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Why does the Jan jobs report matter so much? 
The labor market remains the key driver of Fed policy, and this month’s Jan jobs report 
(on Feb 11) is shaping up to be an important release. Job growth has already slowed over 
the past year due to a labor supply shock from tighter immigration policies and softer 
demand tied to tariff uncertainty/AI adoption. The Jan report adds another complication. 
It includes annual revisions to prior data from the i) QCEW (Quarterly Census of 
Employment & Wages) based benchmark and ii) BLS’s updated firm Birth-Death model. 

What should we expect for the Jan jobs print? 
We forecast Jan nonfarm payrolls to rise by a below consensus 45k and for the u-rate to 
hold at 4.4%. The weaker jobs forecast reflects expected downward revisions tied to the 
updated Birth-Death model. That aside, we think job growth was steady at about 75k. 

How big will the annual revisions be this year? 
Additionally, in the Jan jobs report, Apr ’24 to Mar ’25 payrolls will be benchmarked to 
align with the latest QCEW data. We estimate payrolls as of Mar ’25 will be revised down 
by 800k-850k (65k-70k/month), still historically large but slightly smaller than the 
preliminary estimate of -911k. Most of the revisions should fall in 2H24, particularly in 
leisure & hospitality, trade & transportation and professional & business services. 

Also, Apr ’25 onwards, we think the updated firm Birth-Death model will lead to a 20-
30k downward revision to monthly jobs. Finally, population control updates to the 
Household survey, normally part of the Jan print have been pushed to the Feb report. 

What do the revisions tell us about the labor market? 
If the downward revisions are modest and concentrated in 2H24, they should be less 
concerning for the Fed because policymakers are more focused on the recent outlook. 
The Fed has already been penciling in a 60k/month downward revision. Hence, this 
would further reinforce the Fed’s optimism about the labor market. Also, the downward 
revision would indicate a lower breakeven job growth rate & high productivity, helping 
explain 2024’s solid growth despite softer payrolls. 

How will Fed pricing be impacted by the Jan jobs release? 
Revisions of roughly 800k, especially if focused in 2H24 are unlikely to materially shift 
Fed policy as they broadly match what policymakers already expect. But larger downward 
revisions (1mn+) or clear evidence that job growth weakened meaningfully in early 2025 
would skew risks in the dovish direction. The Jan u-rate will matter even more to the 
markets than payrolls. Given the ongoing labor demand and supply shocks, a meaningful 
u-rate move either way would provide a clear signal amid the noise of revisions. 

What should we derive signal from in the Jan jobs release? 
Cutting through the noise, we would see signal value in i) Movement in the Jan u-rate, up 
or down, ii) The size and timing of the benchmark revisions, especially if they are large 
and spill into early 2025 instead of being concentrated in 2H24 and iii) An outlier payroll 
print in Jan, especially if it is significantly weaker than the current breakeven estimate of 
20k. 
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Jan jobs: the rundown 
January nonfarm payrolls are likely to rise by a below consensus 45k (40k private). The 
weaker jobs forecast mainly reflects expected downward revisions linked to the BLS’s 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics) annual update to their firm Birth-Death model. 

Keeping the model change aside, we think underlying January job growth was steady at 
about 75k. Initial and continuing claims remained low in the survey week. Also, Winter 
Storm Fern was after the survey week of the January report. So, job growth in weather-
sensitive sectors such as construction and leisure & hospitality was likely stable. 

The unemployment rate should remain steady at 4.4%, with the labor force participation 
rate also unchanged at 62.4% after the one-tenth decline seen in both measures in 
December. This would likely further reinforce the Fed’s optimism about the labor market, 
as signaled in the January FOMC (Federal Open Market Committee) meeting. Hours 
works and wage growth will likely be unchanged at 34.2 and 0.3% m/m, respectively. 
Income growth should remain supportive of consumption. 

A lot of information in Jan: signal vs noise 
Upcoming revisions in the Jan jobs release 
In addition to the signal from the January payroll and u-rate rate print, like every year, we 
will also be watching for revisions to prior data based on the following: i) QCEW data-
based benchmarking of the Establishment survey, ii) changes to the BLS’s firm Birth-
Death model and iii) seasonal factor updates. The Household (HH) survey population 
control updates are also usually incorporated as a part of the January jobs print. 
However, this year, the update has been delayed by a month. 

Cutting through the noise 
Based on QCEW data, we estimate that the downward revision to the level of payrolls as 
of Mar ’25 could be around 800-850k (65-70k/ month), slightly better than the 
preliminary estimate of -911k (76k/month). The revisions are likely to be concentrated in 
2H24. Additionally, we think the Birth-Death model and rescaling impact will lead to a 
20-30k downward revision to monthly job growth from April 2025 onwards. 

If the downward revisions are modest and concentrated in 2H24, they should be less 
concerning for the Fed because policymakers are more focused on the recent outlook. 
The Fed has already been penciling in a 60k/month downward revision. Hence, this 
would further reinforce the Fed’s optimism about the labor market. Also, the downward 
revisions would indicate a lower breakeven job growth rate & high productivity, helping 
explain 2024’s solid growth despite softer payrolls. 

And when we do get the population updates to the HH survey in the Feb jobs report, 
there is a risk that the population estimates could skew the u-rate lower in February 
along with a downward shift in the levels of employment, unemployment and the labor 
force on account of slower population growth in 2025 due to lower net migration. 

Cutting through the noise, we would see signal value in i) Movement in the Jan u-rate, up 
or down, ii) The size and timing of the benchmark revisions, especially if they are large 
and spill into early 2025 instead of being focused in 2H24 and iii) An outlier Jan payroll 
print, especially if it is significantly weaker than the current breakeven estimate of 20k. 

The BLS announced on Monday that even if the government shutdown ended 

on Tuesday, as it ultimately did, it would still be unable to release the January 

jobs report this Friday. Typically, the agency needs only a couple of days to 

resume normal operations after a shutdown. Indeed, the BLS announced 

yesterday that they will be releasing the January jobs report on Feb 11. 
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Given the wide array of factors impacting each of these updates, below we answer some 
frequently asked client questions on each topic. We also detail out our estimate for the 
expected size of the revisions, along with implications for the labor market and the Fed. 

FAQs: QCEW-based benchmark revisions 
What is the QCEW? Is it better than the payroll survey? 
The QCEW data represent approximately 95% of total employment and are compiled 
from state level unemployment insurance data that nearly all employers are required to 
file. This dataset is more accurate for estimating nonfarm payrolls than the 
Establishment survey, which samples about 120k businesses and government agencies 
(covering one-third of payroll employment) in the CES (Current Employment Statistics) 
survey. 

But the problem is the QCEW data are published with a lag of about five months, while 
the payroll data are published in a timelier manner at a monthly frequency. 

What is the annual QCEW based benchmark revision? 
Each year with the release of the January employment report, the Establishment survey 
data are benchmarked by the BLS to reflect more complete counts of employment from 
the QCEW. Hence in February of this year along with the release of the January 
employment report, the payroll data from April 2024 to December 2025 will be subject 
to a benchmark revision by the BLS. 

The data through March 2025 will be revised based on the QCEW. For the remaining 
nine months through December 2025 (referred to as the post benchmark period), the 
revisions will reflect i) rescaling of the level of payrolls to the revised baseline level for 
March, and ii) updated to the BLS’s firm Birth-Death model. 

Is this different from the preliminary benchmark revision? 
Before the final revisions are released in February every year, a preliminary benchmark 
estimate of the QCEW-based revision is released by the BLS. Last year, this was 
released on September 9. This was based on QCEW data through the first quarter of 
2025 and as mentioned above, gave a preliminary estimate for payroll data revision from 
April 2024 to March 2025. 

The preliminary estimate suggested that nonfarm payrolls as of March 2025 will be 
revised down by 911k or roughly 0.6%, larger than the average revisions over the last 
ten years (0.2%, see: US Watch: Time to hit the panic button on the labor market?). 

In the preliminary estimate, the BLS only shows estimated revisions to the level of 
payrolls in the month of March 2025 for the major sectors. The existing payroll series 
are not updated in this release. The payroll data are only updated when the final 
benchmark revision is issued. 

What is our estimate for the final benchmark revision? 
The main difference between the preliminary and final benchmark revisions comes from 
revisions to the QCEW data, specifically for the first quarter of the year. 

Between the preliminary and final benchmark revision releases, the Q125 QCEW data 
were revised upward in December 2025, consistent with the pattern observed in recent 
years. However, this upward revision (104k) was lower than the average revision over 
the last few years (120-130k). 

Based on this revised Q125 QCEW data, we estimate that the downward revision to the 
level of payrolls as of March 2025 could be around 800-850k or roughly 0.5-0.55% 
(about 65-70k/ month). We estimate this by comparing the ratio of nonfarm payrolls to 
QCEW employment for March 2025 with March 2024 (Exhibit 1). 

Although still historically large, the 800-850k downward revision is slightly better than 
the preliminary estimate of -911k or 0.6% (76k/ month). However, it’s lower than the 

https://research1.ml.com/C?q=UfwjilWWLVGmErjYA1o4cQ
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decline in downward revision seen between the preliminary and the final estimates in 
the last few years (Exhibit 2). Indeed, in February 2025, the final benchmark revision for 
the level of payrolls as of March 2024 was -598k, much lower than the preliminary 
estimate of -818k. 

Exhibit 1: The latest QCEW data suggest that the level of payrolls as of 
Mar ’25 could be revised down by around 0.5-0.55% in the final print 
Ratio of nonfarm payrolls to QCEW employment in the month of March (SA) 

 
Source: BofA Global Research, BLS, Haver Analytics. Note: The difference between the Mar’25 and 
Mar’24 ratio is about 0.6% but it has been shaded down based on previous benchmark revisions. 
This exercise produces very similar estimates when done using non-seasonally adjusted NFP and 
QCEW data. 

BofA GLOBAL RESEARCH 
 

 Exhibit 2: The preliminary benchmark revision estimate for Mar ‘25 
was -911k. In the final release, we expect a -800-850k revision. 
Annual Establishment survey benchmark revisions to nonfarm payrolls (NSA, 
thous) 

 
Source: BLS. Note: The light blue dotted line shows our forecast for the final benchmark revision 
size from Apr ’24 – Mar’25. Our estimate is 800-850k so, we have shown the mid-point (825k) in 
the chart. 

BofA GLOBAL RESEARCH 
 

 
Which sectors would the revisions be stemming from? 
In addition to the size of the revisions, it would be interesting to know which sectors the 
downward revisions would be stemming from. Last year’s preliminary benchmark 
estimate indicated that the bulk of the downward revisions were concentrated in trade, 
transportation & utilities, leisure & hospitality, and professional & business services. 
These sectors will again be central to evaluating the magnitude of the final revisions 
(Exhibit 3). 

Leisure & hospitality, a key “catch up” sector in the post pandemic recovery, showed 
signs of softening in 2025, likely reflecting both tariff-related uncertainty and tighter 
labor supply due to more restrictive immigration policy. If the final benchmark reveals 
sizeable downward revisions through March 2025, it will imply that momentum in this 
sector had stalled even before the labor demand and supply shocks that materialized last 
year. That would suggest a more fragile underlying trend than previously assumed. 

Trade, transportation & utilities also slowed noticeably in 2025, with four consecutive 
months of net job losses through December. This sector is also vulnerable to tariff-
driven uncertainty. Should the benchmark revisions show downward adjustments 
through March 2025, it would point to an even more pronounced weakening than what 
the current data already signal. 

Professional & business services has likewise experienced several months of job losses, 
though alongside accelerating wage growth. This pattern is consistent with a sector 
undergoing early, rapid adoption of AI, likely reducing demand for lower-pay roles. If the 
final benchmark shows downward revisions, it will indicate that the restructuring 
associated with AI adoption began earlier and progressed more deeply than reflected in 
the preliminary estimates. 
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Exhibit 3: The preliminary revision was driven by trade, transport & 
utilities, leisure & hospitality, professional & business services 
Preliminary estimates of Feb'26 benchmark revisions to the level of payrolls 
as of March 2025, by sector (NSA, thous) 

 
Source: BLS  

BofA GLOBAL RESEARCH 
 

 Exhibit 4: BLS’s Birth-Death model based net establishment change 
remains above pre-Covid levels, while BED survey measure is below 
Net establishment change adjustment from the Birth-Death model and the 
BED survey (four quarter average, SA, thous) 

 
Source: BLS, Haver Analytics 

BofA GLOBAL RESEARCH 
 

 

Does it matter which months get revised? 
We can roughly back out how the revisions will be distributed across the period from 
April 2024 to March 2025 based on which months have the largest discrepancies 
between the QCEW and reported payrolls.  

Our analysis suggests this markdown will be concentrated in 2H 2024. Payroll growth for 
1Q 2025 will likely see relatively smaller revisions, and we think that should carry over to 
2Q-4Q 2025.  

If this is indeed the case and the sizeable downward revisions are more concentrated in 
in 2H 2024 as compared to 1Q 2025, then this would be slightly less concerning from 
the Fed’s perspective. The Fed has already been penciling in a 60k downward revision to 
monthly jobs. Hence, this would further reinforce the Fed’s optimism about the labor 
market, as signaled in the Jan FOMC meeting. 

What does this mean for the Apr’24–Mar’25 labor market? 
If the revisions are concentrated in 2H24, average job growth in that period could be 
about 70k, much lower than the current average pace of 160k. Given that the 
unemployment rate and other labor slack measures were largely stable in that period, 
this likely indicates a lower breakeven rate of job growth in 2024 of about 70-75k. This 
makes sense because immigration policy started to tighten during the Biden 
Administration in 2024 (see: US Economic Viewpoint: Supply, supply, supply: Lower 
breakeven & full employment). 

FAQs: Birth-Death model-based revisions 
Will the Apr–Dec’25 data also be revised? 
Revisions to April-December 2025, the post benchmark period which is more important 
from the Fed’s perspective will reflect two factors: i) rescaling, based on the revised 
level of March 2025 payrolls, ii) revisions to the BLS’s firm Birth-Death model. April-
December 2025 payrolls will not be revised based on the QCEW until 2027. 

Last year, despite 598k (50k/month) in downward revisions for March 2024, the birth-
death model and rescaling effect only led to a small 10-15k/month downward revision to 
the post benchmark period in 2024. In 2025, we expect the post benchmark period to be 
revised down by about 20-30k/month on account of the Birth-Death model and the 
rescaling impact. 
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Also, given that the QCEW revisions until March 2025 are expected to be modest (65-
70k/month), that could imply a substantially weaker labor market in the more recent 
months as well. Even if the QCEW based revision to the more recent months happens 
only in 2027, a dovish argument could be made that it will almost inevitably be a modest 
downward revision. 

What is the Birth-Death model and why does BLS use it? 
The Establishment survey applies a Birth-Death model adjustment to account for net 
employment changes from new business formations (births) and closures (deaths) that 
are not yet captured in the monthly sample in the CES based Establishment survey for 
payrolls. This is because new firms enter the survey with a lag and failing firms can drop 
out quickly. This is intended to prevent undercounting in expansions and overcounting in 
downturns. 

To compensate for this unavoidable lag, the BLS adjusts its monthly employment 
estimates using a two-part procedure: first, it imputes continued employment to firms 
that have disappeared from the sample (offsetting missing job gains from births), and 
second, it applies a time series model trained on five years of historical QCEW microdata 
to estimate the residual net effect of business openings and closings. 

Why did BLS change the Birth-Death model methodology? 
Post pandemic business dynamics produced unusually large forecast errors, as firm 
creation and closures shifted sharply. To improve accuracy, the BLS temporarily adjusted 
the model from April through October 2024 by incorporating current sample-based 
employment growth, making the adjustment more responsive to current labor market 
conditions. 

With the release of the December 2025 jobs report, the BLS has announced that this 
current sample informed approach will be adopted permanently starting with the January 
2026 employment report. 

What is our estimate for the Birth-Death model revision? 
Business formation has cooled materially from post pandemic highs, while closures and 
survival rates have risen amid tighter financial conditions and slower growth. The 
historically trained model likely overstates the job gains from net new businesses.  

Indeed, as seen in Exhibit 4, net establishment birth-death adjustment from the BLS’s 
Birth-Death model, despite slowing down in the last year continues to be above pre-
pandemic levels. However, data on firm openings and closures from the Business 
Employment Dynamics (BED) Survey suggest that net establishment change is now 
running below its pre-pandemic levels. 

Using real time survey signals as part of the new methodology should lower the Birth-
Death model contribution to job gains, particularly in a cooling labor market. Hence, 
incorporating the difference from pre-pandemic levels, we estimate a 20-30k downward 
revision to monthly payroll growth starting April 2025 due to the updated Birth-Death 
model. 

What does this mean for the Apr-Dec’25 labor market? 
If our estimate for the Birth-Death model-based revision is correct, payroll growth was 
likely running close to zero on average in the April-December 2025 period. In this period, 
the unemployment rate went up about two tenths. This is consistent with our lower 
breakeven job growth rate estimate of roughly 20k on account of tighter immigration 
policies implemented in 2025. 

Do these revisions imply anything for the u-rate? 
No. The u-rate comes from the Household survey, which is unaffected by QCEW or the 
Birth -Death model. But if the revisions to job growth in recent months are substantially 
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larger than our expectations, then the unemployment rate, which is a lagging indicator, 
could rise even further than our current 4.5% forecast for 1H 2026. 

What are the implications for other data and productivity? 
Per our understanding, the payroll revisions have already been reflected in the annual 
GDP and NIPA (National Income and Product Accounts) revisions from last fall. 

High productivity (potentially due to AI) can explain why despite soft payrolls in 2024, 
real final sales (GDP growth ex trade and inventories) were close to 3%. Also, in 2025 
and going forward, stronger productivity growth gives a buffer to potential GDP growth 
against the impact of a negative labor supply shock due to tighter immigration policy. 

FAQs: Seasonality and population control-
based revisions 
Will seasonal adjustment factors also be updated? 
Yes, with the release of the January jobs report, the BLS will update the seasonal 
adjustment factors for the Establishment survey as it does every year. These revisions 
will affect all seasonally adjusted Establishment survey data back to January 2021. Post-
pandemic hiring and layoff patterns have shifted structurally, making it likely that 
seasonal factors will require continued recalibration. 

The Household survey seasonal factors were updated last month, when the December 
employment report was released. That update resulted in the unemployment rate being 
revised up by one-tenth in February, May, and July, and revised down in November. 

Given this precedent, revisions to the Establishment survey seasonal factors may also 
cluster in particular months, especially around turning points such as June/September 
(summer transitions) or December/January (holiday season) where post-pandemic 
changes (like more online shopping requiring fewer workers hired during a more spread-
out holiday season) caused historical seasonal patterns to shift. 

Is residual seasonality still at play in January? 
We have fielded some questions on the potential for residual seasonality to boost 
employment in January. Post pandemic, January has lower layoffs after the holiday 
season, so, seasonal factors in January should be less favorable now. Seasonal factors 
have been gradually catching up to this. 

Recent data show the adjustment has likely largely caught up. Indeed, in 2024, January 
job growth actually came in below the average pace for the rest of the year, and in 2025, 
while still somewhat elevated, the January gain was smaller than in 2023 (Exhibit 5), 
indicating diminishing residual seasonality. So, we don’t think residual seasonality will 
provide a significant boost to January payrolls in 2026. 

Will the HH survey data also be revised in the Jan report? 
The BLS typically incorporates new population estimates into the Household survey with 
the January jobs report. This year, however, the agency has announced that the updated 
population controls will instead be introduced with the February jobs report which will be 
released in March, likely reflecting delays stemming from last year’s shutdown. 

These revisions will apply only on a go forward basis, which means there will be level 
shifts in measures such as household employment, unemployment, and the labor force in 
February. As a result, monthly changes in these variables for February should be 
interpreted with caution. 

We expect the population update to produce downward revisions. Census Bureau 
estimates for July 2024 to July 2025 show U.S. population growth running at roughly half 
the prior year’s pace due to lower net migration. So, we expect a reduction in the labor 
force and household employment & unemployment levels in February. 
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The good news is that key ratios, the unemployment rate, labor force participation rate 
and employment to population ratio are usually largely unaffected. Last year, the 
population control added a tenth each to the unemployment rate and participation rate. 
So, this year, there is a risk that the population estimates could skew these ratios lower 
in February. 

Exhibit 5: In Jan’24, job growth came in below the average pace for the 
rest of the year, and in 2025, the Jan gain was smaller than in 2023 
Change in nonfarm payrolls (m/m, SA, thous) 

 
Source: BLS, Haver Analytics  

BofA GLOBAL RESEARCH 
 

  

 
How will Fed pricing be impacted by the release? 
Revisions of around 800k from the benchmark updates, especially if they are 
concentrated in 2H24, are unlikely to move the needle on Fed policy, since the Fed is 
already penciling in a 60k markdown to recent monthly job growth. But larger revisions 
(~1mn) could trigger a dovish response as they would imply the labor market had nearly 
stalled in early 2025. Also, if the Birth-Death model related revisions in the post April 
2025 period are sizeable, this could generate a more significant market response.  

The Jan u-rate will matter even more to the markets than payrolls. Given the ongoing 
labor demand and supply shocks, a meaningful u-rate move either way would provide a 
clearer signal amid the noise of revisions. 
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