
Wisconsin Jobs I 
You've seen the ads. One says Wisconsin has lost jobs; the other says the 
unemployment rate has dropped. So who is telling the truth? 

Oddly enough, according to data at the Bureau of Labor Statistics webs site, both 
statements are true. But how could that be? 

First, let me warn you that the employment numbers that say Wisconsin has lost 
jobs come from a different survey than the one that estimates the unemployment 
rate. Both surveys just provide estimates, so both could be off a little bit, and 
generally are, month to month. But the latest jobs report summarizes the change 
over the last year, and both patterns – job losses and a lower unemployment rate – 
have occurred repeatedly this last year. So these apparently contradictory findings 
are definitely real. 

So what does the data show? First, between March 2011 and March 2012, 
Wisconsin's total unemployed fell by almost 25,000 people. That's good, but not 
particularly different from other Upper Midwestern states. Minnesota's and Michigan's 
dropped by a greater percent, Illinois and Indiana by less. Indeed, if we'd matched 
the average of the other 6 original Big 10 states, our total unemployed would have 
fallen by another 2000 people. So in reducing unemployment, we're only about 
average. 

Second though, during that same March to March interval, our total “nonfarm wage 
and salary employed” fell by almost 24,000 jobs. We're the only state in the Big 10 
area to show a decline, and the only one in the country to show a “statistically 
significant” drop – that is, a large enough drop in the survey to conclude that there 
was a definite loss of jobs in the state. So in job creation, we were not sort of 
average. We were dead last. 

So how could we have 25,000 fewer people looking for work, but also 24,000 fewer 
jobs? One explanation would be people leaving the labor force – by retiring, or no 
longer looking, or moving elsewhere. And the data shows that about 6000 people 
have left the Wisconsin work force, fairly typical of the Big 10 states. But that 
explains only 6000 people, out of the 49,000 jobs plus jobless that have 
disappeared. What about the other 42,000? 

The answer lies in what the job measure measures: total “nonfarm wage and salary 
employed.” Those 42,000 people must be working, but they aren't employees. So 
they must be self-employed. 

Now if you're a Walker partisan, you can call that 50% jump in self-employed a 
victory. But that's not how I read it. When I've led study tours to Peru, and met with 
economists at their Central Bank and Ministry of Trade, they used two different 
terms to describe the people there who've created jobs for themselves because no 
one else would hire them. One was “Informales,” workers in the informal sector. And 
the other, straight out of the Economics textbooks, was “Underemployed.” 

So there's your Walker miracle. We've lost jobs, the kind that pay a steady 
paycheck, more than any other state in the nation. But we have fewer people 
unemployed, because about 42,000 of them, roughly the entire population of Fond 
du Lac, have figured out how to make do, to scrape by, on their own. 

Call that Business-Friendly if you want to. Me, I'll be using a different B-word. 

 

 



 

BLS data, April 2012 

 

     nonfarm farm or  
    unempl wage/salary self %farm 

State date  labor fce unemployed rate employed employed /semp 
M-11  3,070,300   232,200  7.6%  2,754,500   83,600  2.7% 
M-12  3,064,200   207,500  6.8%  2,730,600   126,100  4.1% WI 

  (6,100)  (24,700)   (23,900)  42,500   
  -0.2% -10.6%  -0.9% 50.8%  

        
M-11  2,977,700   196,500  6.6%  2,673,200   108,000  3.6% 
M-12  2,974,300   172,700  5.8%  2,704,700   96,900  3.3% MN 

  (3,400)  (23,800)   31,500   (11,100)  
  -0.1% -12.1%  1.2% -10.3%  

        
M-11  4,673,200   492,600  10.5%  3,925,500   255,100  5.5% 
M-12  4,656,300   397,000  8.5%  3,982,000   277,300  6.0% MI 

  (16,900)  (95,600)   56,500   22,200   
  -0.4% -19.4%  1.4% 8.7%  

        
M-11  5,819,500   510,900  8.8%  5,077,400   231,200  4.0% 
M-12  5,804,800   438,000  7.5%  5,137,000   229,800  4.0% OH 

  (14,700)  (72,900)   59,600   (1,400)  
  -0.3% -14.3%  1.2% -0.6%  

        
M-11  6,552,500   612,700  9.4%  5,666,300   273,500  4.2% 
M-12  6,589,300   581,200  8.8%  5,698,000   310,100  4.7% IL 

  36,800   (31,500)   31,700   36,600   
  0.6% -5.1%  0.6% 13.4%  

        
M-11  3,175,200   278,700  8.8%  2,830,800   65,700  2.1% 
M-12  3,211,200   263,000  8.2%  2,867,000   81,200  2.5% IN 

  36,000   (15,700)   36,200   15,500   
  1.1% -5.6%  1.3% 23.6%  

        
M-11  1,667,300   99,200  5.9%  1,477,200   90,900  5.5% 
M-12  1,662,800   87,000  5.2%  1,490,500   85,300  5.1% IA 

  (4,500)  (12,200)   13,300   (5,600)  
  -0.3% -12.3%  0.9% -6.2%  

 
       
M-11  27,935,700   2,422,800  8.7%  24,404,900   1,108,000  4.0% 
M-12  27,962,900   2,146,400  7.7%  24,609,800   1,206,700  4.3% UMidW 

  27,200   (276,400)   204,900   98,700   
  0.1% -11.4%  0.8% 8.9%  

 


