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Tracking the Economy 
– Philip A. Cummins, Senior Economist 

Overview 

The economy continued to expand through April, as indicated by increases in 
employment through the latest month. Labor market tightness appears to be easing somewhat. 
Industrial production rose in the latest month but was relatively flat over the past year, with a 
near-term peak in September 2022. Inflation-adjusted gross domestic product (real GDP) rose at 
a 1.1% annual rate in this calendar year’s first quarter. 

Employment in Ohio rose in March. Growth continues to trail that of the nation. Ohio’s 
labor market remains tight but appears to be less so than earlier. Unemployment in the state is 
low but the statewide average unemployment rate remains higher than the nationwide average. 
Residential real estate activity was slow in the year’s first three months. 

The Federal Reserve, the nation’s central bank, on May 3 announced a further increase in 
its short-term interest rate target. It raised the federal funds target rate to a range of 5% to 5.25%, 
and plans to continue reducing its holdings of Treasury and agency debt and agency 
mortgage-backed securities. It reiterated its strong commitment to lowering inflation to its 2% 
goal. Federal funds futures contract pricing indicates that a preponderance of financial market 
participants think the current target will be the peak for this year.14 

The National Economy 

Total nonfarm payroll employment nationwide continued to expand in April, by 253,000, 
as shown in Chart 4. The country’s average unemployment rate edged down in April to 3.4%, 
shown in Chart 5. 

The 3.4% April U.S. unemployment rate is the lowest since 1969, apart from January 2023, 
also 3.4%. In the latest month, 5.7 million people were counted as unemployed. Unemployment 
as a percent of the labor force has varied between 3.4% and 3.7% since March 2022. 

The 253,000 increase in total nonfarm payrolls in April was down from an average 
monthly increase of 290,000 in the previous six months. Though employment growth slowed, it 
remains elevated compared with prepandemic rates. Employment rose in a majority of industries 
in April, notably in professional and business services, health care, leisure and hospitality, and 
social assistance. Employment fell in temporary help services, continuing a down trend since 
March 2022. Average hourly earnings rose 4.4% during the latest 12 months. 

The number of job openings nationwide fell to 9.6 million in March, the fewest in any 
month since April 2021, but far above levels in earlier decades, in a series that starts in 2000. The 
number of job openings per unemployed person declined to 1.64, down from more than two a 
year earlier and lowest since October 2021. Layoffs and discharges rose to 1.8 million in March, 
the highest monthly number since December 2020, though way below the 22 million laid off in 
March and April 2020, in the depths of the pandemic-driven recession. Quits, voluntary 

                                                      
14 CME FedWatch Tool, accessed May 8 at 9:30 a.m. 

https://www.cmegroup.com/markets/interest-rates/cme-fedwatch-tool.html?redirect=/trading/interest-rates/countdown-to-fomc.html
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terminations of their jobs by employees, an indicator of confidence in their ability to find other 
employment, fell in March to 3.9 million, lowest since May 2021. 

U.S. industrial production rose 0.4% in March to 0.5% higher than a year earlier. The 
month-to-month increase was chiefly due to a strong upturn in utility output, seasonally 
adjusted, as mild temperatures in February were followed by more seasonable weather in March, 
boosting heating demand. Manufacturing output fell 0.5% in March; durable goods production 
fell 0.9% with declines widespread among industries. Total factory production was 1.1% lower in 
March than a year earlier. Mining output contracted 0.5% in March but was 5.4% higher than a 
year ago. 

U.S. real GDP rose at a 1.1% annual rate in the 2023 first quarter. Consumer spending 
grew, as did nonresidential fixed investment and government outlays. These increases were 
partly offset by lower residential fixed investment and a decline in business inventories.  

The consumer price index (CPI) for all items rose 0.1% in March to 5.0% higher than a year 
earlier. The CPI excluding food and energy rose 0.4% in March to 5.6% higher than a year earlier. 
Month-to-month price increases continue generally smaller than during the inflation upsurge in 
2021 and 2022 when the economy was recovering from pandemic shutdowns, exacerbated by 
supply disruptions from Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine. Despite the slowing of monthly price 
increases, year-over-year increases in broad price aggregates continue well above the central 
bank target of 2% inflation. CPI changes from a year earlier are shown in Chart 6. The sharp 
acceleration of inflation since early 2021 is clearly evident, as is the slowing since peaks last year. 
Price increases remained rapid for food and for services, particularly shelter services, while prices 
for many goods rose more slowly or fell, compared with a year ago.  

The personal consumption expenditures price index rose 0.1% in March to 4.2% higher 
than a year earlier. Excluding food and energy, the price index was 4.6% higher than a year ago, 
well above the central bank target of 2% inflation. 

Wages and salaries of private industry workers rose 5.1% in the 12 months ended 
March 2023. The employer cost of benefits for these workers was 4.3% higher in March than a 
year earlier. The year-to-year wage and salary increase was down from a peak of 5.7% last year 
but remained well above prepandemic rates of increase.  

The Ohio Economy 

Total nonfarm payroll employment in Ohio rose 10,600 (0.2%) in March to 1.5% higher 
than a year earlier. Statewide average unemployment as a share of the labor force fell to 3.8%. 
Employment and unemployment in Ohio are shown compared with national figures in Chart 4 
and Chart 5. 

Ohio nonfarm payroll employment growth continues to trail that nationwide, which grew 
2.6% in the year to March. Most of the state’s growth in nonfarm payroll employment in the year 
to March was in the service sector, particularly in health care and social assistance; 
accommodation and food service; arts, entertainment, and recreation; and professional, 
scientific, and technical services. Employment in some service industries contracted in the latest 
year, including administrative, support, and waste services; retail trade; and wholesale trade. 
Goods-producing industries added to employment, particularly in durable goods manufacturing 
and construction. Government at all levels also increased employment in the year to March. 
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The state’s unemployment rate fell to 3.8% in March from a high in recent months of 4.2% 
last October and from a peak of 16.4% in April of recession year 2020. This unemployment rate 
compares with the nationwide rate in March of 3.5%. Statewide about 218,000 Ohioans were 
counted as unemployed in March, the fewest ever in this series kept since 1976. The state’s labor 
force, persons employed or actively seeking work, was about 5.8 million in March, 171,000 or 2.9% 
fewer than the number of labor force participants in early 2020, prior to that year’s pandemic-
driven recession. 

Job openings in Ohio, at 336,000 in February, continued to exceed the number of persons 
unemployed, 224,000, and remained numerous compared with levels in earlier decades. But the 
number of job openings, seasonally adjusted, declined in February in Ohio and most other states. 
Open positions in the state in February were at the lowest level since June 2021. 

Unemployment rates in Ohio metropolitan areas in March ranged from 3.4% in Cincinnati 
and Columbus to 5.2% in the Weirton-Steubenville area. Nonfarm payroll employment grew in 
most metropolitan areas in the state, in the year to March 2023, by 2.7% in Cincinnati and by 
2.5% in Dayton, but fell 0.8% in Lima. Statewide total nonfarm payroll employment growth was 
1.6% in the latest year. 

The Ohio real estate market remained soft through March, as indicated by Ohio Realtors 
data. Closings on home sales (units sold) were 15.1% lower than in the first three months of 2022. 
Unit sales fell 9.6% in all of 2022, after surging ahead 11.9% in 2021. The average selling price 
was 3.3% higher in the first three months of this year than in the year-earlier period. In all of 
2022, prices rose 6.9%, after rising 5.4% in 2021 and 10.2% in 2020. 

A publication of the nation’s central bank, the Beige Book, summarizes business 
conditions in Federal Reserve districts around the country, including the Fourth (Cleveland) 
District which encompasses all of Ohio and parts of three adjacent states. The Beige Book is 
published eight times each year, most recently on April 19. That publication says of this region’s 
economy:  

Economic activity was generally flat in the Fourth District and 
developments in the banking sector appeared to have very little 
impact on either recent economic activity or credit availability. 
Labor demand eased, and the supply of workers increased, 
particularly for lower-wage positions. Wage and other cost 
pressures continued to ease. 
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Chart 4: U.S. and Ohio Nonfarm Payroll Employment
(in millions)
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Chart 5: U.S. and Ohio Unemployment Rates
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Chart 6: Consumer Prices

All items All items less food and energy




