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Nonfarm payroll employment increased 162,000 jobs in
March — the best monthly gain since March 2007. The
increase was boosted by the hiring of 48,000 temporary
Census workers, but was accompanied by positive
revisions to previous months that lifted the average
monthly change to -11,000 jobs during the previous four
months. The March increase in employment also
reflected the arrival of normal weather after several
severe storms in February. Employment increased by an
average of 54,000 jobs per month in the first quarter,
compared with an average decrease of 753,000 jobs per
month in the first quarter of 2009.

Manufacturing employment increased for the third
straight month and construction employment increased
for the first time since January 2007. Employment at
temporary help services companies increased for the
sixth straight month, adding 313,000 new jobs during the
period. The hiring and dismissal of temporary workers
appears to lead t he addition and elimination of permanent
jobs at turning points in the business cycle. Private
service sector firms added a total of 82,000 jobs during
March.

The length of the workweek increased modestly from
33.9 hours to 34.0 hours, including an increase from 39.7
hours to 39.9 hours in manufacturing. Total hours worked
increased 0.4% from February to March and 1.8%
annualized from the fourth quarter of 2009 to the first
quarter of 2010. Total hours worked were up by 1% in
March from the cyclical low reached last October.

The unemployment rate stayed at 9.7% again in March,
after peaking at 10.1% in October. The number of people
counted as unemployed increased by 134,000 in March,
reflecting an increase in the labor force that exceeded the
increase in employment. The incidence of unemployment
remained severe, as the median duration of employment
increased to 20.0 weeks and the percentage of those
unemployed who are not on temporary layoff remained
above 50% for the fourteenth consecutive month.

The recent pattern in the unemployment rate is a sign that
the recession ended last summer. Each of the ten
previous recessions had already ended by the time the
unemployment rate decreased by at least 0.4 percentage
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The February employment report is
further evidence that labor markets are
gaining strength.

points from the peak during the previous twelve months.
The lag from the end of recession to the decline of at
least 0.4 percentage points ranged from one month
following the 1949 recession to 24 months following the
2001 recession. The median lag was six months.

Average hourly earnings decreased 0.1% in March — the
first monthly decline since 2003. Compared with a year
earlier, earnings were up only 2.1% — the smallest gain
since 2.0% in July 2004. The modest pick-up in aggregate
demand has prompted businesses to increase labor input
by extending the workweek, but the large number of
unemployed and underemployed workers continues to
weigh on compensation.

Jim Coons
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Initial Claims for Unemployment Insurance
Thousands Per Week, Seasonally Adjusted
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