ECONOMIC DATA 101 FOR EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING PROGRAMS 
In this recording, we’ll provide you with the basic knowledge to find and interpret economic data, emphasizing the kind of information that the U.S. Department of Labor requires or recommends for state Workforce Investment Act plans.  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.  
Because many of you are less likely to use economic data than workforce data, this presentation is designed to be simpler than our other products — in the hopes of encouraging you to make greater use of less familiar economic data sources.  The U.S. Commerce Department’s Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) issues some of the most important economic data, although the U.S. Census Bureau and Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) are also essential sources of such data.  
Some of you who took high school or college economics no doubt remember the term GNP, for gross national product.  But in 1991 the Federal government replaced GNP with gross domestic product, or GDP, as the primary measure of U.S. production.  GDP is defined as the market value of goods and services produced in the United States, regardless of the nationality of the producers.  BEA calculates GDP from a conceptual framework called the “national income and product accounts.” 
The use of national income and product accounts to gauge economic growth or decline was pioneered during the Great Depression by economist Simon Kuznets, and has been called “one of the great inventions of the 20th century.”  Despite some dissatisfaction with its limitations, GDP has remained a fundamental tool to understand economic growth and recessions.  
BEA itself collects little economic data.  Instead, almost all of this agency’s products are based on other government data — much of it from the U.S. Census Bureau and BLS.  GDP data can only be obtained from BEA.  BEA additionally issues income, compensation and employment data — which are also available from BLS and the Census Bureau.  But BEA in some cases uses distinctly different definitions of these terms than do the other two statistical agencies (for more on this, see the last link in this podcast).  
A.  How to Find and Use GDP Data.  The latest data can be found at BEA’s Current Releases Web page.  For national data, look under the first category, “National.”  For state and metropolitan area data (for 360+ metro areas) see the third category, “Regional.”  BEA issues the national data on a quarterly basis, and the state and local data annually.  Advance state and metropolitan GDP data are released about six and nine months, respectively, after the end of the reference period.  BEA’s monthly Survey of Current Business also publishes articles on state and metropolitan area GDP, which have much more narrative and explanations than the news releases provide.  
One of BEA’s handiest Web sites is its Regional Economic Accounts Quick Links, which conveniently consolidates almost all of their links to state and local BEA resources in one place.  BEA offers two excellent customized electronic tools for state and metropolitan data (including GDP as well as other BEA data):  1) customized tables, graphs, and charts; and 2) customized maps.   

Here are three key points you should understand in interpreting GDP data.  
1. Use the “real” GDP figures.  “Real” means adjusted for inflation.  BEA does not use the commonly-known consumer price index, but rather a different set of price indices that BEA develops (sometimes called deflators).  For most purposes you should use real GDP, rather than the actual figures (called “current dollar” GDP).  

2. Most economic analyses rely upon percentage growth or decline statistics, not the actual real GDP.  The actual GDP estimate for the third quarter of 2012 grew an estimated 2.7 percent, to nearly $16 trillion (an annualized figure).  Because the actual GDP number is so large as to have relatively little meaning for most people, discussions and analyses of BEA data typically rely upon the percentage point change (increase or decrease) over the preceding period — usually the previous quarter or year.  Note that because these are already expressed as growth rates, to calculate the change over a longer time span one cannot simply average the growth rates, but must use a more complicated calculation such as a geometric mean.  
3. BEA issues data in several stages, ranging from the preliminary to the final statistics.  For example, as a compromise between timeliness and comprehensiveness (not all the underlying data are available at the same time), BEA issues national GDP data in three stages.  BEA refers to these as its 1) preliminary or advance estimate; 2) second estimate; and 3) third estimate (although even the third estimate is subject to later revision).  Keep in mind that the revisions among these three stages can be drastic, ranging from zero to changes of more than half a percentage point, an extremely large alteration given that the rates are typically very low numbers.  
B.  Productivity Data.  Productivity is a measure of economic efficiency, and over the long run is the most important factor in the rise of living standards.  Productivity is technically defined as the quantity (usually defined in monetary value) of goods and services (called output) per unit of what is called input — labor, capital, natural resources, or some combination of these factors (which is called multifactor productivity).  The most commonly-available measure is labor productivity, which means the amount of GDP produced per hour of work.  BLS, not BEA, issues productivity data.
There are as yet no state-specific productivity data, but BLS has for some time been working on such estimates.  
C.  Capital Investment.  Spending on equipment is the most widely available measure of technological investment by firms.  Equipment is one component of what the Census Bureau — which collects this data — calls capital expenditures, defined as purchases of structures and equipment for production.  Machinery and equipment that are an integral or built-in feature of a building are classified as structures.  The Bureau’s primary product, the Annual Capital Expenditures Survey, does not provide state-specific data.  The Information and Communication Technology Survey specifically covers spending for information and communication technology equipment and computer software, beginning in 2003 at the national level only.  
However, for selected industries, other Census Bureau surveys provide state-specific capital expenditures — with varying levels of coverage by type of capital and publication frequency.  Only the Annual Survey of Manufactures supplies annual data.  Other industries are covered by the economic censuses, conducted every five years (in years ending in 2 and 7).  The construction and mining industry censuses routinely ask about capital expenditures, but such inquiries are only made for selected service sector industries.  
Data from the 2012 economic censuses will not begin to be issued until the end of 2013, and most of it will not be available until 2014.  It is not easy to find capital expenditure data from the previous (2007) economic censuses, so your best strategy is probably to call the Bureau at 800-923-8282 and ask for help.  
D.  Obtaining Integrated Employment and Economic Data.  One uniquely valuable source of data is the Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (LEHD) program — sometimes called LED for short.  LEHD links employee and employer records from an array of sources — administrative records, demographic surveys and censuses.  These data can be extremely useful in creating an economic/employment portrait of an area.  LEHD includes an OnTheMap feature, which is a Web-based mapping and reporting tool that uses LEHD data to show where workers are employed and live, enabling you to analyze commuting patterns.  LEHD also allows users to easily select geographic areas from a map, rather than having to research and define an area.
E.  For More Information.  ETA’s Guide to State and Local Workforce Data — in its three separate Economic, Industry and Productivity sections — has more background and links about many of the sources described here (including a separate entry for LEHD).  
4-9-13, by Frank Gallo, Gallo.Frank@dol.gov  
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