
Economic Update, March 12, 2021 

Submitted by Kevin Vanzant 

 

Summary: The US economy continued to show signs of growth.  Job openings in January beat 

expectations, improving 165,000 to roughly 6.9 million, and worker filings for unemployment 

benefits dropped to 712,000 last week, nearing their lowest level since the pandemic fueled a surge in 

layoffs last March.  US wholesale inventories increased solidly in January despite a surge in sales, 

suggesting inventory investment could again contribute to economic growth in the first quarter.  For 

their part, small business owners were slightly more optimistic about the economy last month compared 

to January, but still below pre-pandemic levels.  Inflation indexes signaled an upswing after a year of 

subdued consumption kept inflation muted. 

Federal Government Indicators and Reports  

US Census 

 Monday, Wholesale Trade: Sales and Inventories: “January 2021 sales of merchant wholesalers . 

. . were $531.7 billion, up 4.9 percent . . . from the revised December level and . . . 5.9 percent . . . from 

the revised January 2020 level. . . Total inventories of merchant wholesalers . . . were $661.7 billion at 

the end of January, up 1.3 percent . . . from the revised December level . . . [and] 0.6 percent . . . from 

the revised January 2020 level.” 

 

Department of Labor  

 Wednesday, Consumer Price Index (CPI): “The Consumer Price Index for All Urban Consumers 

(CPI-U) increased 0.4 percent in February on a seasonally adjusted basis after rising 0.3 percent in 

January . . . The index for all items less food and energy rose 0.1 percent in February.” 

https://www.census.gov/wholesale/pdf/mwts/currentwhl.pdf
https://www.census.gov/wholesale/pdf/mwts/currentwhl.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cpi.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/cpi.pdf


 

 

 Thursday, Jobless Claims: “In the week ending March 6, the advance figure for seasonally adjusted 

initial claims was 712,000, a decrease of 42,000 from the previous week's revised level.  The previous 

week's level was revised up by 9,000 from 745,000 to 754,000.  The 4-week moving average was 759,000, 

a decrease of 34,000 from the previous week's revised average. . . The advance seasonally adjusted 

insured unemployment rate was 2.9 percent for the week ending February 27, a decrease of 0.2 

percentage point from the previous week's revised rate. . . The advance number for seasonally adjusted 

insured unemployment during the week ending February 27 was 4,144,000, a decrease of 193,000 from 

the previous week's revised level. . . The 4-week moving average was 4,355,000, a decrease of 103,500 

from the previous week's revised average.” 

 

Source: WSJ. 

 Thursday, Job Openings and Labor Turnover: “The number of job openings changed little at 6.9 

million on the last business day of January . . . Hires were little changed at 5.3 million while total 

separations decreased to 5.3 million.  Within separations, the quits rate and layoffs and discharges rate 

changed little at 2.3 percent and 1.2 percent, respectively.” 

https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OPA/newsreleases/ui-claims/20210420.pdf
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/OPA/newsreleases/ui-claims/20210420.pdf
https://www.wsj.com/articles/weekly-jobless-claims-coronavirus-03-11-2021-11615419157?mod=hp_lead_pos1
https://www.wsj.com/articles/weekly-jobless-claims-coronavirus-03-11-2021-11615419157?mod=hp_lead_pos1
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/jolts.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/jolts.pdf


 

Friday, Producer Price Index: “The Producer Price Index for final demand increased 0.5 percent 

in February, seasonally adjusted . . . This rise followed advances of 1.3 percent in January and 0.3 

percent in December. . . On an unadjusted basis, the final demand index moved up 2.8 percent for the 

12 months ended in February, the largest increase since rising 3.1 percent for the 12 months ended 

October 2018. . . Most of the February advance in prices for final demand can be traced to a 1.4-percent 

rise in the index for final demand goods.  Prices for final demand services increased 0.1 percent.” 

 

Source: Bloomberg. 

Economic Indicators and Confidence 

National Federation of Independent Business 

 Tuesday, Small Business Optimism Index: “The Optimism Index rose to 95.8 in February, up 0.8 

points from January but below the average reading of 98.  February was a tough weather month that 

undoubtedly held back economic activity. . .  Owners expecting better business conditions over the next 

six months increased four points to a net negative 19 percent, still a poor reading.”  In its analysis, the 

NFIB states that “the Main Street economy is bifurcated; construction, manufacturing, transportation, 

and professional services are doing well.  Other services, restaurants, retail (non-internet) doing poorly. 

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/ppi.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/ppi.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-12/u-s-producer-prices-accelerated-in-february-from-a-year-earlier
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-03-12/u-s-producer-prices-accelerated-in-february-from-a-year-earlier
https://assets.nfib.com/nfibcom/SBET-Feb-2021-final.pdf
https://assets.nfib.com/nfibcom/SBET-Feb-2021-final.pdf


Employment is still 8-10 million below levels reached in January/February of 2020, just before the Covid-

19 pandemic was more broadly recognized.” 

 

University of Michigan 

 Friday, Consumer Sentiment: “Consumer sentiment rose in early March to its highest level in a 

year due to the growing number of vaccinations as well as the widely anticipated passage of Biden's 

relief measures.  The gains were widespread across all socioeconomic subgroups and all regions, 

although the largest monthly gains were concentrated among households in the bottom third of the 

income distribution as well as those aged 55 or older. . . The early March gains were not equally shared 

across all Index components, with consumers voicing no improvement in some key facets of consumer 

finances.  In particular, consumers’ judgements about their own financial situation posted no gains in 

early March, largely due to very small expected gains in household incomes over the next year.  In 

contrast, prospects for the national economy improved significantly.” 

 

Mortgages and Housing Markets 

Mortgage Bankers Association 

http://www.sca.isr.umich.edu/
http://www.sca.isr.umich.edu/


 Wednesday, Mortgage Applications: “Mortgage applications decreased 1.3 percent from one 

week earlier . . . The Refinance Index decreased 5 percent from the previous week and was 43 percent 

lower than the same week one year ago. . . ‘The 30-year fixed mortgage rate climbed to 3.26 percent 

last week, which is the highest since last July . . .” said Joel Kan, MBA's Associate Vice President of 

Economic and Industry Forecasting. "[which] continues to cool demand for refinance applications. 

Activity declined last week for the fourth time in five weeks . . .” [but] added Kan, "with the spring 

buying season at the doorstep, the purchase market had its strongest showing in four weeks, with gains 

in both conventional and government applications.  Overall activity was 2.4 percent higher than a year 

ago, and loan sizes moderated for the second straight week—potentially a sign that more first-time 

buyers are entering the market."   

 

https://www.mba.org/2021-press-releases/march/mortgage-applications-decrease-in-latest-mba-weekly-survey
https://www.mba.org/2021-press-releases/march/mortgage-applications-decrease-in-latest-mba-weekly-survey

