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ABSTRACT

The issue of wage indexation in the economic literature is well understood from the
point of view of its macroeconomic consequences. Nevertheless, its cffects as a
regulatory intervention on the labor market have been relatively less studieds. Since
indexation does not correct for real effects, real shocks may create serious deviations
of employed workers’ wages from current labor market conditions. This deviations
may lead to an increase in labor turnover rates to adjust current costs in firms. The
evidence for Brazil shows that this is, in fact, the case. Labor turnover in Brazil is
extremely high compared to international rates.

SINTESIS

El problema de la indexacién de salarios en la literatura econémica es bien entendido
desde el punto de vista de sus consecuencias macroeconémicas. Sin embargo, sus
efectos como una intervencién regulatoria en el mercado laboral han sido menos
estudiados. Dado que la indexacién no corrige los efectos reales, los impactos reales
pueden originar serias desviaciones en los salarios de los trabajadores en relacién a
las condiciones vigentes en el mercado laboral. Estas desviaciones pueden llevar a
un aumento en las tasas de rotacién del empleo para ajustar los costos vigentes en las
empresas. La evidencia para Brasil muestra que esto es, de hecho, el caso. La
rotacién laboral en Brasil es extremadamente elevada comparada con las tasas
internacionales.
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Guillermo Tomds Mdlaga
1. INTRODUCTION

Labor turnover by itself is not an inefficient outcome of economic activity.
On the contrary, economists tend to see it as a socially productive activity:
matching workers with jobs. Recent work by Blanchard and Diamond (1990),
estimating the aggregate matching function for the United States, concludes that
this activity is highly efficient. Their statistical data suggests that when the ratio
of job vacancies to unemployment is about 1:5, then the average duration of a job
vacancy is only two weeks; when the ratio is 1:1, this rises to four weeks. This
constant activity of matching workers with jobs is a desirable activity.
Nevertheless, we can suggest at least two instances in which this occasionally may
turn into a socially unproductive activity.

In the first case, where the accumulation of specific human capital allows
firms to reach high productivity levels, excess labor turnover may be
unproductive since these skills are acquired over time in the firm. Firms may
prevent excessive labor turnover with private wage policies and job security
provisions in their internal labor relations. Nevertheless, macroeconomic
instability and labor market regulations could provoke an undesired reallocation
of workers. Higher labor turnover may arise, even under conditions of overall
macroeconomic stability, if a higher variability of economic activity is
accompanied by sectoral shifts of economic resources and, consequently, shifts
of the labor force. Labor market regulations which create real wage rigidities due
to indexation also may lead to labor turnover. For example, recent comments by
officials at the Brazilian Ministry of Labor suggest that the number of workers
earning between one and one-and-a-half mandatory minimum wages increased
from 23.5 percent of total workers hired in 1991, to 27.1 percent in 1992, while
the number of workers earning more than five minimum wages fell from 9
percent in 1991 to 6.1 percent in 1992. This signifies that during the deep
recession in the Brazilian economy in 1992, the drop in market wages induced
labor substitution. We will develop this argument further below.

A second undesirable aspect of labor turnover arises when firms rely too
heavily upon labor turnover as a mechanism to control costs. In such cases
(assuming that much time will be spent finding a new job), a higher proportion
of the labor force than otherwise will be devoted to this job search activity,
thereby reducing the employment of the productive fraction of the labor force.
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In this paper, we will present some simulations to measure the importance of
socially unproductive labor turnover.' First, we discuss alternative methods of
measuring labor turnover, and make some international comparisons. Second, we
show that labor turnover might have been effected by economy-wide factors,
since sectoral labor turnover shows an impressive conformity of behavior. Some
arbitrage conditions in the labor market are estimated: Average wages in the firm
should equal market wages represented by current wages of new hirings. Then
it is tested if labor turnover is induced by deviations around this arbitrage
conditions, together with shocks in output and inflation.

2. MEASURING LABOR TURNOVER IN BRAZIL

Three principal methods exist for measuring labor turnover. The first
method, based upon family surveys, counts the number of workers which, at the
time of the survey, have job tenure for less than a pre-specified period (e.g. one
year). A second method of measuring labor turnover computes the increase in
employment at growing or new establishments and the decrease in employment
at shrinking or closing establishments. Both methods measure roughly the same
phenomenon. For example, based upon Current Population Surveys, Hall (1982)
calculated that 28.2 percent of American workers employed in 1978 held their
jobs for less than a year. Davis and Haltiwanger (1990) corrected this calculation
to include the number of unemployed workers which had held a job in 1978 -
which was 8.6 percent - yielding a total of 36.8 percent of employed workers
which had switched jobs during a typical year. Nevertheless, the latter procedure
presents some problems. Suppose that a particular firm had 100 workers
employed at the beginning of the year and that at the moment of the new survey
the firm has 120 workers employed. This signifies that the firm has hired at least
20 workers during that year. Nevertheless, the firm could have hired much more
than 20 workers and dismissed them before the survey was conducted. A third
and more direct way to measure labor turnover is to ask the firm how many
workers were hired and laid off during a fixed period of time (e.g., last month).
In this case, we would rely upon the firm’s declared level of hiring and firing,
rather than the actual number of currently registered employees. This is a much
better measurement, if the numbers provided are reliable. By virtue of labor
market regulations in Brazil, these answers can be cross-checked with
employment registers. We have used this method in this study. Future research
will include cross-checking these numbers with family surveys and with a census
of establishments.

! This is one of the applications of the econometric study presented in Section 3.

180



A second issue in measuring labor turnover arises in relation to selecting a
wurnover index. For example, Davis and Haltiwanger (1990) use four
measurements. The first index is the weighted average of employment growth
from new and expanding firms (POS in their notation). The second index is the
weighted average of employment reduction in contracting and closing
establishments (NEG in their notation). Finally, they use two indices to measure
overall worker reallocation: the former being the sum of both previous indices,
and the latter being the maximum of both indices, POS and NEG. These
measurements, however, still retain the problems mentioned in the previous
paragraph. They can be understood only as workers’ reallocations due to job
creation and elimination, and not due to other factors such as search policies of
firms and workers, natural reallocations due to retirement and entrant workers in
the labor force. Since the main aim of these authors is to study the mechanics of
worker reallocation, these are good measurements. For the purposes of studying
possible sources of excess turnover, however, we will use another measurement.

As this study is not concerned with fluctuations in employment levels but
with job reallocation, it is better to define turnover as:

x, = Min(H, S)

the minimum between the hiring level being H, and the level of dismissals S,.
Nevertheless, labor turnover will have cyclical components, although it is not
clear in which direction. In order to determine how this index will correlate with
a scale variable, such as output or aggregate employment, we can define the
following simple relations:

H, =az, +ca,c>0 :t-N(O,vz)

S, =-bg *cC b>0

In this formula, z, can be interpreted as the excess of output above its natural
level.2 These relations merely indicate that hiring will increase with positive
deviations of output, and that dismissals, in turn, will decrease. The parameter

¢ can be interpreted as normal turnover (i.e., that which holds employment
constant). Therefore, the process that determines x, is:

X, =az, +c z,<0
x, = =bg, + ¢ z, 20

2 This can also be considered as an increase in employment. In such a case, we would have to impose the
resiriction a+b=1 on parameters a and b. This is casy to sce, since H-S=E-E,,=z.
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We are interested in examining two specific moments of the random variable x,.
First, we examine the mean that is:

Ex,= [ (a3, +) b @/viz) <0de+

=0

[ b+ d@Iviz =0

ze0

This can be simplified to:

e et o

We can simplify this expression due to the fact that the standard normal
distribution is symmetric around zero:

Ex,--ﬂ.?!i&?(a:b}d-c-f

Therefore, it can be easily seen that the mean is an under-estimation of the
component ¢ of the labor turnover rate. Second, we also want to know how x,
covaries with z. This is easily calculated using the same technique of hazard
rates:

covix, z) = f(ﬂz.w-i)z.a[ Iz, < 0| d&z +

z=0

f('%*c-i)z,#(%l:,zﬂ]ah

This can be simplified to:

—-bl a-b

'Mﬂ)ﬂ it

This formula shows that the labor turnover index can be either pro-cyclical
or counter-cyclical, depending on the parameters of the economy. If hiring
responds too strongly to output shocks, then a will be relatively high and it will
more likely measure pro-cyclical patterns of the labor turnover rate. To gain
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some intuitive understanding of this phenomenon, Figures 1a and 1b illustrate
how all these factors interact. In Figure la, the hiring function presents a
relatively higher sensitivity to output movements. The turnover index will be
represented by the shaded kinked portion of both lines: the hiring function and the
dismissal function. Considering the left-hand truncated mean (i.e., z.) and the
right-hand truncated mean (i.e., ), the regression line should pass through the
points on the kinked function of the minimum indicator, T, and T, which
correspond to these means, revealing the positive covariance between these two
variables. Figure 1b depicts the opposite case. Here, the dismissal function
shows a stronger reaction to output, with the result that a regression line will
show a negative covariance between labor turnover and output.

The sum index (or even better, the average index) will have some interesting
features:

FIGURE 1.a
H,S |
S [ E[x/z]
- A
| L e 'Ii s

#H, + )

% 2

where y will be:
y=(a+bzJ2 +c
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FIGURE 1.b

It is easy to show that this has a mean of:

Ey =c¢

Therefore, this formula is an unbiased estimator of the non- cyclical
components of labor turnover, although it presents the same drawback in relation
to the cyclical components of labor turnover. Its covariance with output can be
easily computed as:

cov(¥, z) = (a - BV?[2.

Since the minimum index x, estimator is more widely used, we have applied
it in our estimations; nonetheless, the y, seems to be a good alternative for this
kind of study.

Using the x, index, we have found significant pro-cyclical behavior for most
sectors in Brazil, revealing that either the hiring function is much more reactive
to output fluctuations or that the variance of positive shocks has been greater.
Charts 1-3 show the behavior of hiring, firing and the minimum labor turnover
index for the manufacturing sector in Sdo Paulo - which is the sector on which
we will rely heavily for econometric testing. During the period under analysis,
the minimum index of labor turnover generally measures the level of dismissals.
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In the next section, we compare labor turnover rates to see if it is evident to the
naked eye whether Brazil has experienced excessive labor turnover rates.

CHART 1
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CHART 3

Industrial Labor Turnover - Sao Paulo
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3. SOME INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS OF LABOR TURNOVER RATES

The labor market in Brazil, particularly the formal or legal labor market, is
characterized by high instability. One of the main symptoms of this instability
is the high labor turnover rate. Table 1 below shows labor turnover as a
percentage of employment, defined as new hiring in the manufacturing sector, for
Brazil and three of the main developed countries. The Brazilian data in this table
refer only to the formal sector, or the legal labor market. These data were
collected by the Brazilian Labor Ministry, using a questionnaire delivered monthly
to firms which contract labor subject to the federal laws regulating the labor
market (the CLT - the Consolidation of Labor Laws). For the United States, the
number was collected at the firm level by the American Department of Labor
Statistics, until this practice was suspended in 1982 due to budget cuts. Davis
and Haltiwanger (1990) present a lower number for employment expansion due
to expanding or opening new establishments. As these data are collected
annually, they miss most of the labor turnover within a year, as explained in the
previous section. For this reason, these authors warn the reader that these data
reflect merely the lower bound of workers” reallocation per year.*

* "... since we observe only plant level employment, we cannot determine whether & given level of
employment in two different periods for the same plant represents the same or different employment positions.
This observation and the point in time nature of the employment data imply that [our measures of job creation
and desiruction] represent lower bounds on true job creation and destruction rates.” Davis and Haltiwanger
(1991). ;
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TABLE 1

AVERAGE LABOR TURNOVER RATES IN THE MANUFACTURING SECTOR IN
FOUR COUNTRIES, 1971-1990
(as % of employment)

Argentina Brazil USA 1 Germany Japan
1971 - - 31.20 29.00 25.00
1972 - - 39.60 - -
1973 - - 46.80 34.00 24.00
1974 - - 38.40 - -
1975 - - 24.00 - -
1976 - - 31.20 - -
1977 - - 33.60 - -
1978 - - 37.30 28.00 16.00
1979 - - 34.80 - -
1980 - - 25.20 - -
1981 - - 24.00 28.00 18.00
1982 18.48 - - - -
1983 18.12 - - - 18.00
1984 22.68 - - - -
1985 10.56 40.37 - - -
1986 17.76 53.72 - - -
1987 15.24 51.02 - - -
1988 11.96 49.80 - - =
1989 - 47.74 - - -
1990 - 49.73 - - -
Average 16.40 48.73 33.28 29.75 20.20
Std. Err. 4.16 4.15 6.83 2.49 3.60

Sources: Argentina: Ministerio de Trabajo y Seguridad Social, DNRHyE-Dept. Estadisticas
Laborales. Brazil: "Mercado de Trabalho: Indicadores Conjunturais”, Ministério do
Trabalho e Previdéncia Social. USA: "Bulletin of Labor Statistics”, BLS, June 1982.
Germany and Japan: "Economic Development and Structural Change”, OECD, 1985

Both Germany and Japan, as well as the former series of the BLS, collect
labor data using the same methods as Brazil. The Brazilian data presented in
Table 1 merit several comments. First, the Brazilian labor turnover rate on
average seems to have been greater than in other countries. Second, Brazil shows
a high variance of labor turnover, but not greater than that in the United States.
Japan shows the lowest average labor turnover rate, yet also displays a standard
error close to that in Brazil. Serious problems of comparability of data arise in
this regard. First, the data for the USA includes the presence of laid-off workers
who may be recalled at some point in time. This possibility increases the
measured labor turnover rate significantly. A worker who is laid off will probably
find a temporary job and will be counted twice in the turnover data. To avoid
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this confusion, we have used only new employment, which is closer to the data
collected for Brazil. Another problem is that these data define labor turnover as
the hiring rate per employed worker. Rapidly-growing economies, with
expanding manufacturing sectors, should present a higher labor turnover rate with
this measurement than stagnating economies - which is not the type of labor
turnover which concerns us in this paper. For example, industrial output in
Brazil during this period grew at a modest 0.3 percent per year and employment
in this sector grew somewhat faster at 2.3 percent per year.

In summary, it seems that labor turnover rates in Brazil tend to be higher
than in several developed countries (in this case Germany and Japan), but are
comparable to turnover rates in the United States. What remains significant is
that though Brazil has several job security provisions, it still presents high
turnover rates.

4. THE SECTORAL BEHAVIOR OF LABOR TURNOVER

Labor turnover rates in Brazil show reasonable conformity across sectors.
Most of the sectors are very sensitive to the business cycle and are significantly
pro-cyclical. Charts 4-6 present the average one year seasonal-difference index
of turnover for nine sectors compared to the average turnover of the same nine
sectors as a whole. The data were previously normalized, subtracting the mean
and dividing by the standard error. Points on the first and third quadrant in the
graph mean that, on average, sectors are moving in the same direction with the
economy. Points in the second and fourth quadrants indicate sectors which do not
conform with the average. Charts 7-9 show the same relation to the minimum
index. The picture which emerges is nearly the same: sectors seem to move in
unison. These charts are not affected by seasonality, since we accounted for
seasonality effects by taking seasonal differences. The trend component,
nevertheless, could be affecting the results. Yet, we believe this is unlikely, since
it does not seem to be exogenous; rather, it is mainly due to the business cycle.

* It is interesting to note that the United States presents high rates of turnover compared lo other industrialized
countries. The following quotation taken from The Economist reveals the changes suffered currently: "Even
in America where job mobility has been highest, many employees expect to spend their entire working life
with a single company. Studies in the early 1980's showed that on the basis of past behavior, 25% of
American workers were in jobs that would last 20 years or more. For workers over 30 years old, that figure
was 40% longer and job tenure was probably much higher for employees of the country's biggest and most
stable companies.” The Economist, April 3, 1993.
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CHART 4

Labor Turnover Adherence
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CHART 6

Labor Turnover Adherence
(Average Indicator, Xt / Xit-4)
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CHART 7
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CHART 8

Labor Turnover Adherence
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CHART 10

Conformity of Sectoral Turnover
(Total of Nine Sectors, Separations < Accessions)
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Most of the sectors examined maintained the same relative position in the
labor market for every month during the sample period of 84 months. Chart 10
shows the number of sectors which experienced net hiring (separations <
accessions) in each month of the sampling period. Of the 84 observations, only
25 show sectors in which about half of the firms demonstrated a positive net rate
of separations and the other half demonstrated a positive net rate of accesions.
Most of the time, between 7 to 9 sectors demonstrated a net rate of hiring labor.
In the remaining 30 observations, the opposite situation occurred (i.e., a net rate
of separations was observed).

Each sector was tested to see what type of long-run relation it had with the
aggregate level of activity, as measured by the first log difference of quarterly
GDP, while taking care to control for seasonality, which in most cases was very
significant.

The principal finding of this analysis is that the most important economic
sectors show very significant pro-cyclical behavior.®* This finding reveals that,
in terms of the argument presented in Section II, under conditions where a>b,
that is, the hirings function is more reactive than the separations function to the
business cycle, the Brazilian economy is more prone to hire labor during a period
of expansion in overall activity, rather than to dismiss labor in a period of
contraction. As a result, labor turnover behaves procyclically either in the

3 I should be noted that all these sectors are formal sectors or registered sectors of the Brazilian economy.
Therefore expansions of employment in these formal seclors may have their counterparis in contractions of
employment in the informal sector. The regressions referred are reported in the Appendix.
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average or in the minimum index of turnover. For example, at the beginning of
a recession, hiring of labor will fall dramatically; in an economy with the
condition of a> b, dismissals will increase slightly. In the case of the minimum
index, if the labor market is in equilibrium (accessions = separations), the
minimum index will show accessions reflecting the fact that more separations than
hirings are occurring. By the same token, if the average index is used, it will be
lower than before.

The second question we wish to address is how much the deviation from this
long-run trend of turnover, as captured by the previous regressions, responds to
macroeconomic factors or to sectoral movements. The idea is to filter out the
seasonality and long-run trends of turnover in each sector and see how the
deviations around them behave. The result is an amazing conformity of turnover
in all sectors of private activities, suggesting that economy-wide disturbances are
affecting the labor turnover rate. Two obvious candidates for this disturbance
would be wage policies and inflation, which both act in opposite directions: wage
policies create real wage rigidity and inflation eases real internal wage adaptation
to market conditions. The conformity of these factors can be seen in Charts 11-
14,

CHART 11
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CHART 12

(Minimun Indicator, First Difference of Residuals)
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CHART 14

Labor Turnover Adherence
(Minimun Indicator, First Difference of Residuals)
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The main conclusion of this sectoral comparison is that not only have all
sectors behaved pro-cyclically, but have also demonstrated long-run conformity
between them - more importantly for our present purposes, conformity is also
present for short-run deviations. Furthermore, underlying factors other than the
business cycle seem to be present, since filtering the effects of the business cycle
from the series does not remove conformity among sectors. In other words,
explaining the behavior of turnover in one sector more or less explains this
behavior in all the sectors considered in this study.

5. EQUILIBRIUM CONDITIONS IN THE LABOR MARKET

In Mdlaga (1992), we argued that the wage policy could have been binding
in the sense that workers hired at different points of time could have a real wage
fixed by policy at different levels. We depart from the Latin-American tradition
which assumes that wage policy determines wages in the economy. We assume
that arbitrage forces are at work and bring the true opportunity cost for employed
workers to bear on observed wages. The wage policy cannot be compared naively
to the observed wages in order to derive conclusions about wage dynamics. At
least, wages of employed workers have to be compared to wages of workers
recently hired which were not influenced by wage policies.

Three main research issues arise from our previous findings:
(i) Do turnover rates respond to wage differentials (in particular, to the relative

cost of workers recently hired versus those who have worked longer in a
firm)?
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