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The household report on U.S. labor force developments released every month by the Bureau of 

Labor Statistics is based on information gathered from approximately 60,000 households selected at 

random to represent all U.S. households. Because it is a random sample, every one of the estimates 

is subject to sampling error.  

 

Sadly, many in the print and electronic media who comment on the numbers rarely take into 

account that an estimate is not an enumeration, is not a headcount. Thus, the 244,000 increase in the 

number of persons employed over the last month is highlighted as a positive development even 

though with a little effort they would have discovered that this increase is NOT STATISTICALLY 

SIGNIFICANT. Similarly, both the 328,000 increase in the number employed over the last three 

months and the 569,000 increase over the last six months are not statistically significant. 

 

Here are some of the key labor force indicators and the minimum month-to-month changes 

necessary to achieve statistical significance at a 90% confidence level. These changes will get larger 

in the future as the U.S. population grows and the size of the sample does not. For details, go to 

http://www.bls.gov/web/empsit/cpssigsuma.pdf 

 

Civilian labor force… ± 486,000    

Employment………… ± 484,000 

Unemployment……… ± 295,000 

Not in labor force…... ± 488,000 

   

Over the last month only the 319,000 increase in the number working part time for economic 

reasons is statistically significant. The October-to-November estimated change in every one of the 

other labor force indicators – unemployment, not in the labor force, unemployment rate for 11 

different demographic or educational-attainment classes, reasons for unemployment, and duration 

of unemployment – is not statistically significant. 

 

Conclusion: strictly speaking there is nothing positive in the November household report. Indeed 

the estimated increase in the number of persons working part time for economic reasons mainly 

due to slack work or business conditions clearly is not positive. Further underscoring that 



conclusion is that 9.5 percent of all part-time workers are at or below the prevailing Federal 

minimum wage compared to 1.8 percent of all full-time workers. 

 

What is puzzling about this one-month increase in part-time work for economic reasons is that it 

reverses an earlier trend of substantial decreases. Does the October-November change point to an 

important new development or is it a just a blip in the established trend?  

 

The real story, however, is reflected in the year-to-year change in most of the labor force indicators. 

For instance, positive changes are reported for employment, unemployment, rate of unemployment, 

and persons out of work for 27 weeks or more. And all of those changes are statistically significant.  

   

The commentators on CNBC’s Squawk Box may be the worst of all in their reporting. Minutes 

before the BLS releases its monthly reports they sit around guessing at the latest month-to-month 

change in payroll employment in a contest that is essentially meaningless. Why bother to guess 

when the actual estimates will be available in a matter of minutes?  

 

A CNBC reporter is stationed outside the Labor Department building in Washington to report the 

highlights of the BLS reports at exactly the moment when this information is released to the public. 

Back in the studio the “winner” is announced and then the commentators, some of whom are 

CNBC staffers while others are contributors, jump all over the data without checking to see which 

month-to-month changes pass the test of statistical significance and which do not. Clearly being 

first is more important than being careful.  

 

It appears that many media commentators, not just CNBC, are not troubled by the fact that BLS 

does not collect information on immigration status through the household survey. Thus, due to the 

risk of being identified to the federal government as undocumented and subject to deportation, 

some of undocumented actually living in the households that are included in the monthly survey 

may not be reported. The possible underreporting of undocumented persons means that BLS 

estimates of employment, unemployment, rate of unemployment, and participation rate are not 

covered by the published sampling errors and may contain an unknown bias.  

 

Though many in the media frequently refer to a labor force participation rate that has been falling 

for several years,  there is little if any mention that over the last seven years for all persons 16 to 64 

years of age with no reported disability there has been an increase of more than six million in the 

number classified as not in the labor force, nearly equally divided between men and women. Are 

the younger ones enrolled in school with no time to work or look for work? Among those who are 

older, how are they supporting themselves and their dependents? Private pension? Military 

retirement? Social Security? Supplemental Security Income? Disability benefits? Investment 

income?  

  

When will the media begin to show some awareness of statistical significance? Don’t Americans 

clearly indicate that the economy in general and jobs in particular are among their most important 

concerns in choosing a president? Doesn’t the media have an obligation to report labor force 

developments free of spin and misinterpretation? When will they ever learn?  
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