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Evaluating the 1995
BLS projections

Projections of the labor force and industry and occupational
projections to 1995 were relatively accurate; differences
that did occur are identified and analyzed to inform

users and to improve future projections

Introduction
Neal H. Rosenthal

jections of the labor force, industry em-quently be used.

ployment, and occupational employment The Bureau also considers evaluation to be
every other year. Because of the uncertainty ian important stage of its projections program.
herent in makingheseprojections, the Bureau Through evaluation, the Bureau can identify
evaluates the results of past projections each tisteengths and weaknesses in procedures used to
atarget year is reached, to gauge how well the pyrepare the projections. Such identification leads
jections tracked against actual change. The evata-changes in those procedures for use in the de-
ations provide users efs projections with infor- velopment of later projections.
mation to enhance their understanding of the Many causes of inaccuracies in the projections
problems faced in developing accurate projectiomse identified in studies comparing actual with
and to assess the manner of using projectionsgrojected change in the labor force, industry em-
the future. Among the many users of projectiondoyment, and occupational employment. Some
are those in the fields of career guidance, eduad-the broad assumptions made in the models used
tion planning, and public policy formulation. Into develop the projections, such as levels of de-
these fields, numerous decisions are made bagedse expenditures, are very sensitive to political
on differences in projected labor force growth ratderces and, therefore, subject to great uncertainty
by race, age, sex, and Hispanic origin and on comw~er a 10-year period. Other broad assumptions,
parisons of growth rates among industries and agich as the strength of the world economy, also
cupations. State employment security agencies e subject to considerable variability and are very
corporate data from.s projections into the models important to levels of exports and imports that
they use to develop industry and occupational prbave a great impact on employment. In addition,
jections for their State. Business officials in thea multitude of judgments stemming from the
private sector utilize the projections in personn@nalyses conducted Isys staff in determining
planning and marketing research. Academic repecific effects of technological change are sub-
searchers employ the projections as backgroujatt to significant error. For example, in assess-
information to study a wide variety of topics dealing the impact of word-processing equipment on
ing with the labor market. Knowledge of the accuhe employment of typists, it seemed clear in 1984
racy ofsLs projections affects whether an indi-that technology would have a negative effect. That
vidual or agency will rely on the projections in the@ssessment turned out to be correct, but the pro-

jected decreases in the utilization of typists made
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The Bureau of Labor Statistics prepares prduture and, if so, how the projections will subse-
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1995 BLS Projections

Evaluation measures presented, but the use of this measure tences in projected change and actual
i determine general accuracy can distort anhange are subject to measurement er-
The general procedure the Office of EmM- a1 ation, because the quality of projecror because of both normal response er-
ployment Projections uses to evaluatgjong haying the same numerical error areors and statistical errors associated with
projections is to compare projected Withyige rent for occupations having different the surveys used to measure current em-
actual data. Such comparisons can bgmhioyment levels in the base year of thesloyment in the base year, as well as the
presented in a variety of statistical measp qiection. For this reason, the measuréarget year, of the projections. Some of
ures, such as percent change or numer;en the most attention in the evaluationghese errors stem from changes in the
cal growth. One of the problems with ig e ahsolute percent error—the numerisurveys used to compile the data over
these measures is that it is difficult 104 error (positive or negative) divided bytime. For example, a modification was
determine the quality of the projections, a1 employment in the target year ofmade to the Current Population Survey
because there are no established criterigg nrojection. Another measure used tdcrs in 1994 that significantly changed
to categorize them as good or bad. FOg,ayate the projections is a comparisorthe reporting of labor force participation
example, if actual data show that M-y gistribution of the projected changefor older workers. This in turn had a
ploymentin an occupation increased by i the distribution of the actual change.measurable, significant impact on the
20 percent, and the Bureau projected &g measure is important for identifying quality of labor force participation rate
growth rate of, say, 10 percent (or 30 hether any particular projection errors areprojections for these workers. Accord-
percent or 40 percent, for that matter), it e|ated to judgment errors tied to a specifiangly, some projection errors identified
is not clear whether the projected rate igyqstry or occupation or to general pro-n the evaluations may well reflect the
good or bad. Consequently, users Muskcions of total employment. effect of data collection changes in the
establish their own standards of quality, The projection period used by theces
based on the uses they make of the prgs reay, typically has ranged from 10 to  The labor force, industry employ-
jections. In general, if their decisions ;5 years with the target year always endment, and occupational employment
would not differ if the projections were j,'in 3 zero or a five. The year 1995 wasprojections are highly interrelated, as the
perfect, then the error is not significant.ye target year of two sets of projectionsmodels used to develop each of these
For instance, referring back to the fore-1gg>_g5 anq 1984-95. Only the 1984-segments are dependent on each other.
going numbers, if a user would havegs hiections are evaluated in this arFor example, the labor force projections
made the same decisions if the projecteqqe pecause the classification of occuhave a great bearing on total employ-
level were perfect (20 percent) as he Opqiions that was used for the 1982-9%nent projections, and industry employ-
she in fact made with the 30-percent proyoiections was based on a system sigment projections influence occupational
jection of growth, then the 30-percentyisicanqy different from the one used to projections, because occupations tend to
projection may not be accurate, but ity iate current 1995 data. The Bureau'de concentrated by industry. The close-
can be assu’med to be accurate enougfyg,_ g5 projections included three alterness of these relationships is shown
for that user’s needs. _native scenarios, labeled high, moderatelearly in the evaluations.

Because standards are not available,nq oy growth. Only the moderate-  In general, the evaluations demon-
several measures that compare projectegl o th projections are evaluated here, astrate that theLs projections captured
and actual employment are presented ikhoy \vere the chief ones used by the Bumajor trends in the labor force, in indus-
the evaluations of labor force, industry e, the alternatives having been usetty employment, and in occupational
employment, and occupational employ-ony sparingly, not just by the Bureau, employment. The discussions that follow,
ment projections thatfollow. These includey,, ' 1 others as well. In the 1996—2006nowever, each written by a different au-
a simple comparison of the direction of .0 ctions currently being developed (tothor, tend to focus on theaccuraciesf
change to see whether employmentin the 1y plished in the November 1997 isthe projections. Odd though this may
occupations that were projected 0 grovg o of theReviewy, only a moderate- seem, it enables users to get a better un-
or decline actually did change inthe direCy o th scenario is being prepared.  derstanding of the factors that are most
tion projected. Numerical change also iS™ g reader should note that differ-likely to lead to projection errors. []
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