value of owned homes), 
apparel, transportation, medical care, recreation, 
education and communication, and other goods 
and services.


What is the market basket 
of goods?
The CPI represents all goods and services 
purchased for consumption by the population.  
These expenditure items fit into hundreds of 
subcategories arranged into eight major groups. 
Major groups and examples of categories in 
each are as follows:
• FOOD AND BEVERAGES – breakfast 
cereal, milk, coffee, chicken, wine, and full 
service meals and snacks
• HOUSING – rent of primary residence, 
owners’ equivalent rent, fuel oil, and bedroom 
furniture
• APPAREL – men’s shirts and sweaters, 
women’s dresses, and jewelry
• TRANSPORTATION – new vehicles, airline 
fares, gasoline, and motor vehicle insurance
• MEDICAL CARE – prescription drugs 
and medical supplies, physicians’ services, 
eyeglasses and eye care, and hospital services
• RECREATION – televisions, toys, pets and 
pet products, sports equipment, and admissions
• EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION – 
college tuition, postage, telephone services, and 
computer software and accessories 
• OTHER GOODS AND SERVICES – tobacco 
and smoking products, haircuts and other 
personal services, and funeral expenses





