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Nationwide and in Northeastern 

Pennsylvania, the labor market has 

tightened considerably in recent years. In 

Lackawanna and Luzerne counties, the 

unemployment rate stood at 4.7 and 5.6 

percent through the first half of 2018, a 

modest decline from the prior year and a 

drop of over four percentage points since 

2012. There are two related components 

driving this trend: growth in jobs, and 

minimal growth in the size of the labor 

force.  

As the supply of workers shrinks relative 

to the number of job openings, 

conventional wisdom suggests that 

wages would rise accordingly. This has 

been the case regionally and nationally, 

as shown in the chart at right. For each 

year, first quarter wages were used as a 

basis for comparison; growth was 

calculated after adjusting for inflation.

B y  A n d r e w  C h e w ,  S e n i o r  R e s e a r c h  &  P o l i c y  A n a l y s t  

LAC  LUZ  PA  USA  

Continued on Page 3  



Page 2  Fal l  2018  

N e w s  f r o m  T h e  I n s t i t u t e  

In July 2018, the unemployment rate in 

Lackawanna and Luzerne counties stood 

at 4.9 percent and 5.5 percent, 

respectively, a decline of over one half of 

one percentage point compared with the 

same month the prior year.  

Total employment has shown a generally 

upward growth since significant job 

losses affected the region from 2008 to 

2010. Through the first half of 2018, total 

employment in both counties outpaced 

the 2017 annual average by a small 

margin, and the most recently monthly 

employment average, from July 2018, 

shows significant increases over the prior 

year.  

The total labor force also grew in both 

counties relative to the prior year, though 

the 2018 year - to -date average does not 

reflect significant growth from previous 

years. Amid such a low unemployment 

rate, the lack of labor force growth 

appears to be one of the top issues facing 

the regionôs economy. 

Further, the region continues to have 

generally higher unemployment rates 

than the Commonwealth and United 

States as a whole.  

L a b o r  M a r k e t  a t  a  G l a n c e  

Welcome to the Quarterly Economy 

Tracker , our review of economic and 

business trends and analysis.  As we are 

set to begin our fifth year of bringing you 

the Economy Tracker on a quarterly 

basis, we are pleased to debut the QETôs 

newly updated design. In addition to the 

facelift of the publication, weôll be 

bringing you a quarterly data map in our 

Cartography Corner feature and more 

content than ever to help all stakeholders 

better understand our regionôs economy 

and emerging economic issues affecting 

our community.  

ñThe Institute Reviewò has launched! 

We are also pleased to announce our new 

twice -monthly electronic periodical, The 

Institute Review, which highlights 

relevant economic, social, equity, health 

and public policy news from around the 

globe.  

The Institute Review is supported by the 

Moses Taylor Foundation and the 

Scranton Area Community Foundation to 

aid individuals and organizations with 

decision -making.  

To receive The Review, visit 

www.institutepa.org and subscribe at the 

bottom of the home page. ö 

 

B y  T e r i  O o m s ,  E x e c u t i v e  D i r e c t o r  &  

S u s a n  M a g n o t t a ,  D i r e c t o r  o f  C o m m u n i t y  O u t r e a c h  
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A r e  W a g e s  G r o w i n g ?  ð C o n t i n u e d  f r o m  P a g e  1  

In Lackawanna County, real weekly 

wages were 1.5 percent higher than the 

year before as well as four years prior. In 

Luzerne County, wages were slightly 

lower in 2018 than the year before, but 

nearly four percent higher than two years 

prior. For both counties, two -year and 

four -year wage growth has been slower 

than Pennsylvania and the United States, 

despite the two counties generally having 

unemployment rate declines on pace with 

the Commonwealth and nation overall.  

Analyzing wage growth by broad industry 

category also shows a major factor that 

is likely related to this uneven wage 

growth:  there is significant variation 

across sectors of the economy in their 

wage trends.  

In both counties, the information sector 

showed double -digit real wage growth 

over the past four years. In both 

counties, the professional and business 

services and other services categories 

saw wage growth higher than for all 

private industry in that county.  

There were also some differences 

between the two counties. Lackawanna 

County saw a drop of 37 percent in real 

wages in the natural resources and 

mining sector. Lackawanna County also 

saw wage growth in both the construction 

and leisure and hospitality industries, 

while these trends were less apparent in 

Luzerne County. In Luzerne County, 

wages grew faster in the education, 

healthcare, and finance and real estate 

industries.  

Trade, transportation, and utilities, a 

broad category of industries that includes 

retail and wholesale merchants as well as 

warehousing and distribution, has grown 

substantially in the region in recent 

years. Lackawanna County saw real 

wages rise by five percent in this 

ñFor both counties, two- year and four - year wage growth has been slower than 

Pennsylvania and the United States, despite the two counties generally having 

unemployment rate declines on pace with the Commonwealth and nation overall.ò 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages  

Nevertheless, over half of the broad 

industry categories analyzed saw wage 

growth in both counties over the past 

four years after adjusting for inflation, 

suggesting that wage growth is 

widespread, though uneven, in the 

regionôs economy. ö 

industry, while Luzerne County saw a 

small decline.  

As would be predicted by the regionôs 

tight labor market, wages have shown 

some real growth in recent years. 

However, this growth has been uneven 

across industries.  
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P r o p e r t y  T a x  B u r d e n  T r e n d s  U p w a r d ,  W h i l e  I m p a c t  

o f  F e d e r a l  T a x  R e f o r m  R e m a i n s  U n c l e a r  

B y  A n d r e w  C h e w ,  S e n i o r  R e s e a r c h  &  P o l i c y  A n a l y s t  &  W y a t t  C o x ,  

R e s e a r c h  I n t e r n ,  W i l k e s  U n i v e r s i t y  

Sources: Internal Revenue Service, U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey  

County - level data from the Internal 

Revenue Service showed that over 

250,000 households in the county 

reported over $13.5 billion in income in 

2016, the most recent year for which data 

is available.  

In 2016, the aggregate total federal 

income tax liability was 12 percent of total 

aggregate income in Luzerne County, and 

12.6 percent in Lackawanna.  In both 

counties, this ratio was lower than the 

state and national statistics. This is likely 

due to the regionôs generally lower 

income. Due to the structure of the 

federal income tax code, higher aggregate 

income is generally associated with a 

higher effective tax rate.  

The ratio of the total federal income tax 

liability to real income increased 

somewhat from 2013 through 2016, for 

both counties. Furthermore, the impacts 

of the federal tax reform bill passed in 

2017 are not yet apparent; a decrease in 

this ratio is likely, but the magnitude of 

the change is unclear.  

Most recently, real property taxes paid by 

households in the two counties amounted 

over $350 million, an approximately 5 

percent increase from $332 million in 

2013 (both figures are in 2016 dollars).  

As a percentage of aggregate total 

income, property taxes paid amounted to 

nearly 2.7 percent statewide and in 

Lackawanna County and over 2.5 percent 

in Luzerne, compared with about 2.3 

percent nationally. In the two counties 

and Pennsylvania, aggregate property 

taxes as a percentage of total income 

have trended upward since 2014. ö 

ñProperty taxes paid by 

households in the two 

counties amounted over 

$350 million, an increase 

from $332 million in 2013.ò 
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C o s t  o f  L i v i n g  F a l l s  R e l a t i v e  t o  N a t i o n a l  A v e r a g e  

A n  I n c l u s i v e  R e c o v e r y ?  F o r  M a n y  W o r k e r s ,  a  S e c o n d  C h a n c e  

B y  C h r i s t o p h e r  R i t t e r ,  R e s e a r c h  A n a l y s t  

Source: Cost of Living Index ðCenter for Regional Economic Competitiveness (www.coli.org)  

The Cost of Living Index for Wilkes -Barre 

and Scranton stood at 94 and 96, 

respectively, compared to the national 

benchmark of 100. Two other metro 

areas in the Commonwealth, Pittsburgh 

and York, had slightly higher index 

scores, while Philadelphia was higher 

than the national average at 112.  

The regionôs cost of living has shown 

small declines relative to the national 

average since 2016.  The other 

Pennsylvania cities have seen their 

scores either decline or remain largely 

unchanged since 2015.  

The Cost of Living Index includes prices 

for goods and services in several 

categories:  groceries, housing, utilities, 

transportation, health care, and 

miscellaneous goods and services. ö 

 

Over the last few decades, communities 

across Northeastern Pennsylvania have 

struggled to cultivate a diversified 

workforce due to the effect of widespread 

deindustrialization on the regionôs blue-

collar employment base. As of 2017, 

approximately 24.4 percent of employed 

individuals in Lackawanna and Luzerne 

counties over the age of 25 have earned 

a bachelorôs degree or higher. However, 

in Northeastern Pennsylvania, some of 

the biggest beneficiaries of the economic 

recovery following the Great Recession 

have been found in a historically 

declining portion of the regional 

workforce: workers who earned less than 

a high school degree.  

According to the U.S. Census Bureauôs 

Quarterly Workforce Indicators, workers 

who have earned less than a high school 

degree in the Scranton/Wilkes -Barre/

Hazleton metropolitan statistical area 

(comprising of Lackawanna, Luzerne, and 

Wyoming counties) have enjoyed 34 

percent of employment gains from 2007 

to 2017 despite comprising just 11 

percent of the regional workforce. 

Moreover, the rate at which these 

individuals are entering the regional 

workforce has inched upward (from 51 to 

53 percent), despite modest declines 

from workers in every other category of 

educational attainment. Even during the 

Great Recession, workers without a high 

school degree were more active 

workforce participants than any other 

category of educational attainment, as 

the number of employed shrank by just 

2.5 percent (compared to 5.2, 3.5, and 

2.8 percent for high school, associateôs 

degree, and bachelorôs/advanced degree 

graduates, respectively).  

[ŀōƻǊ tŀǊǝŎƛǇŀǝƻƴ wŀǘŜǎΣ [ŀŎƪŀǿŀƴƴŀ ŀƴŘ [ǳȊŜǊƴŜ 

9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴŀƭ !ǧŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ нлмн нлмс 

[Ŝǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ  рмΦо҈ рнΦф҈ 

IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ 9ǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘΣ bƻ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ тнΦм҈ тлΦр҈ 

{ƻƳŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻǊ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜϥǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ улΦу҈ тфΦу҈ 

.ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊϥǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ ƻǊ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ утΦм҈ усΦт҈ 

{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ǳǊǾŜȅ όнлмсύ 

9ƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ {ŎǊŀƴǘƻƴ - ²ƛƭƪŜǎ-.ŀǊǊŜ - IŀȊƭŜǘƻƴ a{!Σ ²ƻǊƪŜǊǎ !ƎŜ нр ŀƴŘ hǾŜǊ 

9ŘǳŎŀǝƻƴŀƭ !ǧŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ нллт нлмн нлмт І /ƘŀƴƎŜ ҈ DǊƻǿǘƘ 

[Ŝǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ  муΣлот мфΣрмф нпΣнпс сΣнлф опΦп҈ 

IƛƎƘ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ƻǊ 9ǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘΣ bƻ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ тлΣфнс суΣмро сфΣуот -мΣлуф -мΦр҈ 

{ƻƳŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻǊ !ǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜϥǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ срΣфмн срΣфуп суΣфнн оΣлмл пΦс҈ 

.ŀŎƘŜƭƻǊϥǎ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ ƻǊ !ŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ 5ŜƎǊŜŜ рлΣомф рмΣомп рнΣслл нΣнум пΦр҈ 
{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ ¦Φ{Φ /Ŝƴǎǳǎ .ǳǊŜŀǳΣ vǳŀǊǘŜǊƭȅ ²ƻǊƪŦƻǊŎŜ LƴŘƛŎŀǘƻǊǎ όнлмтύ 

(continued on the next page)  

B y  A n d r e w  C h e w ,  S e n i o r  R e s e a r c h  &  P o l i c y  A n a l y s t  &                         

W i l l i a m  G o r m a n ,  R e s e a r c h  I n t e r n ,  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  S c r a n t o n  
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A n  I n c l u s i v e  R e c o v e r y  ( c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p r e v i o u s  p a g e )  

Employment gains by educational attainment 

have also grown unevenly over the last two 

decades. While employment growth for workers 

without high school degrees averaged just 3.4 

percent between 1998 and 2007, such gains 

skyrocketed by 31 percentage points to 34.4 

percent from 2007 to 2017. This reflects a 

broader trend nationwide, as employment has 

risen by nearly 28 percent for workers without a 

high school degree across the country. However, 

while American workers of all educational 

backgrounds have enjoyed employment growth 

from 2007 to 2017 (at an average of 6 percent 

for workers with at least a high school degree), 

opportunities for more educated workers in 

Northeastern Pennsylvania have remained 

comparatively more modest. From 2007 to 2017, 

high school graduates have registered a 2 

percent decline in employment, while 

employment among individuals with an 

associateôs degree rose 4.6 percent, and those 

with a bachelorôs degree or higher have 

experienced 4.5 percent employment growth.  

Employment gains for regional workers without a 

high school degree have been observed across a 

wide variety of industries. While positions in 

Healthcare and Social Assistance industries have 

generated the highest number of jobs for these 

workers (approximately 1,621 jobs from 2007 to 

2017), utilities industries have generated the 

largest percentage of employment growth for 

these workers (at 171.4 percent), followed by 

finance and insurance (129.2 percent), education 

(87.1 percent), and professional and technical 

services (74.9 percent).  

Despite this impressive growth however, many 

obstacles obviously remain for workers without a 

high school degree. In Lackawanna and Luzerne 

counties, these workers earn just $20,507 per 

year on average, compared to $27,521 for high 

school graduates, $32,760 for associateôs degree 

graduates, $45,687 for college graduates, and 

$60,425 for professional degree graduates. 

Additionally, nearly 27 percent of these workers 

live in poverty ð nearly double the rate of high 

school graduates and over six times the rate of 

college graduates. Finally, the unemployment 

rate of these workers remains stubbornly high, at 

8.3 percent as of 2017, compared to 3.9 percent 

across the region overall. While entering the 

workforce remains challenging for the dwindling 

number of regional workers without a high school 

degree, recent data suggests that the broad -

based nature of recent labor market gains may 

afford a crucial second chance to workers in the 

most desperate need of one. ö 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators (2017)  

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Quarterly Workforce Indicators (2017)  
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey (2015) 5 -year Estimates  

This map shows the relative concentration of households that receive Social Security income. Households receiving Social Secu rit y 

income may or may not have income from other sources. Many of the census tracts with the highest concentrations of Social Se-

curity recipient households are in the more rural parts of the counties; however, the downtown areas of both Wilkes -Barre and 

Scranton each also have a disproportionate share of such households, as do several other urban tracts in and around Wilkes -Barre  

and Hazleton. This is likely due to the concentration of senior apartment complexes in the regionôs downtowns. 

C a r t o g r a p h y  C o r n e r  

W h e r e  A r e  H o u s e h o l d s  w i t h  S o c i a l  S e c u r i t y  I n c o m e ?  
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