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As the global economy recovers from the tumultuous impacts of COVID-19, its continued effect on labor markets is illustrated by a look at the BLS Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS).  The JOLTS survey provides information on labor demand and turnover at the U.S., regional, and most recently at the state levels.1  This information includes estimates of job openings, new hires, layoffs, quits, and other labor market movements.
     In the year before the early 2020 COVID-recession, the economy had a tight labor market.  The unemployment rate was below 4% and the U.S. and Northeast both had more openings than unemployed workers throughout the year.  Figure 1 shows the number of job openings per unemployed worker from early 2019 through March 2022.  This ratio experienced an unprecedented decline during early 2020.  In February 2020, Connecticut had 1.05 job openings per unemployed worker, a level in line with the Northeast (1.07).  The U.S. rate was higher.  Two months later, as COVID-related unemployment spiked, there were only 0.33 openings per unemployed worker in Connecticut and 0.20 in both the Northeast and U.S.  Put another way, in April 2020, there were three unemployed workers per opening in the state, and five unemployed workers per opening in the Northeast and U.S.
     Figure 1 also illustrates how the three areas have recovered in the subsequent two years.  As the economy improved, unemployment fell, and businesses looked to expand.  The U.S. has experienced an unprecedented spike in job openings per unemployed.  As of March 2022, there were nearly two openings for every unemployed person in the country.  In the Northeast, there were 1.47 openings per unemployed worker and Connecticut had 1.28 openings per unemployed worker.  This represents a significant “seller’s market” for labor as employers scramble to fill job openings from expansion and from vacancies as existing workers retire or find employment elsewhere. 
     In addition to Openings, the JOLTS data show Hires and Separations.  Separations are both voluntary (Quits) and involuntary (Layoffs and Discharges).  Openings and Quits reinforce each other.  With Openings high, workers are more willing to quit their jobs to seek other opportunities knowing that the odds of finding another job are higher.  At the same time, each quit is a potential opening that will need to be refilled.
     Figure 2 shows the rate of Hires, Separations, and Openings in Connecticut. The BLS calculates the job openings rate by dividing the number of openings by the sum of employment and openings.  The hires, quits, layoffs & discharges, and total separations rates are computed by dividing the number of workers who, respectively, were hired, quit their jobs, were laid off or discharged, and were otherwise separated, by the number of people employed.2  In February 2020, the hires and job openings rates were 4.5 and 4.0, respectively.  These levels were among the highest on record at that time.  The Separations measures (Layoffs and Quits) were each below two percent, lower than most months of the preceding ten years.  Layoffs spiked during the next two months and Hires jumped after the two-month shutdown and have generally remained above their pre-COVID level since.  By late 2021, the job opening rate surpassed six percent.  The gap between Quits and Layoffs was much wider in early 2022 than before the pandemic.   As of March 2022, the vast majority of separations in Connecticut were voluntary.
     In addition to Quits, the number of Openings is affected by the decreased Labor Force Participation Rate (LFPR).  The LFPR is the percent of the population (age 16 and above) that is either working or looking for work.  In February 2020, the national LFPR was 63.4%.  It fell to 60.2% in April 2020 and was 62.2% in April 2022 (table).  The 1.2% point difference between the pre-pandemic 63.4% and 62.2% represents over three million workers.  In Connecticut, the Labor Force Participation Rate was 66.9% in February 2020 and fell to a pandemic low of 63.2% (not much lower than the nation’s pre-pandemic level).  As of April 2022, it was 64.2% — two full percentage points higher than the national average.  Returning Connecticut’s Labor Force Participation Rate to its pre-COVID level would bring more than 79,000 workers back into the labor force.

Conclusions
     The labor markets in both the state and U.S. are in one of the tightest periods in decades with more total job openings than unemployed workers for the better part of the past year.  Unemployment rates have fallen below 5 percent and job openings have been at or near all-time highs during the first quarter of 2022.  The number of people collecting unemployment benefits in Connecticut has fallen to the lowest level since 1988.  In addition to openings, the JOLTS data series illustrate the movements within the labor market.  The increased pace of quits means that hiring must also accelerate just to maintain the same level of employment with growth requiring even more hiring.  One of the unexpected consequences of the COVID pandemic is that the dynamism of the labor market has increased both nationally and in Connecticut in contrast to previous recessions which saw years-long decreases in the rates of Hiring, Quits, and Openings. n
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