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Summary 
 
On April 10th, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) released 
revised estimates of metro-area nonfarm employment. These 
annual benchmark revisions meant a reduction of 3,300 in the 
BLS’s estimate of the number of jobs in December 2025 in the 
Chattanooga metro area. As a result of the revisions, which affect 
estimates back to early 2024, data now indicate that Chattanooga 
employment peaked in June 2024 and trended downward since. 
What had been estimated as a modest gain of 1,100 jobs over an 
18-month period is now estimated to have been a modest loss of 
1,900 jobs. The main sources of the downward revisions and the 
job losses were the Manufacturing and Professional and Business 
Services industries. 
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Introduction 

In February 2026, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) estimated that there were 298.1 thousand nonfarm 

jobs in the Chattanooga Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) in December 2025.i Two months later, the BLS 

released new estimates indicating that there had been only 295.8 thousand nonfarm jobs that month, 3,300 

fewer than had been reported previously.ii It wasn’t just that month’s estimate that had changed. The 

monthly estimates going back to March 2024 were different for Chattanooga and the 386 other MSAs in the 

United States. These differences were the result of the annual benchmark revision that the BLS does to 

account for more-complete information about the number of employers and employees.  

The figure to the left shows the estimates of 

Chattanooga MSA employment before and 

after this benchmark revision. It indicates a 

fairly consistent downward revision of 

employment levels and employment growth, 

particularly throughout 2025. Rather than 

experiencing slow employment growth 

throughout 2025, it now looks as if 

employment peaked in June 2024 and 

trended lower throughout 2025 until spiking 

up in December. In short, we used to think 

that Chattanooga job growth was flat to 

weakly positive since mid-2024, but we now think that it was weakly negative for 18 months.  

The downgrade of Chattanooga’s recent job growth is the result of routine adjustment that occurs every 

year when the BLS adopts new benchmarks for the number of nonfarm establishments with employees. 

These benchmarks are used to estimate employment and can affect estimates going back 21 months (See the 

inset below for a description of benchmarking and how it is done). Note that there were also minor 

adjustments and corrections to earlier years that didn’t change the overall picture. This most recent 

benchmark revision was not out of the ordinary in its absolute size.iii It was unusual, however, in that it 

changed the direction of employment growth. Keep in mind that the estimates for the last three quarters of 

2025 are subject to benchmark revision again in a year. These second revisions are typically smaller in 

absolute terms than the first ones, so it is likely that the overall story will not change a great deal. 
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The revisions for the Chattanooga MSA were far from uniform across industries. Because of the difficulty in 

tracking employers who enter and exit the economy, upward revisions tend to occur for expanding sectors 

and downward revisions tend to occur for contracting ones. Professional and Business Services and 

Manufacturing saw the biggest downward revisions (900 and 1,100, respectively), which accounted for 

nearly 3 percent of their employment. Education and Health employment was revised upward by 500, which 

represented just over 1 percent of its total employment. 

What Do the New Estimates Say 
About Local Employment? 

The revisions described above change the 

story of the recent performance of the local 

economy from “modest job gains” to 

“modest job losses”. The figure to the left 

shows how this new story is related to 

national trends. It shows estimated 

employment for the Chattanooga MSA and 

the United States over the 36 months of 

2023-2025. Employment is measured 

relative to June 2024 because it was a 

turning point for local job growth. Before June 2024, local employment was rising at about twice the 

national rate. After June 2024, however, local employment declined slowly while national employment kept 

rising, albeit more slowly.  

What is Benchmarking and How is it Done?* 

Estimates of total nonfarm employment in a metro area, often called “the number of jobs” or “payroll 
employment,” are provided by the Current Employment Statistics (CES) program of the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS). Each month the BLS surveys a small percentage of businesses and worksites (or establishments) in the 
country and asks them how many people they employ. To estimate total employment across all establishments, the 
BLS extrapolates the results of this survey using an estimate of the total number of establishments. To estimate the 
number of establishments, the BLS relies on the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages (QCEW). The 
QCEW is a tabulation of employment information for workers covered by state and federal unemployment 
insurance programs. Because of its comprehensive nature, data from the QCEW cannot be produced as quickly as 
data from the CES:  Initial data are released 6 to 7 months after the end of a quarter and are subject to revision. To 
fill in the blanks, the BLS estimates the number of establishments using the QCEW as a benchmark. Each year, the 
BLS establishes new benchmarks using updated data from the QCEW. Because of the lags and revisions to the 
QCEW data, the yearly benchmarking affects employment data from the CES going back 21 months.  

* See the BLS website for a detailed discussion. 

https://www.bls.gov/web/laus/benchmark.htm
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The figure to the right illustrates the 

distribution of the estimated 294.8 thousand 

jobs in the Chattanooga MSA across 12 

industries in December 2025. The 

Education and Health industry is the largest, 

with 16 percent of all nonfarm jobs. The 

education employees in this industry are 

only those in the private sector, so a large 

majority of the jobs in industry are in the 

health sector of this industry. Manufacturing 

provides more than 39 thousand jobs and is 

the second largest industry in the MSA. It 

accounts for less than 8 percent of 

employment nationally, so Chattanooga’s 

share of 13 percent is an important 

difference between its labor market and that of the rest of the country. The size of the Financial Activities 

industry, which includes insurance, is a second significant difference. It provides 10 percent of the jobs in 

the Chattanooga MSA, but less than 6 percent in the United States. 

Over the 18 months between June 2024 and 

December 2025, the Chattanooga MSA is estimated 

to have lost 1,900 nonfarm jobs, with mixed 

experiences across industries. As illustrated by the 

figure to the left, the industry with the biggest jobs 

gain was Education and Health, with 1,700 more 

jobs. Retail and Other Services saw gains of 500 and 

400 jobs. Manufacturing and Professional and 

Business Services were the biggest job losers, with 

2,200 and 1,200 fewer jobs by December 2025, 

respectively. Manufacturing is the industry that is 

most sensitive to changes in the national business 

cycle, and it is amplified locally because of its greater 

prominence in the region and because it is tied to 
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other industries like Professional and Business 

Services. 

The figure to the right shows the job changes from 

the previous figure as percentages and compares 

them to national percentage changes. Note first that 

the estimated changes in total employment are not 

particularly large and the difference between local 

growth and U.S. job growth is not alarming.iv   

The biggest rates of job loss were in the same five 

industries in the Chattanooga MSA and in the rest 

of the country. Information lead the way along with 

relatively large job losses in Wholesale Trade and 

Manufacturing. With the exception of Retail Trade, 

every industry that lost jobs nationally lost a much 

higher percentages of jobs locally. Because of their 

sizes, relative job losses in Manufacturing and 

Professional and Business Services are most notable. 

Their rates of job loss over the 18 month period 

were, respectively, 3 and 3.8 times the national rates. The good news for the local economy is that Other 

Services and Retail Trade did much better locally than nationally, indicating that consumer spending has 

remained strong in the Chattanooga MSA despite the weak labor market.v 

Explaining the Downturn  

The figure below shows how employment in the industries changed since the start of 2023 and how similar 

their employment was to the overall performance of the Chattanooga MSA’s. In the figure, employment in 

each industry is smoothed by taking a centered 3-month moving average that is then calculated relative to its 

level in June 2024. This month was the turning point for total metro employment and is indicated by the 

gray vertical lines. The industries are grouped according to their similarity to the MSA as a whole. The first 

three industries are the most similar in that they were growing before mid-2024 but abruptly started losing 

employees. One interpretation is that the national slowdown in auto manufacturing, which started around 

the same time, hit Chattanooga manufacturers and their associated businesses in the Professional and 
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Business Services industry. As a result, they, along with the hotels and restaurants in the Leisure and 

Hospitality industry, began reducing employment. As spending by firms and households slowed, employers 

in finance, construction, health care, and retail began slowing their hiring after mid-2024. Their industries 

are in the second group, which saw positive, but slower, employment growth after mid-2024. The third 

group includes Information and Wholesale Trade, which were declining before June 2024 and continued to 

do so but at a faster rate afterwards. Group four includes Other Services, Wholesale Trade, and 

Government, none of which appear to have changed course during the period. Note that the sharp drop in 

Government employment was due to the privatization of Erlanger Hospitals in 2023, which shifted 

thousands of employees into the private sector. 
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Summary  

The latest benchmark revisions from the BLS indicate that the level and growth of nonfarm employment in 

the Chattanooga MSA have been lower than estimated previously. Whereas estimates had been showing that 

there were 1,100 more jobs in December 2025 than in June 2024, the revised estimates indicate a net loss of 

1,900 jobs. The Chattanooga MSA had been growing twice as fast as in the country as a whole prior to June 

2024. That month was a turning point in that the local economy started shedding jobs slowly, especially in 

the Manufacturing and Professional and Business Services industries. Job growth continued in the health 

and retail sectors, but not enough to offset job losses elsewhere. The likely spark for the turning point and 

the subsequent downturn was the nationwide slowdown in the automobile industry that began in mid-2024 

and which also affected firms that provide business services to manufacturers.  

 

 
ENDNOTES 

 
i The Chattanooga MSA includes six counties, three in Tennessee (Hamilton, Marion, and Sequatchie) and three in Georgia 
(Catoosa, Dade, and Walker). 

ii All of these figures are seasonally adjusted.  

iii “The Past Ain’t What It Used to Be: Chattanooga Employment Revised Upward,” CRER White Paper Number 4, April 2024. 

iv For perspective, the rate of total job loss was 4 to 5 times this during the 1991 and 2001 recessions, and 12 to 13 times this 
during the 2008-09 recession.  

v Other Services includes services for consumers and households such as auto repair and service, dry cleaning, personal care, pet 
care, religious activities, dating services, etc. 

https://www.utc.edu/sites/default/files/2024-04/CRER%20white%20paper%204.pdf

