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Economic Landscape  
March 2018 

 

MANUFACTURING  
 Growth in the manufacturing sector accelerated in February as the PMI increased by 1.7 percentage points to 60.8%. New 

orders and production grew at a slower pace from the prior month but remained at robust levels, while employment, 

supplier deliveries, and inventories suggested stronger economic activity.  The ISM Prices Index rose 1.5 percentage points to 

74.2%, reflecting broad increases in raw materials across a wide range of industries. 

 Industrial production increased by 1.1% in February after contracting (-0.3%) in January.  Manufacturing output rose by a 

solid 1.2% with gains reported in every major category except electrical equipment, appliances, & components (-0.8%) and 

petroleum & coal products (-2.8%).  Mining production surged by 4.3% for the month on the strength of oil and gas 

extraction.  Utilities output fell by 4.7% as unusually mild temperatures reduced heating demand.  Capacity utilization 

increased to 78.1% for February. 

 

LABOR MARKETS 
 Payroll employment increased by 313,000 jobs in February, and revisions to the prior two months resulted in 54,000 more 

jobs than previously reported.  Industries adding jobs in February include construction (+61,000); retail trade (+50,300); 

professional and business services (+50,000); manufacturing (+31,000); financial activities (+28,000); health care (+18,500); and 

mining (+8,600).  Government employment rose by 26,000 for the month, primarily at the local level.  The official 

unemployment rate was unchanged at 4.1%, but the labor force participation rate increased to 63.0%.  Average hourly 

earnings rose by $0.04 in February to $26.75, and over the past 12 months have increased by 2.6%. 

 Job openings in January rose by 645,000 to a series high of 6.3 million, according to the latest Job Openings and Labor 

Turnover Survey.  Total hires in January were little changed (+59,000) at 5.5 million, while total separations edged modestly 

higher (+95,000) to 5.4 million.  Within separations, layoffs and other separation increased but the number of quits declined 

by 69,000 and the quits rate ticked down to 2.2%. 

 

SALES 
 Retail sales estimates continued to disappoint, as February sales slipped by 0.1% following a like decline in January.  Auto 

sector sales retreated by 0.9%, leaving sales ex-auto up 0.2% for the month.  Sales at gas stations plunged by 1.2% in 

February, with additional declines in furniture & home furnishings (-0.8%); electronics & appliance stores (-0.1%); grocery 

stores (-0.2%); health & personal care stores (-0.4%); and department stores (-0.9%).  Monthly sales increased at home 

improvement stores (+1.9%); clothing & accessories stores (+0.4%); sporting goods, hobby, book, & music stores (+2.2%); 

nonstore retailers (+1.0%); and food & drink places (+0.2%).  Year over year, retail sales have increased by 4.0%. 

 

PRICES 
 Consumer prices rose in line with expectations in February, with headline CPI up 0.2% for the month.  Food prices were flat 

from January to February as the 0.2% decline in prices for food at home were offset by the 0.2% increase in prices for food 

away from home.  The consumer energy index rose 0.1% for the month reflecting higher prices for natural gas (+4.7%) and 

electricity (+0.4%) and declines in gasoline (-0.9%) and fuel oil (-3.6%) prices.  Excluding food and energy, core consumer 

prices increased 0.2% in February. In the last 12 months, CPI rose 2.2% and core CPI advanced 1.8%. 

 In February, the Producer Price Index for final demand increased by 0.2%, attributable to a 0.3% rise in service prices.  Prices 

for final demand goods edged 0.1% lower, as declines in foods (-0.4%) and energy (-0.5%) were outflanked by a 0.2% gain in 

core final demand goods.  

 Following a 0.8% rise in January, U.S. import prices increased 0.4% in February. Fuel import prices fell 0.6% for the month 

on declines for petroleum (-0.5%) and natural gas (-3.0%).  The price index for all imports excluding fuel rose 0.5% on higher 

prices for capital goods; consumer goods; nonfuel industrial supplies; foods, feeds, & beverages; and vehicles.  Prices for 

exports increased 0.2% in February with gains in agricultural (+0.6%) and nonagricultural (+0.2%) exports. 

 

ONE DECISION AT A TIME 

The FOMC, led by new Fed Chairman Jerome Powell, voted to raise the target federal funds rate by one quarter of one percent to a 

range of 1.50% to 1.75%.  The Fed noted that labor markets are strong, but that household spending and business fixed investment 

had moderated from last quarter. The Fed’s updated economic projections suggest faster growth in 2018 and 2019 while inflation 

expectations were largely unchanged.  


