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There is no debate that current unemployment rates are low in the Mid-Hudson

Valley and throughout the nation. Many business sectors in the Mid-Hudson Valley

are having difficulties finding a workforce. To put the current state of the region's

labor force into context, Pattern analyzed labor force metrics from before the Great

Recession (2000), in the aftermath of the Great Recession (2012), and post Great

Recession (2017). Pattern also examined trends in labor force, the number of people

employed, the number unemployed, and the unemployment rate. 
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Labor force is defined as individuals aged 16 and older who are employed or actively

seeking employment. It does not include people who are retired or who are not

looking for a job. Over the past 17 years, the number of people in the labor force

peaked between the years of 2006 and 2010 for every county except Orange. In fact,

Orange County has experienced the greatest growth in the number of people in its

labor force among the seven counties, growing by 19,100 from 2000 to 2017, an

11.7% increase. On a regional level, the combined labor force of all seven Mid-

Hudson counties increased from 526,600 in 2000 to 548,000 in 2017. This represents

an increase of approximately just 4% over 17 years. Combined with low population

growth, it is no wonder that employers are searching far and wide to find employees

in the current economy.

OCTOBER 2019 |  HV  OUT OF AL IGNMENT ISSUE BRIEF :  LABOR FORCE :  WHO'S  WORKING,  WHO'S  NOT

Although the number of people in the labor force

is an important metric, so too is the rate of labor

force participation. Labor force participation is a

measure of the number of people in the labor

force relative to the number of people who are

eligible to be in the labor force, but choose not

to be. This is a particularly useful metric as it

controls for changes in overall population and

allows for comparison between counties with

significantly different populations. 

As mentioned above, Orange County experienced the greatest increase in the number

of people in the labor force. This is, however, mostly explained by the fact that

Orange County also experienced the largest increase in the population aged 16 and

above. While that number increased in Orange County from 2000 to 2017, the labor

force participation rate dropped slightly over this same time period. In fact, the labor

force participation rate dropped in every county in the Mid-Hudson Valley from 2000

to 2017. Declining labor force participation, especially among prime-aged workers

aged 25-54, is a worrisome trend affecting the Mid-Hudson Valley and nation as a

whole. The reason for the declining labor force participation is not entirely clear, but

research suggests that some factors may include decreased demand for low-skill

labor, an aging population, automation, increased reliance on disability insurance,

and increasing opioid abuse. 



Since 2000, trends in the unemployment rate have varied slightly among Mid-Hudson

Valley counties, but have largely mirrored the national unemployment trends. The

unemployment rate peaked in 2012 in five of the seven Mid-Hudson counties. The

remaining two counties, Columbia and Orange, experienced peak unemployment in

2009 and 2010, respectively. Following these peaks, the unemployment rate has

recovered to nearly pre-Great Recession levels or better in the entire study area. The

unemployment rate was lower in 2017 than 2000 for three of the seven counties.

Furthermore, the 2017 unemployment rate was within one percentage point of the

2000 unemployment rate for all seven counties. 
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The labor force participation rate is in part

influenced by the cost of childcare. The average
annual cost for two children in full time daycare
is over $25,000. As a result, many households

decide one parent will remain at home or work

part time.

Furthermore, households that receive a

childcare subsidy based on income are faced

with a phenomenon known as the “Benefit Cliff.” 

At the end of 2018, the annual unemployment rate was essentially the same as it was

in 2000. In addition to the remarkably low unemployment rate, in May 2019, the

national economy was in its 105th consecutive month of adding jobs. This is the

longest consecutive job expansion on record. While no one can predict when a

recession will hit, history tells us that it is likely for one to occur in the early part of

the next decade. While employers are struggling to find workers now, it is just a

matter of time before there is a softening of the labor market. Unfortunately, this

will be accompanied by a downturn in the economy.

It should also be noted that there has been a distinct change in the sectors of job

growth in the Mid-Hudson Valley. Job sectors such as manufacturing and finance

have seen a marked decline while the sectors of tourism, education, and healthcare

have seen strong job growth since 2000. Unfortunately, many tourism-related jobs

are low paying and fluctuate with the health of the economy and availability of

disposable household income. Diversification of job growth in the Mid-Hudson Valley

will be critical for making the local economy more resilient to future economic

downturns.
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Once a household goes over the income guidelines, their benefit is taken away. So a

working member of the household remains at home as the additional income is not

sufficient to carry the cost of the childcare. This also reduces the number of people

in the pool of available workers.


