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What is the Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics (LAUS) Program?
• Program of the Bureau of Labor Statistics

• Produces the following estimates:
A. Total number of people employed
B. Total number of people unemployed

• From these estimates, calculates:
• Total number of people in the labor force (A + B)
• The unemployment rate (B/(A + B)) 
• Other indicators

• The Current Population Survey produces 
these estimates at the national level

• LAUS produces these estimates at state, 
county, regional, and city levels

• Why do we need LAUS in addition to CPS?
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Why Do We Need LAUS?

• Sample size in CPS is too small to reliably estimate state and substate areas

• For example, based on these ratings and number of reviews, which restaurant 
would you rather go to? Which rating seems more reliable?

Restaurant A:    Restaurant B:

•  LAUS uses additional modeling and estimation techniques to produce a more 
reliable estimate

• LAUS itself is not a survey, but incorporates data from multiple survey and 
administrative sources
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Presentation Outline

Local Area Unemployment Statistics

How is the national unemployment rate calculated?
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Presentation Outline

Local Area Unemployment Statistics

Which geographic areas in North Carolina can we get the 
unemployment rate for?

How does the methodology for calculating these rates differ from 
the national unemployment rate?

Where can I find these data?

5



NC Department of Commerce | Labor & Economic Analysis Division

Calculating the National Unemployment 
Rate

• An estimate based on the Current 
Population Survey (CPS)

• Includes approximately 60,000 households 
interviewed monthly

• Responses to questions on the CPS place 
individuals in one of three categories:

• Employed

• Unemployed

• Not in the labor force
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In the labor 
force

• Population of employed people 
and unemployed people in the 
United States is estimated based 
on the CPS sample
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Calculating the National Unemployment 
Rate
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Determining who is employed, unemployed, or not in the labor force

Examples
Unemployed
• Lost their job and looking for a new job
• On layoff awaiting recall (e.g., during 

COVID)
• College graduate entering the labor 

market
Employed
• Working full-time
• Working part-time
• Gig worker
• On vacation from work
Not in the labor force
• Full-time student
• Retiree
• Stay-at-home parents
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Calculating the National Unemployment 
Rate

𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑 𝑝𝑒𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑒

(𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑 𝑝𝑒𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑒 + 𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑 𝑝𝑒𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑒)

=
𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑 𝑝𝑒𝑜𝑝𝑙𝑒

𝐿𝑎𝑏𝑜𝑟 𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑐𝑒

• Expressed as a percentage

• Unemployed people + employed people = labor force

• People not in the labor force are not included in the denominator
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National vs. State and Substate 
Unemployment Rates
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Current Population 
Survey

Local Area 
Unemployment 

Statistics
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Geography of State and Substate 
Unemployment Rates

• The Local Area Unemployment Statistics program produces 
unemployment rates for:
• States

• Counties

• Cities of 25,000 population or more

• Other types of regions based on counties (e.g., Metropolitan 
Statistical Areas, Workforce Development Board Areas, Prosperity 
Zones)
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Calculating State and Substate 
Unemployment Rates

• Unlike other BLS programs, there is no LAUS survey form that 
businesses or individuals fill out

• Instead, the LAUS program uses various data sources and estimating 
procedures to produce unemployment rates for state and substate 
areas

• The estimation methodology used differs by level of geography
• State – model-based

• County – Handbook method

• City – disaggregation 
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Calculating State Unemployment Rates

• Step 1. Estimate the number of people 
employed and unemployed at the state 
level

• The number of people employed and 
number of people unemployed are 
calculated separately using a complex 
statistical model

• These models try to differentiate between 
the true change and error from survey data

• The inputs to this statistical model are:
• Current Population Survey (CPS) data
• Current Employment Statistics (CES) 

data
• Unemployment insurance (UI) claims
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This part of estimation like trying to find 
the “signal” among the “noise”
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Calculating County Unemployment Rates

• Step 2. Estimate the number of people employed and 
unemployed at the county level

• The number of people employed and number of people 
unemployed are calculated separately using a complex 
formula

• The inputs to this calculation include, but are not limited 
to:
• Current Employment Statistics (CES) data
• Current Population Survey (CPS) data
• Unemployment insurance (UI) claims
• Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW) data
• American Community Survey (ACS) data
• Population estimates from the U.S. Census Bureau
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This part of estimation is 
like building a tower from 

building blocks
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Calculating City Unemployment Rates

• Step 3. Estimate the number of people employed, 
unemployed, and the unemployment rate at the city 
level

• The estimate of the number of employed and 
unemployed people at the county level are allocated 
among the cities in proportion to the UI claims filed 
in and the total population of those cities 

• For example, a city with a higher proportion of UI 
claims relative to the county will have a higher 
unemployment rate
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This part of estimation is like 
disassembling IKEA furniture into its 

separate parts
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Finding the North Carolina Unemployment 
Rates

15

https://d4.nccommerce.com/

https://d4.nccommerce.com/
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Additional resources

• Same unemployment data are also published by BLS: Featured LAUS Searchable 
Databases : U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

• LAUS Handbook of Methods – BLS 

• Overview of BLS programs – D4

• Calendar of LAUS release dates – D4

• Monthly LEAD press releases
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Questions?

Feel free to reach out!

Haley Stritzel, Industry and Labor Force Analysis Manager

haley.stritzel@commerce.nc.gov

Andrew Berger-Gross, Senior Economist

andrew.berger-gross@commerce.nc.gov 
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