
Washington labor market update   
First quarter 2026 

Prepared by Anneliese Vance-Sherman, chief labor economist 

Current labor market conditions 

 The statewide unemployment rate increased from 4.9% in December 2025 to 5.0% in 
January 2026 and 5.1% both February and March. The unemployment rate climbed 
gradually throughout 2025 and the first quarter of 2026.   

 Washington employers collectively shed 400 jobs during the first quarter of 
2026 and added 4,500 jobs over the year. Employment growth effectively stalled 
throughout 2025 and the first quarter of 2026. Over the year, total nonfarm 
employment increased by 4,600 or 0.1% 

 Employment in Washington’s goods-producing sector surged in the first quarter of 20-
26. Construction and Manufacturing jobs increased by 7,400 and 3,900 respectively.    

 Labor turnover in Washington decreased in 2025.   

Changes over time 
 The high job growth that characterized the post-COVID slump slowed throughout 2023 

and 2024 and effectively halted in 2025 and early 2026. Year-over-year employment 
growth levels have hovered at or below one percentage point difference every month 
since January 2025.   

 The unemployment rate increased from 4.9% in December 2025 to 5.1% in March 
2026. 

• 4.9% in December 2025   
• 5.0% in January 2026 
• 5.1% in February 2026 
• 5.1% in March 2026 

Looking ahead, the Economic and Revenue Forecast Council revised its 2026 employment 
expectations in the February update up from the November forecast, noting that job growth 
had improved. Employment in December was 23,100 higher than assumed in the forecast.   
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Unemployment rate 

Figure 1: Unemployment rate, seasonally adjusted, January 2016 to March 2025 

Source: Washington Employment Security Department/LMIR Division, U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics/Current Population Survey, Local Area Unemployment Statistics. Download the latest 
unemployment data on our website. 

The unemployment rate has been gradually climbing since late 2024, with the rate inching up 
by one tenth of one percentage point roughly every two months. The slowly climbing rates 
signal a shift in the market that favors employers. The tight labor market that characterized the 
post-pandemic recovery generally favored job seekers. 

Labor force 
The labor force participation rate in March 2026 was estimated at 62.5%. Labor force 
participation increased briefly from 2015 to 2020, dropped during the pandemic, then 
expanded slightly from 2021 to 2023. Since 2023, the labor force participation rate has 
gradually declined. According to BLS, the labor force participation rate has not been this low 
since 1976.   
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Unemployment insurance claims 

Unemployment claims are an imperfect measure of unemployment, with about one in three 
unemployed individuals filing a claim. 

 Initial and continued claims dropped following the pandemic.   

 Initial claims fell below 5,000 per week during 2022’s exceptionally tight labor market. 

Initial claims 
Initial claims are the point of first contact with the unemployment insurance social safety net 
and each week’s data is aggregated and counted. As a result, claims data can be used as an 
early indicator of layoff activity. Although initial claims data can be noisy, the overall pattern of 
weekly UI claims data shows relative stability. Initial claims increased to about 6,000 per week 
starting in 2023. That is comparable to claims traffic just before the pandemic. Generally 
speaking, initial claims has remained in the low 6,000 claims / week range, showing little 
change. 

Continued claims 
Counts of continued claims climbed since 2022. The final count of 2025 was 82,131 (seasonally 
adjusted). The number of claims in the first quarter of 2026 slowed somewhat. (The final count 
for March 2026 was 76,715).   

Unlike initial claims, the value of continued claims is not a leading indicator. Continued claims 
count individuals collecting unemployment insurance payments every week, making this 
measure less an indication of employment dynamics and more attuned to the experience of 
unemployment. The average length of employment factors into this measure as well, relative to 
the initial claims measure that provides an indication of layoffs. 
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Figure 2: Washington weekly continued unemployment claims, January 2022 - March 2026 
seasonally adjusted 

Source: Washington Employment Security Department/LMIR Division 

Nonfarm employment   

 2025 was characterized by a mix of monthly job gains and losses as the labor economy 
effectively stalled. The pattern continued through the first quarter of 2026.   

• January 2026 (revised) – up 2,800 

• February 2025 (revised) – up 700 

• March 2025 (revised) – down 3,900 
 In all, total nonfarm employment decreased by 400 over the first quarter of 2026 and 

by decreased by 4,600 (0.1%) from March 2025 to March 2026. 
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Figure 3: Monthly employment change, seasonally adjusted, March 2024 to March 2026 

Source: Employment Security Department/LMIR Division; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current 
Employment Statistics. Download the latest unemployment data on our website. 

In the first quarter of 2025, employers in six major industry sectors collectively added jobs and 
seven industry sectors lost net employment.   

• The largest three-month gains were attributable to hiring in construction (up 7,100), 
leisure and hospitality (up 3,500), and professional and business services (up 2,800). 

o Gains in the construction sector were spread throughout the sector. The largest 
gains were attributable to specialty trade contractors, but the 1,000 job increase 
in heavy and civil engineering was proportionally the most impactful (4.9%).   

o Leisure and hospitality gains were concentrated in arts, entertainment and 
recreation activities. 

o Professional, scientific and technical services and administrative and support 
and waste management and remediation services each added jobs over the 
quarter, offsetting losses from losses from management of companies and 
enterprises.    

• The three sectors reporting the deepest quarterly employment losses were 
government (down 6,400), financial activities (down 3,600) and private education and 
health services (down 2,900).   

o Government losses in the first quarter were concentrated in state government, 
especially state government educational services.   

o Employment losses in the financial sector was widespread among industries 
o Losses in education and health services were widespread among education and 

healthcare. Social assistance employment increased over the quarter.   
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Figure 4: Quarterly employment change, seasonally adjusted, Washington, December 2025 to 
March 2026 

Industry 
Employment 
change 

Total nonfarm -400 

Construction 7,100 

Leisure and hospitality 3,500 

Professional and business services 2,800 

Manufacturing 2,700 

Retail trade 600 

Mining and logging 300 

Wholesale trade -300 

Other services -1,100 

Information -1,400 

Transportation, warehousing and 
utilities 

-1,700 

Private education and health services -2,900 

Financial activities -3,600 

Government -6,400 

Source: Employment Security Department/LMIR Division; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current 
Employment Statistics 

From March 2025 to March 2026, seven major industry sectors experienced net job growth 
and five experienced net job losses.   

 The sectors generating the most jobs over the year included private education and 
health services (up 7,600), professional and business services (up 7,300) and 
transportation, warehousing and utilities (up 4,200).   

• Education and health services has led statewide growth on a year over year 
basis, however slowing growth in the sector is closing the gap. 

• Year over year growth in professional and business services is showing up 
everywhere except in management of companies and enterprises, which is 
reflective of labor dynamics in corporate headquarters operations.   
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 The deepest annual losses were in retail trade (down 5,000), information (down 4,700) 
and government (down 3,700). 

• Employment losses in retail trade have been widespread and observed in every 
industry broken out in the monthly report. building materials and garden supply 
stores and motor vehicle and parts dealers had the deepest losses.   

• Software publishers made up 2,900 of the estimated 4,700 losses in the 
information sector. 

• Annual losses in the government sector were concentrated in the – relatively 
small – federal civilian employment sector, down 5,400 jobs. State government 
employment also declined over the year. 

Figure 5: Change in industry employment, not seasonally adjusted, Washington, net 
employment change from March 2025 to March 2026 (revised) 

Industry 
Employment 
change 

Total nonfarm 4,600 

Private education and health services 7,600 

Professional and business services 7,300 

Transportation, warehousing and utilities 4,200 

Construction 2,900 

Leisure and hospitality 600 

Manufacturing 200 

Other services 100 

Mining and logging 0 

Wholesale trade -1,600 

Financial activities -3,300 

Government -3,700 

Information -4,700 

Retail trade -5,000 

Source: Employment Security Department/LMIR; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Employment 
Statistics 
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