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California Unemployment Rate
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• California’s seasonally adjusted unemployment rate rose from a record-tying low of 3.9 

percent in February to a record high of 16.4 percent in April and May (an increase of 12.5 

percentage points). California’s unemployment rate subsequently fell by 5.4 percentage point 

over the four months that followed and stood at 11.0 percent in September. This was 7.1 

percentage points higher than it was before the pandemic outbreak in February 2020.  
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California Unemployment Rate
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• The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak produced California’s first public health-induced labor 

market downturn. Historical data going back to 1940 show just how dramatic its impacts were.
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U.S. Unemployment Rate

4

• California’s unemployment rate is following the U.S. pattern but is decreasing at a slower rate. 

The U.S. rate rose from 3.5 percent in February to 14.7 percent in April (an increase of 11.2 

percentage points), but subsequently fell 6.8 percentage points to 7.9 percent in September. 

This was still 4.4 percentage points higher than it was in February.
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California Civilian Unemployment
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• The number of unemployed Californians quadrupled from what was a 30-year of 759,000 

persons in February to a record high of 3,043,000 persons in April and May 2020. The 

2,284,000-person increase in the number of unemployed was larger than the peak number 

of unemployed during the Great Recession. Unemployment fell by 984,000 persons from 

April through September with the reopening of the economy, but remained 1.3 million 

persons higher than it was in February, before the pandemic hit. 
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California Civilian Employment
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• The number of employed Californians fell by 3.3 million persons (17.6 percent) from 

February through May 2020, more than negating the employment gains of the February 

2020-February 2020 expansion. Their number grew by 1,154,000 persons from May 

through September with the easing of pandemic restrictions (the economy reopening). Still, 

employment was 2,139,000 persons (11.4 percent) lower in September than it was in 

February 2020, before the pandemic hit. 
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California Labor Force
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• The number of Californians in the labor force fell by just over one million (5.2 percent) from 

February through May 2020. Although labor force grew by 170,000 persons from May 

through September as the economy reopened, 839,000 fewer Californians participated in 

the labor force in September than in February 2020. 
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California Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California lost 2,615,800 nonfarm jobs during the pandemic stay-at-home orders from 

February through April 2020, which was a 14.9 percent decrease. In effect, this loss erased 

seven years of the state’s job gains during the ten-year expansion. Moreover, it was twice 

the number of jobs that were lost during the Great Recession (July 2007-February 2010)—a 

31-month period. Although California added 993,600 jobs (6.6 percent) from April through 

September 2020 as the economy reopened, total nonfarm employment in September 

remained 1,622,200 jobs (9.2 percent) below its pre-pandemic level in February. 
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California Industry Sector Jobs During the COVID-19 Pandemic-To-Date

• Pandemic Stay-At-Home Order
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California Industry Sector Jobs During the COVID-19 Pandemic-To-Date

• Reopening of the Economy/ Easing of Restrictions (Partial or Otherwise)

10

-75.2

-0.4

6.2

11.5

39.1

54.8

95.1

105.5

159.4

216.2

381.4

-200 -100 0 100 200 300 400 500

Government

Mining & Logging

Information

Financial Activities

Manufacturing

Other Services

Construction

Prof. & Business Svcs.

Educ. & Health Svcs.

Trade, Transp., Util.

Leisure & Hospitality

Five-Month Change in Jobs (Thousands)

Changes in California Industry Sector Jobs 
Since the Easing of Stay-At-Home Restrictions

April - September 2020; Seasonally Adjusted Data

-2.9%

-1.8%

1.2%

1.4%

3.3%

4.2%

6.3%

6.6%

8.1%

12.7%

13.4%

35.5%

-20% -10% 0% 10% 20% 30% 40%

Government

Mining & Logging

Information

Financial Activities

Manufacturing

Prof. & Business Svcs.

Educ. & Health Svcs.

TOTAL NONFARM JOBS

Trade, Transp., Util.

Construction

Other Services

Leisure & Hospitality

Five-Month Change in Percent

Percent Changes in California Industry Sector 
Jobs Since the Easing of Stay-At-Home 

Restrictions
April - September 2020; Seasonally Adjusted Data



California Industry Sector Jobs During the COVID-19 Pandemic-To-Date

• Pandemic-to-Date: Change in Industry Sector Jobs from February through September.
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THE SHUTDOWN: Changes in Nonfarm Jobs in California Metropolitan Divisions (MDs) and 

Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs) During Pandemic Stay-At-Home Orders:  February –

April  2020

• All 29 of California’s seasonally adjusted areas suffered deep job losses from February through 

April 2020 as a result of the state’s imposition of pandemic stay-at-home orders and the 

suspension of all but essential economic activity.
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THE REOPENING: Five-Month Changes in Nonfarm Jobs in California Metropolitan 

Divisions (MDs) and Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs): August 2020

• In contrast, every one of California’s seasonally adjusted MDs and MSAs except Yuba City 

MSA added jobs over the five-month period from April through September 2020 as 

pandemic restrictions were eased. 
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The Pandemic-to-Date  By Area (February through September 2020)

• Every one of California’s 29 seasonally adjusted Metropolitan Divisions (MDs) and Statistical 

Areas (MSAs) has lost jobs since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic…
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U.S. Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California’s pattern of job losses and gains during the pandemic have followed the same 

general contours as the nation’s. The nation lost 22,160,000 nonfarm jobs (14.5 percent) 

during the pandemic shutdown from February through April. It gained 11,417,000 nonfarm 

jobs as the economy reopened from April through September, which was an 8.8 percent 

increase. Despite this gain, the U.S. had 10,714,000 fewer nonfarm jobs in September than 

it had in before the pandemic hit in February, which was a 7.0 percent decrease. 
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U.S. and California Experience During the COVID-19 Pandemic Compared
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U.S. and California Recovery-to-Date

• Although the U.S. and California experienced percentage job losses of roughly the same 

magnitude from February through April, the nation is further along in its recovery than 

California. As of September 2020, California had recovered nearly two-fifths (38.0 percent) 

of the 2,615,800 nonfarm jobs it lost from February through April. The nation had recovered 

over half (51.5 percent) of the 22,160,000 nonfarm jobs it lost over the same period.
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California in Comparison to Other States: Unemployment Rate

• THE SHUTDOWN: California’s 12.5 percentage point unemployment rate increase from 

February through April ranked 11th (tied) among state’s. 
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• THE REOPENING: Thirty-seven states had a larger unemployment rate decreases than 

California from April through September. 
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• THE PANDEMIC-TO-DATE: California’s 7.1 percentage point unemployment rate increase 

from February through September was the third largest increase among states.  
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• California’s 11.0 percent unemployment rate in September was the third highest among states.
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California in Comparison to Other States: Jobs

• THE SHUTDOWN: California’s February-April job loss wasn’t particularly remarkable in 

comparison those of other states. Its 14.9 percent job loss ranked 18th among states.
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• THE RE-OPENING: California added more jobs than any other state during the April-

September 2020 reopening, but its 6.6 percent job increase ranked just 38th among states ...
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• THE PANDEMIC-TO-DATE: California 9.2 percent job loss from February through September 

tied for fifth largest among states. 
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California’s COVID-19 Pandemic In Comparison to Other States

The COVID-19 pandemic poses an inherent policy dilemma between protecting the 

population and protecting the economy. 

o Policies that protect the population typically involve restricting some forms of economic 

activity (human interactions that involve congregating in large numbers, touch, face-to-

face contact) to limit the virus’s spread, but heighten the risk of constraining or hurting 

the economy. 

o Policies that protect the economy are typically permissive of economic activity, but 

heighten the risk that the virus will not be contained. 

In the absence of a coherent federal strategy or guidelines to cope with the pandemic, 

individual states have adopted their own strategies, ranging along a more restrictive to the 

more permissive continuum. Generally speaking, California has adopted a more restrictive 

(cautious) response to the pandemic than most other states. 

28



California’s COVID-19 Pandemic In Comparison to Other States 
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The COVID-19 Recession In Comparison to Past Recessions: California

--The “V” recovery looks like it may be losing its shape.
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The COVID-19 Recession In Comparison to Past Recessions: The U.S.

--The “V” recovery looks like it may be losing its shape.
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Recovery Scenarios

A V-shaped recovery predicts that the economy and its labor markets will 
return rapidly to where they were before the pandemic, in a period as short 
as just a few months. The premise underlying this outlook is that the labor 
market and the fundamentals of the economy were strong before the 
pandemic and that they will remain so once the pandemic subsides.

A U-shaped recovery foresees a longer recovery in which it will take a 
considerable time—years, not a few short months--for the economy to 
recover and generate sustained growth, even if there is an initial spurt of 
activity when businesses reopen. The premise underlying this scenario is 
that the pandemic has caused lasting damage to the economy, including: 
forcing many businesses and companies out of business, permanent job 
losses, a loss of business and consumer confidence resulting in a steep 
decrease in demand for goods and services, and perhaps even changing 
the nature of doing work and conducting work as we know it. All of this takes 
time for the economy to adjust to and recover from. The Nike Swoosh 
variant of the U-shaped recover predicts a particularly slow and arduous 
recovery.
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Why there are reasons to doubt that a V-shaped recovery will occur…

Diminishing returns to reopening one’s 

doors?
The Persistence of the COVID-19 Pandemic
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The “K-Shaped” Recovery

Amidst all the talk of possible V-shaped, U-shaped, Nike Swoosh, or L-shaped recoveries, a 

growing number of economists contend that we are in fact experiencing a “K-shaped” 

recovery.

• More highly-skilled, and more highly educated workers have fared better during the 

pandemic and are much further along in their recovery than other workers. This is in 

large part due to the fact that their jobs are more amenable to remote work (telework). 

Earnings and incomes for these people have held up well despite the pandemic and their 

rate of savings has risen. To paraphrase Chris Thornberg (Beacon/UCR), the problem 

these folks confront is not so much that they haven’t got money to spend, but rather, that 

they have limited opportunities to spend it.

• In contrast, workers in the hard hit leisure and hospitality, personal care services, and 

brick and mortar retail trade sector tend to be younger, lower-skilled, and less well-

educated. These individuals have experienced disproportionately large job and income 

losses and face a longer and steeper road to recovery, particularly now that government 

assistance such as enhanced UI benefits have expired.

• In the K-shaped recovery, higher income groups tend to be concentrated in the upper 

arm of the K while lower income groups tend to be concentrated in the lower arm.  
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The “K-Shaped” 

Recovery: An 

Unsophisticated  

Classification of Major 

California Industries By 

Wage Scale
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The “K-Shaped” Recovery

36

15.3%

49.3%

35.4%

6.6%

32.8%

60.6%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

High Wage
Industries

Middle Wage
Industries

Low Wage
 Industries

Sh
ar

e 
o

f 
A

ll 
Jo

b
s

THE SHUTDOWN: Net Change in California Industry Jobs 
from February Through April By Wage Scale

Share of All Jobs
(Feb. 2020)

Share of Feb.-Apr.
Job Losses

15.3%

49.3%

35.4%

7.2%

37.5%

55.3%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

High Wage
Industries

Middle Wage
Industries

Low Wage
 Industries

Sh
ar

e 
o

f 
A

ll 
Jo

b
s

PANDEMIC-TO-DATE: Net Change in California Industry 
Jobs from February Through September By Wage Scale

Share of All Jobs
(Feb. 2020)

Share of Feb.-Sep.
Job Losses



The “K-Shaped” Recovery 
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EDD Labor Market Information Division Contact Information

Management

• Amy Faulkner- Division Chief

- Amy.Faulkner@edd.ca.gov

• Muhammad Akhtar - Deputy Division 
Chief

- Muhammad.Akhtar@edd.ca.gov

• Margo Gonzales – Deputy Division 
Chief

- Margo.Gonzales@edd.ca.gov

• Dave Dahlberg - CES Group Manager

- Dave.Dahlberg@edd.ca.gov

• Michael Martinez - CES Unit Manager

- Michael.Martinez2@edd.ca.gov

Technical Expertise & Data Requests

• Paul Wessen - Senior Economist

- Paul.Wessen@edd.ca.gov

• Brandon Hooker - Economist

- Brandon.Hooker@edd.ca.gov
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