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The Employment Services Industry
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WORKERS IN EMPLOYMENT SERVICESc
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Share of total nonfarm employment, seasonally adjusted

NOTE:  Shaded bars indicate recessions as dated by the National Bureau of Economic Research.
a. Hand movers include freight, stock, and material movers.
b. Excludes legal, medical, and executive secretaries.
c. State data are seasonally adjusted by the author using the X-11 procedure.
SOURCE:  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics; and National Bureau of Economic Research.

Employment services was one of the

fastest-growing industries throughout

the 1990s. By March 2001, the end 

of the expansion, it accounted for 

3.6 million workers (2.7% of U.S. em-

ployment). About two-thirds of these

workers are at temporary help agen-

cies; the remaining third work for 

professional employer organizations

and employee placement agencies.

This makes employment in the indus-

try more volatile than aggregate 

employment and potentially a leading

indicator. The potential for signaling

future employment gains comes from

firms’ tendency to make permanent

hires from their temporary workers.

The data reveal that hiring in employ-

ment services and temporary-help

agencies leads aggregate employment

by about six months and is about five

times as volatile. The scale of these

changes can make this industry appear

to be the only or primary expanding

sector. However, its workers are

spread throughout the economy.

One way to determine where peo-

ple are actually working is to observe

their occupations. For the seven

largest occupations, employees in 

employment services are likely to be

found working in manufacturers and

wholesalers, offices, and hospitals.

Indeed, about one-fifth of all laborers

(typically employed throughout the

industries that produce and deliver

goods) and packaging machine oper-

ators (primarily involved in manufac-

turing) come from the employment

services industry.  

Among Fourth District states, the

number of employment services work-

ers has increased significantly in Ohio,

Kentucky, and West Virginia since

2003:IVQ. Pennsylvania, whose recent

employment growth has lagged the

other three states, still reports net job

losses in employment services.
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Largest Occupations in Employment Services,
May 2003

Share of
occupation in

Thousands of employment
workers in services

employment industry
services (percent)

Laborers and 
hand moversa 476 21.1

Office clerks, 
general 179 6.1

Packers and 
packagers—hand 146 16.2

Helpers—production
workers 85 18.8

Packaging and 
filing machine
operators 79 19.6

Secretariesb 73 4.0
Registered nurses 70 3.1

All occupations 3,299 2.6
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