DISLOCATED WORKER AND LAYOFF DATA:  UNDERSTANDING AND FINDING IT 
In this recording, we’ll provide you with the basic knowledge to understand and find dislocated worker and layoff data.  This presentation is part of a series of podcasts we offer to help individuals understand and use labor market data.  
I’m Frank Gallo of the U.S. Employment and Training Administration’s (ETA) Office of Workforce Investment.  I’ve authored an evaluation of the quality of workforce statistics for the U.S. Congressional Joint Economic Committee, and have created a number of ETA data resources.  Please feel free to contact me if you need further assistance (see the end of this document).   

In addition to this recording, we’ve provided a transcript to guide you step-by-step through the same explanations.  You can use the transcript alone, or you can use it in conjunction with the recording.  If you simultaneously use the recording and the transcript, you can pause the recording at any time to explore the links on your own — and then continue when you’re ready.  If you use the presentation alone, each of our podcasts is designed to last about 10 minutes.  

The term “dislocated worker” garnered attention in the late 1970s and early 1980s, prompted by the first serious spate of plant closings in the U.S. due to increasing international competition — although the Federal government enacted the first U.S. dislocated worker program in 1962, from concerns about automation eliminating jobs.  The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) conducted its first survey on this subject in 1984:   its “displaced worker” supplement to the Current Population Survey (CPS), which continues to be done every two years up to the present.  
A.  What Is a Dislocated Worker?  The terms “dislocated worker,” “displaced worker,” and “worker layoff” are broadly synonymous.  There are no standard definitions of these terms — each employment program and survey adopts its own definition.  For employment programs, such as the Workforce Investment Act’s dislocated worker programs, the definition determines eligibility for services.  
For simplicity, we’ll use the term dislocated worker here.  All dislocated workers were laid off (a term explained below) from their previous job.  This makes them a subset of the unemployed, because one needn’t have held a job in order to be considered as unemployed (see our Unemployment podcast for more information).   
Layoffs — broadly speaking — occur when an employer dismisses an employee whose performance or behavior is not at issue.  (When it is, and an employee is dismissed, this is generally called firing “for cause,” e.g., theft, insubordination or incompetence.)  Employees are usually laid off because their employer feels that the economic circumstances of the organization do not provide sufficient work opportunities to maintain the current workforce.  Layoffs can be either temporary (in which individuals return to their former workplace) or permanent, but sometimes this distinction cannot be made when the layoff occurs, but only becomes clear later.  None of the dislocated worker surveys count the self-employed — only employees.   
Dislocation definitions vary in many ways, but two important conceptual differences are how long the worker has been with the employer (which is called tenure), and how many workers an employer lays off within a brief period (a large number is often called a “mass layoff”).  
B.  There Are 3 Main Sources of Dislocated Worker Data.  These are the three BLS indicators, listed in order by those which count the lowest to the highest number of dislocated workers.  
1. The Mass Layoff Statistics (MLS) program, which counts — on a monthly basis —the sum of layoffs from establishments which have at least 50 initial claims for unemployment insurance (UI) filed against them during a 5-week period.  This survey, as the name implies, concentrates upon relatively larger layoffs.  
2. The Displaced Worker Supplement to the CPS (DWS, mentioned above), which defines displaced workers as persons aged 20 or older (typically BLS tracks individuals 16 and older) who — in the previous 3 years — lost their jobs because 1) their plant or company closed or moved, 2) there was insufficient work for them to do, or 3) their position or shift was abolished.  
3. The Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS), which counts the number of what it calls “layoffs and discharges” in the calendar month before the survey.  This includes those fired “for cause,” but since this is a relatively tiny number it probably doesn’t distort the total. 
Note how radically these definitions differ.  Two of these surveys count the number of dislocated workers within a month, while the Displaced Worker Supplement counts the number within the previous 1-3 years.  JOLTS counts everyone the employer lays off, while the MLS only counts UI claims above a threshold of 50 (and not all eligible claimants even file for UI).  Unsurprisingly, these surveys produce drastically different estimates, as an example shows here, although all three produced their counts from a January 2012 vantage point.  
1. The MLS counted just over 145,000 workers involved in mass layoffs in December 2011, and 1.8 million during all of 2011. 

2. The DWS counted 4.2 million workers who had been displaced at some time during all of 2011 (no monthly totals are available).

3. JOLTS counted nearly 1.9 million workers who were laid off or discharged in December 2011, and 20.7 million during all of 2011.  

As you can see, JOLTS counted about as many layoffs in the single month of December 2011 as the MLS did in all of 2011.  
Of the three sources, the MLS is the best known.  JOLTS is far better known for its invaluable perspective on job openings, but its layoff data are also extremely important because JOLTS provides the broadest measure of dislocation.  
C.  Which Source Should You Use?  This depends upon what aspect of dislocation is most important to you — is it the most current data, the broadest measure of dislocation, data for a specific state or locality, whether you want demographic information (e.g., gender or race), or if you want to compare individuals’ earnings before and after the layoff?  
To help you make this decision, ETA’s “Understanding Layoff and Dislocated Worker Data Sources” has a detailed table comparing the information from each survey.  Here are a few tips for your most likely inquiries.  
1. Counting the largest number of dislocated workers:  as explained above, first JOLTS; second DWS; and third MLS.  
2. Geographic detail:  first MLS (which has states and selected localities); second DWS; and third JOLTS.  
3. Most up-to-date:  JOLTS and the MLS (each a monthly survey) are each about as current, while the DWS only occurs every two years.  
4. Demographic data:  the DWS has extensive demographic data; the MLS has some; but JOLTS has none.  

5. Provision of advance layoff notice, occupational information, earnings, job tenure, receipt of UI or health insurance, and worker relocation following the layoff:  only the DWS has this kind of information.  
6. Industry data:  all three surveys include this.  

7. Whether the work function has been outsourced:  the MLS includes information on whether the work was transferred to another firm, another location within the U.S., or to another country. 
8. Historical data:  the DWS began in 1984, the MLS in 1995, and JOLTS at in December 2000.  Note that although the DWS is conducted every two years, it asks individuals about their dislocation experiences in the previous three years.  Therefore an overlap period of one year exists from one survey to another, impairing historical comparisons to some extent from the published statistics (although the unpublished tables include which year the layoff occurred).  
Of the three surveys, BLS publishes most of the available information from the MLS and JOLTS, but relatively little of that from the Displaced Worker Supplement — although BLS makes the unpublished tables available upon request.  A list of the unpublished tables can be found at ETA’s “Dislocated Worker Survey Results Released.”  
D.  For more information, sources and tips, see ETA’s Guide to State and Local Workforce Data sections on “Job Vacancy Data” (for JOLTS) and “Unemployment and Employment” (near the end of the section, for the other two surveys) — by clicking on these phrases in the Table of Contents, you can go directly to each section. 
1-7-13, by Frank Gallo, Gallo.Frank@dol.gov  
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