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Nearly three quarters of human resource professionals 
are anticipating deeper job cuts in the U.S. labor force 
in the fi rst quarter of 2009, according to a fi rst-ever 
Labor Market Outlook (LMO) survey by the Society 
for Human Resource Management (SHRM).

The new survey explores hiring trends across a six-
month spectrum, and it shows that a broad scope of 
the labor force—manufacturing, services, government 
and several other sectors—will keep payrolls lean for 
the near future. Among the survey’s highlights:

A total of 73% of respondents see bigger trouble  ■

ahead for the U.S. job market: 54% are somewhat 
pessimistic about job growth in the United States in 
the fi rst quarter of 2009 and anticipate job losses, 
and another 19% are very pessimistic and anticipate 
job cuts during the quarter (see Figures 1A and 1B).

About three out of four respondents will either  ■

keep their payrolls fl at or conduct layoffs in the fi rst 
quarter of 2009 (55% will maintain their staffi ng 
levels, 21% will make job cuts). Slightly more than 
one-third (34%) of large companies, or those with 
500 or more employees, will make cuts during the 
quarter (see Figures 2A–2D).

A total of 76% of respondents either kept their  ■

payrolls fl at or conducted layoffs in the fourth 
quarter of 2008 (44% maintained staffi ng levels, 
32% decreased staff) (see Figures 3A–3D).

SHRM’s LMO report examines hiring and recruiting 
trends based on a quarterly survey of more than 400 
responses of public and private-sector human resource 
professionals who have a direct role in the staffi ng 
decisions at their respective companies. Respondents 
come from small, medium and large companies from 
around the United States and belong to a variety of 
for-profi t, nonprofi t and government entities.

The LMO results are in lockstep with other economic 
forecasts that have called for a dismal 2009 as the 
economy tries to climb out of its recession. Employers 
slashed jobs at a rapid rate throughout 2008—
unemployment rose to 7.2% in December as employers 
shed 524,000 jobs during the month, according to the 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. All told, 2.6 million 
jobs were lost in 2008.
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Figure 1B | Optimism About Overall Job Growth in the United 
States in Q1 2009 (by Region)

■ Very pessimistic about job growth, anticipating increases in job losses
■ Somewhat pessimistic about job growth, anticipating increases in job losses
■ Neither optimistic nor pessimistic about job growth
■ Somewhat optimistic that there will be increases in job growth
■ Very optimistic that there will be increases in job growth
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Figure 1A | Optimism About Overall Job Growth in the United 
States in Q1 2009
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Source: SHRM Labor Market Outlook (January–March 2009)

SHRM Labor Market Outlook Survey Methodology

A sample of HR professionals was randomly selected from SHRM’s membership database, which 
included approximately 225,000 individual members at the time the survey was conducted. Only 
members who had not participated in a SHRM survey or poll in the last six months were included 
in the sampling frame. Members who were students, located internationally or had no e-mail 
address on fi le were excluded from the sampling frame. In November 2008, an e-mail that included 
a hyperlink to the SHRM Labor Market Outlook Survey was sent to 3,000 randomly selected 
SHRM members. Of these, 2,681 e-mails were successfully delivered to respondents, and 463 HR 
professionals responded, yielding a response rate of 17%. The survey was accessible for a period 
of two weeks, and three e-mail reminders and a fax reminder were sent to nonrespondents in an 
effort to increase response rates.

© 2009 Society for Human Resource Management. Permission is granted to copy this work with 
appropriate attribution to copyright owners. All content is for informational purposes only and is not 
to be construed as a guaranteed outcome. SHRM cannot accept responsibility for any errors or 
omissions, or any liability resulting from the use or misuse of any such information.
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The LMO data provide further evidence that hiring 
will be kept at a bare minimum in the coming 
months. When asked about their optimism for 
overall job growth in the United States in early 
2009, only 11% said they were somewhat optimistic 
that hiring would improve in the fi rst quarter of 
2009 and just 1% said they were very optimistic. 
Another 15% of respondents were neither optimistic 
nor pessimistic.

Across geographic regions, respondents in the 
Northeast expressed the least amount of faith in the 
job market for the fi rst quarter of 2009. A combined 
82% of respondents from that region expressed some 
level of pessimism and said they expected more 
job cuts (36% were very pessimistic, and 46% were 
somewhat pessimistic). The results are not surprising 
given the Northeast’s high concentration of jobs in 
the fi nancial sector, which has been hit particularly 
hard during the recession.

Respondents in the West region had the lowest 
combined level of pessimism in the survey (66%). 
They were followed by the Southeast (69%) and the 
Midwest (75%).

The current recession is proving that no jobs are 
immune from elimination, as reinforced by the 
SHRM LMO survey results. Of the companies that 
will cut positions in the fi rst quarter of 2009, 56% 
of HR respondents said managers and professionals 
would be among the jobs eliminated. Another 43% 
said the layoffs would include hourly service workers, 
and 12% percent planned to cut senior executives as 
part of their layoffs.

However, not everyone surveyed is planning to 
eliminate jobs, and some are pursuing payroll 
expansions in early 2009. Of the 23% of respondents 
who will conduct hiring in the fi rst quarter of 
2009, large employers planned to add an average 
of 56.2 employees to their payrolls. Medium-sized 
companies, or those with payrolls between 100 and 
499 employees, planned to add an average of 17.8 
workers. Small employers, or those with fewer 
than 100 workers, planned to hire an average of 
4.2 employees.

Source: SHRM Labor Market Outlook (January–March 2009)

LOOKING AHEAD: Q1 2009 (JANUARY–MARCH) 

Figure 2C | Planned Changes in Total Staff Level by 
Organization Sector
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Figure 2B | Planned Changes in Total Staff Level by 
Organization Staff Size

■ Small (1 to 99 employees) (n = 124)
■ Medium (100 to 499 employees) (n = 144)
■ Large (500 or more employees) (n = 119)
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Figure 2D | Categories of Workers Affected by Planned 
Q1 2009 Layoffs
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Figure 2A | Planned Changes in Total Staff Level
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In the fourth quarter of 2008, layoffs occurred 
across a broad range of employers and worker 
categories. According to the LMO survey, 
32% of respondents conducted job cuts during 
the quarter. Among small employers, 40% 
eliminated managers and professionals, and 
among medium employers, 54% laid off workers 
in those categories.

Large employers were the only classifi cation 
of companies that eliminated senior executives 
during the fourth quarter of 2008 (10%). In all 
three employer size categories, at least 25% of 
respondents laid off hourly workers during 
the quarter.

Even though hiring was scant in the fourth 
quarter, employers that were adding jobs 
reported the most diffi culty fi nding managers 
and professionals (46%) regardless of the 
employer’s LMO survey category. Only 8% of 
respondents that conducted fourth-quarter 
hiring reported the most diffi culty with fi nding 
hourly service workers.

Other SHRM research shows that hiring 
became progressively worse through the fourth 
quarter of 2008. In SHRM’s monthly Leading 
Indicators of National Employment (LINE) 
report, 40.4% of manufacturing respondents 
said they planned to add to payrolls in October 
2008. That fi gure dwindled to 27.2% in 
November and 20.1% in December. In the 
service sector, 36.2% of respondents said they 
were hiring in October 2008. That number 
was down to 28.6% in November and 20.4% 
in December. In December, for the fi rst time 
in any month in the four-year history of the 
LINE report, more members of both the 
manufacturing and service sectors said they 
would cut payrolls rather than add jobs. 

Many economists and labor market observers 
don’t expect any immediate improvement with 
the economy, and with unemployment now 
at a 16-year high, HR professionals will likely 
keep payrolls tight for the foreseeable future, as 
evidenced by the LMO data.
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Figure 3B | Changes in Total Staff Level by Organization 
Staff Size

■ Small (1 to 99 employees) (n = 138)
■ Medium (100 to 499 employees) (n = 154)
■ Large (500 or more employees) (n = 135)
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Figure 3C | Changes in Total Staff Level by Organization Sector
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LOOKING BACK: Q4 2008 (OCTOBER–DECEMBER)

Figure 3A | Changes in Total Staff Level
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Figure 3D | Categories of Workers Affected by Q4 2008 Layoffs
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Source: SHRM Labor Market Outlook (January–March 2009)
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