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Underemployed NEPA Workers
Still Face Economic Struggles
On the surface, America’s
unemployment crisis appears to be on the wane.
The official unemployment
rate, which peaked at 10
percent in October 2009,
has since been halved to
4.7 percent as of December
2016, a percentage not last
seen since September 2007.
While the United States as
well as Northeastern Pennsylvania have seen improvements in labor market
conditions, this unemployment rate is not the only
measurement of joblessness. For example, the
most commonly reported

metric – formally called the
U3 unemployment rate –
measures the “total unemployed, as a percent of the
civilian labor force.” This
rate is a useful baseline
measure of labor market
conditions, and is reported
on a quarterly basis in this
publication.
But of special note is the U6
unemployment rate, which
examines the total percentage of unemployed plus
those working fewer hours
than the full-time jobs they
would like to attain, otherwise known as underem-

ployed workers. Underemployment can affect workers
of all educational backgrounds and socioeconomic
positions. These workers
may be working part-time
involuntarily due to a lack
of job openings, vocational
training, or inaccessibility to
public transportation or
affordable childcare.
(continued on the next page.)
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Underemployment
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Underemployment is highly linked
with poverty, as part-time work most
often remains insufficient in meeting
basic needs. For example, according
to the latest U.S. Census Bureau
American Community Survey estimates, the average salaries for parttime workers in Lackawanna and
Luzerne Counties amount to under
$17,000 for men and around
$12,000 for women.
Full-time workers throughout the
region, on the other hand, earn an
average of around $46,000 and
$36,000, respectively, for men and
women. Additionally, nearly 20 percent of underemployed workers are
earning income below the poverty
level, while a mere fraction – roughly
3 percent – of full-time workers have
incomes below the poverty level.
When underemployed workers are
factored into an assessment of the
U.S. workforce, a much larger portion of American workers remain
alienated from the economic recovery. As of December 2016, the U6
underemployment rate stands at 9.2
percent – down from 17.1 percent in
April 2010, yet not quite at prerecession lows.

The Commonwealth of Pennsylvania,
however, has enjoyed even less success. While Pennsylvania’s U6 unemployment rate never attained the severity of the national rate during the peak
of the 2008 recession, the figures have
failed to improve as quickly, lingering at
10.5 percent compared to October
2010’s high of 14.7 percent. Thus,
while nationwide underemployment has
been nearly halved, Pennsylvania’s underemployment rate remains over 70
percent of its recession highs, and is
now substantially above the national
underemployment rate for the first time
in several years.
How does the U6 underemployment
rate figure into an analysis of Northeastern Pennsylvania’s workforce? Unfortunately, the Bureau of Labor Statistics stops collecting data beneath the
state level, leaving a precise measurement of the regionally underemployed
impossible to determine. However,
comparing alternative measurements
can help tell the rest of the story. According to U.S. census data, almost 37
percent of all workers throughout
Lackawanna and Luzerne counties are
currently working in a part-time or part
-year capacity. Among the labor force
living below the poverty line, that percentage balloons to over 80 percent.
This demonstrates that there is a close
link between poverty and underemployment in Northeastern Pennsylvania.

While the regional unemployment rate
near six percent may be close to the
pre-recession rate, a significant number
of workers throughout Northeastern
Pennsylvania risk alienation from the
kind of economic recovery that others
have since enjoyed. While the precise
extent of this issue in the region cannot
be fully understood due to the lack of
available data, Pennsylvania’s underemployment rate now exceeds the national rate, which, along with Northeastern Pennsylvania’s higher than average poverty and wage rates, suggest
that the region is home to many underemployed workers. Moving forward, it is
likely that the region’s greatest challenge of labor market economics will be
to reduce the number of workers in the
labor force who involuntarily work parttime or part-year work due to economic
circumstances. ◊

“There is a close link
between poverty and
underemployment in
Northeastern
Pennsylvania.”
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Wage Distribution Varies Among Occupation Groups
Data tracked by the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics
has tracked the median
hourly wages for occupations
groups within the ScrantonWilkes-Barre-Hazleton
Metropolitan Statistical Area,
which includes Lackawanna,
Luzerne, and Wyoming
Counties.
Median wages range from
$9.17 per hour for food
preparation and serving
workers to $43.09 for
management occupations.
The median wage for all
occupations is $15.81 per
hour. Production
occupations, transportation
and material moving
occupations, and arts,
design, entertainment,
sports, and media
occupations all have median
wages comparable to the
overall median for the
region.
The table on the following
page shows wage percentiles
for selected occupational
categories with high levels of
employment and/or lower
than average hourly wages.
In 2016, The Institute
partnered with the University
of Scranton to complete an
analysis of the living wage in
Northeastern Pennsylvania –
the wage that is necessary
to achieve a modest level of
economic security. The data
used in that study found that
a “living wage” in the region
was $9.40 per hour for a
single adult, $28.16 for a
family of two adults and two
children, and $20.48 for a
single parent with one child.

As the table on the following
page shows, office and
administrative support
occupations make up the largest
category by number of jobs, and
has about half of its workers
making less than the living wage
for a working adult with two
children and a spouse who also
works full time.
Food preparation and serving
occupations, which stands as
the fourth largest category by
number of jobs, has the lowest
hourly wage rates across every
percentile. Less than half of
these workers earn the $9.40
per hour needed just to meet
the living wage for a single adult
household.
(continued on the next page)

“Median wages range from
$9.17 per hour for food
preparation and serving
workers to $43.09 for
management occupations.
The median wage for all
occupations is $15.81 per
hour.”
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Wages by Occupation
The vast majority of these workers earn
less than the living wage for other
household types.
Although encompassing a fewer
employees, the occupation groups of
building and grounds cleaning/
maintenance and personal care and
service follow food preparation and
serving with the next lowest in median
hourly wage. For these categories, the
median wage is below the living wage
for any worker regardless of number in
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the household, and 75 percent of those
workers earn wages that would not
allow them to achieve economic
security if they have two children in
their household unless their spouse
earns considerably higher wages.
Two occupation groups, production and
transportation and material moving,
represent better opportunities to meet
the living wage threshold, and both
employ large numbers of workers in the

region. Ninety percent of production
occupations pay at least $9.75 per
hour, which represents a living wage for
a single adult. More than half of
production workers earn the equivalent
of a living wage for a household with
two children and two working adults.
To view the entire living wage report,
visit http://www.scranton.edu/
academics/provost/education-justice/
livingwage.shtml ◊

The Institute Announces 2017 Indicators Event
The Institute for Public Policy and
Economic Development has announced
that its annual Regional Indicators
Forum will be held on May 11, 2017 at
Mohegan Sun Pocono Convention
Center. The event will begin at 8:30 am
and conclude at 11:30 am and include
breakfast. Attendees will also receive a
copy of the 2017 Regional Indicators
Report. The cost of the event is $50.
As in past years, the event will feature
the latest data on demographics,
economics, housing, education, health,
infrastructure, and other topics in
Northeastern Pennsylvania.
Additionally, The Institute’s seven topicbased task forces will present original

research conducted in the past year.
This year’s research will include studies
on energy costs, oral health and access
to dental care, blighted housing, career
and technical education, financial
literacy, public transit, and more.

The first step in this process involved
identifying the major conditions
associated with success as a
community. The four criteria identified
Diverse & Resilient Economy,
Healthy & Prosperous Families,
Investment in Physical Assets & the
Environment, and Civic Engagement
& Community Ties. Each of the four
pillars are comprised of multiple
indicators from various topics covered
in The Institute’s 2016 Regional
Indicators report as well as
supplemental data. ◊

The Institute will produce a current
Pillars of a Strong Community Index.
The Institute created the index in 2016.
Pillars of a Strong Community is a
model designed to systematically
measure progress at achieving overall
community strength, and provide a
framework for benchmarking
Mark your calendars now, and watch
progress against other regions
for more details from The Institute
around the United States.

on our website, e-mails, and social
media!
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Restaurant Industry Employs Over 14,000 in NEPA
The hospitality industry represents a
sizeable portion of the region’s
economy. Specifically, restaurants and
other establishments that serve food
and beverages employ 14,638 in the
two county region, a growth of 376 jobs
over the last five years. For purposes of
this analysis, restaurants includes four
categories of business as shown in the
table below; bars and taverns which
primarily serve alcoholic beverages but
have limited food offerings are not
included.
The fastest employment growth and
greatest concentration of employment
in the region is in the category that
includes snack bars and nonalcoholic
beverage bars, such as concession

stands and casual food and drink
vendors commonly found in shopping
centers, stadiums, and other public
locations.
Food prep workers, including fast food
workers, and waiters and waitresses are
the largest occupations within these
industries, employed over 3,600 in the
region. Though these occupations are
associated with relatively low wages,
other occupations with somewhat
higher wages such as supervisors,

managers, and restaurant cooks are
also a large part of the industry’s
workforce. There is projected to be a
demand for workers over the next five
years due to both industry growth and a
need for replacement of workers leaving
the workforce or moving into other
jobs. There are projected to be
openings for 255 restaurant cooks, 140
first line supervisors, 93 bartenders, 31
food service managers, and a combined
over 1,200 food preparation workers
and restaurant servers. ◊

“There is projected to be a demand for workers over the
next five years due to both industry growth and a need for
replacement of workers leaving the workforce or moving
into other jobs.”

Data Source: JobsEQ
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Selected Economic Indicators
Household, Family, and Per Capita Income
Updated data from the United States Census Bureau’s American Community Survey includes several measures of income and
earnings. The latest data, for 2015, shows that Lackawanna and Luzerne Counties have median household incomes about
$7,000 less than the statewide and national median. There is a similar trend for median family income. Per capita income in the
region stands around $25,000 per year; while the median earnings per worker amount to $28,613 in Lackawanna County and
$29,011 in Luzerne County.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 1-year Estimates
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Selected Economic Indicators
Income Trends
Compared with the prior year’s household income data, Lackawanna and Luzerne Counties saw growth of 2.2 and 3.6 percent,
respectively. Since 2010, the reported median household income has grown by nearly ten percent.
However, when adjusting prior year data for inflation, the growth has been substantially slower and less consistent. The graph
below shows median household income change in both nominal (unadjusted) dollars and inflation-adjusted 2015 dollars. While
incomes have grown significantly in nominal dollars, the inflation-adjusted statistics shows slow and inconsistent growth. Inflation-adjusted incomes have grown by 0.9 percent and 0.8 percent in Lackawanna and Luzerne Counties since 2010.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau American Community Survey 1-year Estimates, BLS Inflation Calculator
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Labor Market at a Glance
Figures from BLS for August
through October 2016 showed
unemployment rates in both
counties and Pennsylvania as
a whole that were near the
2015 annual average.
The United States rate was at
5.1 percent. When compared
to rates from previous years,
June of 2016 had higher
unemployment than 2015, but
both counties still remain
below 2014 figures.
Employment in the two
counties remains below prerecession peaks. However,
employment has continued to
trend upwards, coinciding with
the falling unemployment
rate. However, the labor force
in both counties remains well
below 2008 levels. The recent
fluctuations in the size of the
labor force send mixed signals
about the health of the
region’s labor market
economy. ◊
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