NATIONAL, STATE AND LOCAL EMPLOYMENT PROJECTIONS:  PEERING INTO THE CRYSTAL BALL
In this recording, we’ll provide you with the basic knowledge to understand what Federal and State employment projections are, how to find them, and a few tips in using them.  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.  

Employment projections are the most frequently-requested type of workforce statistic besides the unemployment rate.  People’s desire to fathom the future predates the oracle at Delphi, but in the U.S. the first formal, numerical employment projections were issued by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) in 1960, and the states began to follow suit in the mid-1970s.  State projections are funded by ETA, and produced via a collaborative relationship among ETA, BLS and the states.      
Employment projections are not issued as frequently as other labor market data:  since the early 1970s BLS has issued them on a 2-year cycle, and almost all of the states follow the same pattern.  BLS offers only a single time period for its principal projections:  a decade from the reference year (e.g., in early 2012 BLS issued its 2020 projections, using a 2010 base year).  However, at a national level both BLS and the U.S. Congressional Budget Office occasionally issue longer-term projections (see more below).  The states use the same decade-long timeframe as BLS, but more than three-fifths of them also publish short-term (usually 2 year) projections.   
A.  What Are Employment Projections?  Contrary to a popular misconception, the BLS and state employment projections are not forecasts — although many private sector organizations issue such forecasts.  Instead, BLS projections assume that the nation will experience full employment in the projected year.  BLS begins with U.S. Census Bureau population projections, and then BLS uses historical trends to make its own estimates about what proportion of the population will be in labor force (which is the total of the employed plus the unemployed).  Next, BLS uses economic, productivity, technology, educational attainment and skill, industry, and occupational data to produce industry and occupational projections.  
The states basically follow the BLS projections methodology, but are free to adapt it to state or local conditions (subject to BLS review).  
In addition to the projections themselves, in 2012 BLS introduced a greatly improved system to classify the education, on-the-job training, and work experience associated with each occupation — a classification system specifically designed for the employment projections.  
B.  How Can Employment Projections Be Used?  Projections are used for career counseling; to plan employment, education and training programs; for economic development and other state or regional planning; as supporting documentation to apply for Federal grants; and for many other purposes.  

In using projections data, keep in mind several points. 

1. Although some analysts use employment projections to draw conclusions about future skill shortages, BLS has declared that this is an inappropriate use of these data. 
2. As noted above, BLS assumes — for the purpose of holding all other factors constant — that the economy will experience full employment in the projected year.  However, the numbers in the base year are the actual figures, and are not adjusted to estimate what they would be under a full-employment economy.  Remember this in interpreting the projections.  For example, certain industries suffer higher than average unemployment from recessions, especially construction.  If the base projections year is one of high unemployment (as 2010 was), the projections alone may give the misleading impression that construction is a booming industry — whereas a more reasonable interpretation is that employment is returning to an approximately normal level from a temporarily depressed one.  
3. Because BLS uses its Occupational Employment Statistics (OES) program for the base year, and this survey is less current than other BLS occupational sources, more recent estimates quickly become available.  For example, BLS issued 2011 occupational estimates from the Current Population Survey (CPS) in January 2012, but the projections released in February relied upon 2010 OES data for the base year (2012 CPS data became available in January 2013, making the 2010 OES figures even more dated).  BLS uses the OES because its much greater sample size permits more precise and detailed industry and occupational estimates than the CPS.  
4. In using the new BLS education and training categories, keep in mind that BLS projects employment only — the education, training and experience information reflects BLS data and judgments about the current status of an occupation, not what its educational attainment (for example) might be in the future.  
C.  What Other Projections Exist?  
1. Other employment projections.  In addition to the better-known sources, two other Federal sources exist — although neither includes industry or occupational projections.  In late 2012, BLS issued longer-term (2050) labor force projections.  Unlike its 10-year counterpart, BLS issues these longer-term projections sporadically (they were previously published in 2006).  They only cover demographic variables such as gender, age, race, and Hispanic origin.  BLS expects to publish updated longer-term employment projections in 2013, using the U.S. Census Bureau’s new population projections (see below).  
Second, the U.S. Congressional Budget Office (CBO) also periodically issues employment projections covering a span of a decade or longer.  The most recent, issued in March 2011, provided Labor Force Projections Through 2021.  The CBO projections include several features not in the BLS projections, including year-by-year projections (i.e., not just the final year), alternative scenarios, and comparisons of CBO’s estimates with those of BLS and other agencies. 
2. Population projections, issued by the Census Bureau, are an essential component of all employment projections, and reflect assumptions about births, deaths, net international migration, and internal U.S. migration.  The Bureau typically issues these projections every few years:  the December 2012 publication covered, on a year-by-year basis, the years 2015-2060.  The previous estimates were made in 2008-9.  
3. Educational projections.  The last projections source you should know about is the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics’ (part of the Education Department) Projections of Education Statistics, which is issued almost every year.  In addition to national data, it includes state-level estimates of public high school graduation.  The postsecondary projections provide national-level data only, for attendance and the number of degrees at the Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s, Doctorate, and Professional degree levels.  The latest data supply year-by-year projections through the 2021 school year.   
D.  Resources for National Employment Projections.  The best source is the BLS Employment Projections homepage.  For a simply written overview with useful charts, each projections release is accompanied by a BLS Occupational Outlook Quarterly special issue called Charting the Projections.   
For another helpful resource, every two years — shortly after BLS publishes its projections — ETA holds a Projections Webinar to highlight the most important findings, explain how they’re produced, and to answer audience questions.  ETA also conducted Webinars to explain the new BLS education and training data for projections, and  another that provided a guided tour of the first-ever Internet based BLS Occupational Outlook Handbook (one of the primary means that individuals use to locate projections).  
To obtain the education and training data associated with projections, there are two good alternatives:  1) the BLS Web site on education, on-the-job training, and work experience for all projected occupations; and 2) the BLS Occupational Outlook Handbook, using the drop-down choices under the “Select Occupations By” heading at the top of the screen.  
E.  Where to Find State and Local Employment Projections.  ETA requires that every two years the states produce, for both industries and occupations: 1) statewide and local 10-year long-term projections, and 2) statewide 2-year short-term projections.  You can obtain state and local projections through two principal methods:  ETA’s Internet Links for State and Local Employment Projections, or Projections Central, for long-term occupational projections only.  These sites offer alternative methods of obtaining state projections data, and one or both may best suit your needs. 
Most states have a one-stop projections Web site, but some have separate sites for industry and occupational projections.  Many make their projections available in various formats, including narrative reports; tables (sometimes in several formats); and customized Web queries.  
In addition to the straightforward projections, many states also use the BLS education and training classifications to conduct more in-depth analyses into projected skill needs.  Because state and local employment projections utilize the national BLS projections, and because the new BLS classification was just introduced, there will naturally be a time lag before state and local data using the new classifications become available.  
F.   For more information and sources, see ETA’s Guide to State and Local Workforce Data section on “Job Vacancy Data and Employment Projections” — by clicking on this phrase in the Table of Contents, you can go directly to this section. 
1-9-13, by Frank Gallo, Gallo.Frank@dol.gov  
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