UNEMPLOYMENT DATA:  UNDERSTANDING AND FINDING IT 
In this recording, we’ll provide you with the basic knowledge to understand how the Federal government defines unemployment, and how to locate unemployment rate 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.  

America has long considered unemployment to be the most important single indicator of employment-related hardship.  Between 1880 and 2000, every decennial census except that of 1920 queried respondents about their unemployment, but it was not tracked on a monthly basis (as it still is) until 1948.  
A.  What Is Unemployment?  It’s important to understand that “unemployment” is not synonymous with “not working.”  In general, individuals must be available for and seeking work to be counted as unemployed.  Specifically, they must have sought work during the four weeks preceding the survey.  Here are the exact questions that the Federal government uses to ascertain unemployment in the Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (on p. 10).  This is a summary version of the questions that the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) uses in its longer questionnaire (in another survey, called the Current Population Survey) that supplies the official unemployment rate.  

To explain the broader context, BLS assigns individuals who are 16 or older into one of three categories:  1) the unemployed (which I just described); 2) the employed (defined as those who work for pay or profit, even if only an hour during the survey week; or else 15 or more hours of unpaid labor in a family business; or 3) those not in the labor force (which is everyone not in the first two categories).  Examples of those not in the labor force include retirees, students not working or looking for work, and parents who take care of their children full-time.  

The employed plus the unemployed constitute what BLS calls the “labor force.”  Persons temporarily absent from work due to vacation, illness, strikes, bad weather, or on parental leave (or leave to care for a family member) are considered employed.  Most Federal surveys do not count individuals who are in the military, homeless, or institutionalized (e.g., prisoners) — thus the government’s commonly-used phrase, the “civilian noninstitutional” population or labor force.  
Note that unemployment rates provide a snapshot of how many individuals are unemployed at a specific time — and not necessarily when an individual became unemployed.  To ascertain the latter, a longitudinal survey (which tracks the same individual’s behavior over time) is necessary.  
Another type of unemployment considered important is variously called worker layoff, displacement or dislocation (see the dislocated worker podcast in this series for more information).  Layoff or dislocation differs from other unemployment in that an individual must first have a job, and then be laid off from it.  Note that to be counted as unemployed, it’s not necessary for an individual to have previously held a job — e.g., a young person with no previous work experience would be considered unemployed once they begin to seek work, until they find a job or stop looking.  
B.  What Does “Seasonal Adjustment” Mean?  It is well known that unemployment and employment numbers vary with the season.  For example, construction unemployment rises during cold weather; December holiday hiring reduces unemployment; and each summer unemployment rises when high school and college graduates begin job hunting.  BLS uses a statistical technique called “seasonal adjustment” to account for this, which enables one to fairly compare unemployment rates from one month to the next irrespective of seasonal variations.    
Not all unemployment rates are seasonally adjusted (e.g., some sub-state rates, and those by occupation and industry).  When this is the case, it’s necessary to compare unemployment rates from identical months or quarters in different years (e.g., June 2011 vs. June 2012).  Only unemployment rates that cover less than an annual period require seasonal adjustment, as the annual rate naturally evens out seasonal variations.  Finally, when using the BLS customized data tool, keep in mind that the annual unemployment rates are only shown in the “not seasonally adjusted” tables (the “seasonally adjusted” tables only show the monthly rates).  For localities, see BLS’ seasonally-adjusted metropolitan unemployment estimates.  
C.  What Other Factors Affect Unemployment Rate Comparisons?  Apart from seasonality, recessions are another significant  temporary influence on unemployment.  Unless you’re analyzing the impact of the recession itself, you should avoid comparing unemployment rates between booms and busts, because this is like comparing apples and oranges.  
Keep in mind three other important points about recessions.  First, the widely accepted delineation of recessions is not issued by the Federal government, but rather by a private sector research organization, the National Bureau of Economic Research.  In the table shown at this link, the “peak” means the start of a recession, and the “trough” means the end of one.  Second, NBER’s determinations are always made well after the fact (e.g., the end of the last recession wasn’t declared until a year and a quarter later), so for recent data one will not always know whether it counts as an “official” recession or not until much later.  Third, the recessionary time period and the period of high unemployment rarely coincide.  Unemployment almost always starts to rise at the beginning of a recession, but high unemployment rates often persist for months and sometimes years after the official end of a recession (as occurred after the end of the latest recession).  
BLS periodically updates historical unemployment and employment data against other benchmarks.  Therefore, it’s especially important to check the latest historical data in making comparisons — you should not assume that the older data have remained the same.   
Aside from temporal factors, bear in mind that although the Current Population Survey (CPS, a monthly Census Bureau survey conducted for BLS) is the source of the official unemployment rate, other BLS and Census Bureau surveys report unemployment data.  You should generally avoid comparing unemployment numbers or rates from different surveys, as for various reasons they aren’t comparable.  
D.  Is There More Than One Definition of Unemployment?  There is only one official definition of unemployment, but for many decades BLS has also issued what it calls “alternative measures of labor underutilization,” available at both the national and state levels.  There are five alternative unemployment indicators plus the official rate, referred to as U-1 through U-6:  some show unemployment levels below the official rate, while others are typically higher.  U-6, the most commonly-cited alternative rate, includes what are popularly called “discouraged workers” (jobless individuals who cease looking for work) plus those who work part-time but want full-time work.  
E.  Where to Find National, State and Local Unemployment Data.  The latest national BLS news release is usually issued on the first Friday of each month, reporting the unemployment rate for the previous month.  BLS offers two handy tools that allow you to produce customized national unemployment tables, their Labor Force Statistics Data Retrieval and Labor Force Statistics from the CPS.  BLS issues the national annual averages in January, shortly after the end of a given year.  
BLS issues state and local unemployment rates from its Local Area Unemployment Statistics program.  State rates are usually issued on the third Friday of each month, showing monthly data for the prior month.  Annual averages are available in February or March of the following year.  Metropolitan rates are usually issued on the first Wednesday of each month, showing monthly data for two months prior to that.  BLS also offers electronic tools that allow you to create customized state and local unemployment tables and maps.  
For more information, sources and tips, see ETA’s Guide to State and Local Workforce Data section on “Unemployment and Employment” — by clicking on this phrase in the Table of Contents, you can go directly to this section. 
1-8-13, by Frank Gallo, Gallo.Frank@dol.gov  
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