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What is Unemployment?
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Why Study Unemployment?

■ Unemployment is often a central focus in business cycles 

■ Why care about unemployment? 
• Individual: lower income, consumption, and emotional well-being 
• Aggregate: Potentially under-utilization of resources 

■ Questions: 
• Why is there unemployment? Why does it fluctuate?  

■ But before theorizing, we need to define and measure unemployment
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Ganong-Noel (2018) Krueger-Meuller (2012)



Defining Unemployment
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Total US population 
330 million

Non-institutional civillian population 
260 million

Less than 16 y/o 
armies, prisons

Civillian labor force 
160 million

Not in labor force 
100 million

Employed 
150 million

Unemployed 
10 million

Jobless but not 
looked for work 
in the past 4 weeks

Jobless and looked 
for work in the past 
4 weeks



Unemployment Rate
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Flows Into and Out of Unemployment
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Stock-Flow Accounting Model

■ Unemployment represents a stock of workers 
• Determined through a balance between inflows and outflows 

■ Useful to break down the role of inflows vs. outflows 
• Disciplines the model we should be writing down
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Stocks vs Flows

Elsby/Hobijn/Sahin/Valletta 
9/16/2011 Labor Market In the Great Recession: An Update 16 

Understanding Unemployment Dynamics 



Flows are Large on Average
Current Population Survey 
1996-2014 
Monthly averages
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Unemployed 
10m

Employed 
150m

Not in  
labor force 

100m

2.2m

2.1m

4.0m

4.3m

2.2m

2.3m



Labor Market Flows over Time
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Labor Market Flows before COVID
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Not in the Labor Force
■ We will abstract from individuals not in the labor force 

• One justification is that the labor force participation is not very cyclical 
• Active research on how flows in to and out of N matters.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

■ Normalize: U + E = 1
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Stock-Flow Model
■ Basic stock-flow accounting equation: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

■ Is unemployment fluctuations due to fluctuations in  or ?ft st
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ut+1 − ut

changes in 
unemployment

= st(1 − ut)

separation
(inflow into U)

− ftut⏟
job-finding

(outflow from U)
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Approximate Unemployment Rate
■ In the steady state,  

 
 
 

■ We treat every period as a steady state to approximate 
 
 

•  Can use this approximate formula to unpack the role of inflows vs. outflows 
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ū =
s̄

s̄ + f̄

ut ≈
st

st + ft
≡ ̂ut



Approximation is Excellent
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How Much Fluctuations in  due to  or  ?u s f
■ Rewrite  as 

■ Taking log of both sides, the variance of  can be decomposed into 
 
 
 

■ Consider the following OLS regression 
 
 

Then   Variance share! 

̂ut = st /(st + ft)

log( ̂ut /(1 − ̂ut))

β =
Cov(log st, log ̂ut /(1 − ̂ut))

Var(log ̂ut /(1 − ̂ut))
⇒
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̂ut

1 − ̂ut
=

st

ft

Var [log
̂ut

1 − ̂ut ] = Cov [log
̂ut

1 − ̂ut
, log st]

flutuations due to s

+ Cov [log
̂ut

1 − ̂ut
, − log ft]

flutuations due to f

log st = α + β log( ̂ut /(1 − ̂ut)) + ϵt
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Variance Decomposition through Regression
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−log ft = 0.51 × log
ut

1 − ut
+ ϵtlog st = 0.49 × log

ut

1 − ut
+ ϵt



Unpacking Job-finding Rate
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Matching Friction
■ Why can’t workers find a job immediately? Why does job-finding rate fluctuate? 

■ Dominant views until 1970s:  

• wage rigidity  labor supply > labor demand 

■ Diamond-Mortensen-Pissarides (DMP) paradigm:  
• Workers look for a job. Firms look for workers. 
• But it takes time to find a match 

■ Assume that the number of matches in each period is given by 

• : matching function, : unemployment, : vacancies 
•  is nonnegative, increasing, and concave in both arguments 
• Reduced form way to capture various frictions (e.g., physical and informational)

⇒

M ut vt
M
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mt = M(ut, vt)



Deriving Beveridge Curve
■ It is convinient to assume  is constant returns to scale (e.g., ) 

• Not empirically settled. Interesting area to explore. 

■ The job-finding probability can be written as 
 

•  is labor market tightness 

■ Plug the above expression into the approx. unemp. rate formula ( ): 
 

• A relationship between vacancy rate, ,  and unemp. rate,  (for given ) 
• Popularly referred to as “Beveridge curve” 

M M(u, v) = m̄u1−αvα

θt ≡ vt /ut

st = ftut /(1 − ut)

vt /nt ut st
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ft =
M(ut, vt)

ut
= M(1,vt /ut) ≡ ̂f(θt)

st = M ( vt

nt
,

ut

1 − ut ), nt ≡ 1 − ut



Beveridge Curve
■ Assuming  is a constants
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vacancy rate, /vt nt

unemployment, ut

Low-vacancy 
 low job-finding rate 
 high unemployment 

⇒
⇒

s = M ( vt

nt
,

ut

1 − ut )



What is Vacancy?

■ How does Beveridge curve look in the data? 
• Before that, what is “vacancy” in the data? 

■ BLS Job Openings and Labor Turnover Survey (JOLTS) definition: 
1. A specific position exists and there is work available for that position 
2. The job could start within 30 days  
3. There is active recruiting for workers from outside the establishment location
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Vacancy in the Data
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Empirical Beveridge Curve
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Empirical Beveridge Curve
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Empirical Beveridge Curve
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Soft-Landing or Hard-Landing?
■ Blanchard & Summers: 

We are on B. If the Fed 
brings down  to pre-
COVID level, we will see 
a massive increase in . 

 hard-landing 

■ Mongey: 
We are on . Reducing  
doesn’t increase  much. 

 soft-landing

v

u
⇒

C v
u

⇒
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https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2022/us-job-matching-holds-up-keeping-a-soft-landing-in-sight

https://www.minneapolisfed.org/article/2022/us-job-matching-holds-up-keeping-a-soft-landing-in-sight


Who was Right?
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Taking Stock

■ Unemployment rate fluctuates between 5-10p.p. 

■ On average, 30% of workers find a job every month; 2% of workers loose their job 

■ Job-finding and separation play roughly equally important role in fluctuations in  

■ DMP paradigm views unemployment as the outcome of matching frictions

u
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