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The Arkansas Economy in 2018:
Can it get better than this?

Mervin Jebaraj, Director
Center for Business and Economic Research

January 26, 2018

Twitter: #BF2018
@uawaltoncollege @MervinJebaraj

Presenter
Presentation Notes
You’ve heard it before- this is the 24th Annual Business Forecast. Like any good millennial this business forecast has a twitter hashtag and handles- Feel free to post your thoughts and selfies if you can with the slow internet speeds. 

I titled the presentation, AR ECONOMY IN 2018: Can it get better than this? It is a bit tongue-in-cheek. Of course it can.

However, we know Arkansans had a good year, a sweet year even, not just from statistics like having the record lowest unemployment rate and record highest employment, but because the Top seller at Walmart in Arkansas was Chocolate- public service announcement that Valentine’s day is around the corner and chocolate is always a good call

The same top seller list had some interesting tidbits about other states: what was going on in North Carolina, where mayo was the top seller or in Minnesota where they were really into the flaming hot Cheetos.  
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Unemployment Rates, Not Seasonally Adjusted

United States Arkansas Northwest ArkansasSource: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Presentation Notes
1/24

US 4.1 – sustained unemployment rate lower than what most considered the natural rate of unemployment
Arkansas 3.7 – stayed at record low unemployment rate of 3.4% for three consecutive months
NWA 2.5 – lowest in the state, did not beat previous record of 2.1 in 1999. 

Unemployment rates are expected to hover in this range through 2018 as well.





0.0%

2.0%

4.0%

6.0%

8.0%

10.0%

12.0%

Ja
n-

07

Ju
l-0

7

Ja
n-

08

Ju
l-0

8

Ja
n-

09

Ju
l-0

9

Ja
n-

10

Ju
l-1

0

Ja
n-

11

Ju
l-1

1

Ja
n-

12

Ju
l-1

2

Ja
n-

13

Ju
l-1

3

Ja
n-

14

Ju
l-1

4

Ja
n-

15

Ju
l-1

5

Ja
n-

16

Ju
l-1

6

Ja
n-

17

Ju
l-1

7

Unemployment Rates, Not Seasonally Adjusted

Fay-Spr-Rog Fort Smith LR-NLR-Conway
Jonesboro Pine Bluff Hot Springs
Texarkana MemphisSource: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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The good news extended across the state: 
NWA lowest at 2.5
PB highest at 4.5 (just above the national rate)
LR and others in the middle at 3-4%
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Source: U.S. Commerce Department, Bureau of Economic Analysis, December 2017 NABE Outlook
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2017 – 2.5 (changes)
2018 -2.4 (includes estimates of tax changes)
104th month of economic recovery. On course to make the Obama-Trump economy the second longest economic expansion in US history, displacing Kennedy Johnson. In about 3 months
Moderate growth is better than no-growth, but not enough to sustain broad based economic prosperity
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Arkansas Non-Farm Employment Forecast

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, January 2017 CBER Forecast
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
1/24
Employment grew around 1.5% most of 2017
Forecast say we will add around 11,000 JOBS IN 2018
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Presentation Notes
1/24
Healthcare/education gained 5,800 jobs. Since the Arkansas works in 2014, this healthcare has added about 15,000 jobs. The uninsured rate is down to 8% which Saved rural hospitals and pushing expansions in others
End of the individual mandate in 2019 could roil the individual market, will have to wait and see for its effects on these jobs

Manufacturing gained 5,200 jobs, lot of this was in the more rural parts of the state

PBS up 3,200, good news for the state as these are well paying jobs
Construction up 3,100

Like the nation, Retail lost 1,800 jobs Transport and Utlities lost 600



190

200

210

220

230

240

250

260

270

Ja
n-

07

Ja
n-

08

Ja
n-

09

Ja
n-

10

Ja
n-

11

Ja
n-

12

Ja
n-

13

Ja
n-

14

Ja
n-

15

Ja
n-

16

Ja
n-

17

Ja
n-

18

Northwest Arkansas Employment Forecast

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, December 2017 CBER Forecast

Th
ou

sa
nd

s

Presenter
Presentation Notes
1/24
Grew at 3-4% for most of 2017, slowed to around 2.5% at the end of 2017. 
In fact the strong job growth and wage growth pushed NWA into being ranked in the Milken Institute’s Top 25 Best Performing Cities in Country

Forecast says we will add about 6,000 JOBS IN 2018. 
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PBS started picking up at the end of the 2016, so on average in 2017, PBS was actually up 6.5%
Financial Services also did in NWA.
In fact, NWA has so many jobs in these two sectors combined and they are all in this room today. In fact, you can’t reach for the cheesecake without bumping into a lawyer, accountant, architect, engineer or banker in this room. 

Construction- roads, apartment buildings, commercial spaces

Health Care added 1,100 jobs, mostly to meet the needs of the growing population

Retail- lost 800 jobs v space (strip malls and malls)



Presenter
Presentation Notes
1/24
Fort Smith- down 0.4% TTU down nearly 4%, in particular retail trade took a beating, PBS grew close to 4%, manufacturing unchanged. 

Jonesboro- grew 1.1%, lot slower in 2half of 2017 than the 2-3% growth in previous years- recent slow down in the services sector

Little Rock- Up 0.8%, healthcare and mining/construction is up. Manufacturing and TTU (retail in particular lost 2100 jobs) is down

Pine Bluff- down 2.1% losses in goods producing and private service producing
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Labor Force, Year Over Year Percent Change

United States Arkansas Northwest ArkansasSource: Bureau of Labor Statistics
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US 0.6
AR 1. (spent first half of 2017 above 2)
NWA 3.7 (spent most of the year around 4)
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United States ArkansasSource: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Both US and AR lower than before the recession
Drop off in AR more precipitous
Participation rate is stubbornly below 60% inspite of labor force growth and low unemployment
No change in the number of people who are long-term unemployed
AR has the second highest opioid prescription rate in the country, which diminishes labor force participation
In parts of the state, lack of affordable and quality early childhood education is keeping parents of young children, particularly women, out of the labor force




 $-

 $10,000

 $20,000

 $30,000

 $40,000

 $50,000

 $60,000

19
70

19
72

19
74

19
76

19
78

19
80

19
82

19
84

19
86

19
88

19
90

19
92

19
94

19
96

19
98

20
00

20
02

20
04

20
06

20
08

20
10

20
12

20
14

20
16

Per Capita Personal Income

United States Arkansas Northwest Arkansas
Source: Bureau of Economic 
Analysis

Presenter
Presentation Notes
US 49255
AR 39722 (80.6% OF US)
NWA 55729 (113% OF US, 140% of AR)

NWA PCPI is improving the state’s PCPI



2018 Challenges and Opportunities

Arkansas 
• Labor Force Participation Rate
• Educational Attainment
• Research & Commercialization, Workforce Training

Northwest Arkansas
• Entrepreneurship 
• Affordable Housing 
• Early Childhood Education

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The country has a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity with the low unemployment rate and low inflation. Now is the time to invest

Arkansas
Improve labor force participation rates by providing nudges, job training, and incentives to get the long-term unemployed back into the labor force, deal with the abuse of opioids and promote other pain management techniques
Improve educational attainment in the state, regions with higher attainment have higher incomes. Work on ensuring that cost is not a barrier to college, other states are already making a lot of strides in this
Promote Research and Commercialization at the research universities, to get us a pipeline of new companies and new jobs. Promote workforce training efforts of community colleges, especially in rural areas to provide a workforce for manufacturing, agriculture, recreation industries

NWA
Invest in more support for entrepreneurs in NWA. Need to fill the pipeline with more startups so that future strong job growth is generated by one or two of the most successful companies
Address the need for more housing and affordable housing. We need 90k units, they need to be affordable for different income levels and conducive to mass transit
Increase quality and affordable early childhood education




The 2018 Business Forecast Slides will be available 
at http://cber.uark.edu.

Contact at mjebaraj@walton.uark.edu
or on Twitter: @MervinJebaraj

http://cber.uark.edu/
mailto:mjebaraj@walton.uark.edu


The Arkansas Economy in 2018:
Appendix 
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