
CPS Basics



CPS Rotation Pattern



Defining Terms

• Rotation Pattern: The way households move 
through the CPS

• Month in sample (MIS): The term CPS uses to 
index where a household is in the CPS rotation 
pattern

• CPS Cohort: The term we use to describe a 
group of households that started the CPS at 
the same time and move through the CPS 
together



Outgoing Rotation Groups – ORG
The special name for groups of individuals 

who are exiting the CPS rotation

Month-in-sample – MIS 
The way CPS indexes 

where a household is in 
the CPS rotation pattern

• 4-8-4
• In 4 months

• MIS 1, 2, 3, 4

• Out 8 months
• No MIS values because not in survey

• In 4 months
• MIS 5, 6, 7, 8

Rotation Pattern



Rotation Groups
• Indexed by MIS
• 8 rotation groups (cohorts) in the sample during every 

month (overlap of cohorts)
• In every month, 1/8 of sample is interviewed for the

• First time
• Second time
• … Eighth (last) time

• The 1/8 interviewed for the first time replaces the 1/8 
interviewed for the last time in the previous month

• Rotation groups 4 & 8 are called “outgoing rotation 
groups” because they are exiting the survey































































RoPES

• Rotation Pattern Exploration Station

https://cps.ipums.org/rotation_pattern_explorer#/


https://cps.ipums.org/cps/





Time in the CPS



Month in Sample

• Month in sample (MISH in IPUMS): The term 
CPS uses to index where a household is in the 
CPS rotation pattern

• Values range from 1 to 8 for households
• Theoretically MIS is a reliable indicator of time
• …But because of non-response, you might not 

always see the same individual in the CPS 8 
times



Three Take Home Points

1. Create a variable to identify time in the CPS 
that is separate from MIS

2. MIS is only the same as your new time 
variable for people who complete 8 
interviews

3. MIS may not be the best way to think about 
time depending on how you are trying to link 
individuals across time



Time as distinct from MIS

• To find the number of times an individual is 
observed you might
• Count the # of times you observe a particular ID
• Count the # of distinct MIS values per person
• Create a new time variable to index each time you see 

a person and create a variable that indicates the 
maximum value of new time variable

• But don’t 
• Use the maximum MIS value – if someone is not in the 

CPS 8 times, this approach will mask individual non-
response



MIS versus Times in CPS

ID MIS
(MIS)

EMP
Maximum 
MIS Value

(MAXMIS)

Number 
of Distinct 

MIS 
Values

(DISTINCTMIS)

New 
Time 

Variable
(NEWTIME)

Maximum 
of New 

Time 
Variable

(MAXNEWTIME)

1001 1 1 8 7 1 7
1001 2 2 8 7 2 7

1001 3 -- 8 7 (non-
response) 7

1001 4 1 8 7 3 7
1001 5 2 8 7 4 7
1001 6 1 8 7 5 7
1001 7 1 8 7 6 7
1001 8 1 8 7 7 7



Wide Format Data
• When your time variable is 

– MIS…you get…EMP1 - EMP8
– NEWTIME…you get…EMP1 - EMP7

• Things to note
– A single variable (EMP) quickly multiplies in wide format 

(from 1 to 7 or 8)
– Which time variable is best here? 

• MIS may not be best if your focus isn’t on all 8 months of 
participation

• NEWTIME isn’t best if you care about when in the CPS 
employment was observed or if individuals are in the CPS for 
different numbers of months



Ex. Year to Year Linkage
MIS (January 2000) MIS (January 2001) 

1 5
2 6
3 7
4 8
5 OUT
6 OUT
7 OUT
8 OUT



Ex. Year to Year Linkage
MIS (January 2000) MIS (January 2001) 

1 5
2 6
3 7
4 8
5 OUT
6 OUT
7 OUT
8 OUT

TIME as Relative (years) instead of as MIS

Time 1 Time 2

EMP1 EMP2



Final Thoughts on Time

• CPS Rotation Pattern is complex
• Think carefully about time and create 

variables that help you easily check that you 
have the right people in your analysis

• Let your research question guide your data 
management and variable naming approach



Questions?
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