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California Unemployment Rate
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• California’s unemployment situation has improved so much that the unemployment rate 

fell to 4.7 percent in May and June 2017, which matched the state’s lowest unemployment 

rate on record in a series dating back to January 1976. Alas, the state could not sustain 

this low unemployment rate. 
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California Unemployment Rate
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• California’s unemployment rate rose to 5.1 percent by August 2017, and remained there in 

September. California’s rate was just 0.2 percentage point lower than it was one year 

previously in September 2016. The U.S. rate fell by 0.2 percentage point to 4.2 percent in 

September, which is the lowest it has been since February 2001. 
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California Civilian Unemployment
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• The number of unemployed Californians rose by 13,000 persons to 986,000 in September 

2017. This was the state’s fourth consecutive unemployment increases, with the increase 

over the period totaling 88,000 persons. Prior to this, the state had experienced 78 

consecutive months of decreasing unemployment.
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Unusual month-over changes in key labor force statistics in recent months are difficult to 

interpret and muddle prevailing trend…
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Unusual month-over changes in key labor force statistics in recent months are difficult to 

interpret and muddle prevailing trend…
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…but it seems clear that the rate at which civilian unemployment is falling and civilian 

employment is growing has moderated significantly.  This is to be expected in a full 

employment economy.
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The Full Employment Economy
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• The California and U.S. unemployment rates continued to hover at levels economists 

associate with full employment in September 2017. While there is no definitive 

unemployment rate that determines whether or not the economy is at full employment, most 

economists believe the rate in California has traditionally been around 5.0 percent, give or 

take a few percentage points.

• This term ”full employment” does not mean that employment opportunities have dried up or 

that there are too few workers for jobs that are available. Rather, it is a term used by 

economists to describe an economy operating at full capacity and utilizing its resources 

effectively—including a healthy labor market in which total labor supply and demand are 

growing in balance.  

• While full employment does not imply that all workers have found the type of work or hours 

they want, it does imply that, for all intents and purposes, anyone with basic skills who 

wants to work should be able to find opportunities to do so in the current labor market.

• According to the Conference Board’s Help Wanted OnLine (HWOL) at the height of 

California’s recession there were six or seven workers seeking work for every job that was 

available. Today, the ratio is less than two to one. 



California Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California gained 52,200 nonfarm jobs in September, following a 7,700-job loss in August 

(revised) and a very large 84,500-job increase in July. While the months with losses 

raised some doubts about the strength and durability of the ongoing expansion, the large 

July and September job gains should put any such doubts to rest. 
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California Total Nonfarm Employment (Three-Month Average)
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• Three-month averaging is a way to control for month-to-month variability in a monthly 

data series. On a three-month average basis, California gained 43,000 jobs in 

September 2017. This gain extended California’s streak of consecutive job gains to 

84 months (7 years). 
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California Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California gained 280,300 nonfarm jobs (1.7 percent) over the 12 months ending in 

September 2017. This bettered the nation’s hurricane dampened, 1.2 percent year-

over gain.
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California Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California’s economic expansion turned 91 months old in September, making this the 

state’s third longest expansion since 1960. Moreover, the current expansion shows no 

sign of faltering. The state gained a total of 2,643,900 nonfarm jobs from the recessionary 

low in February 2010 through September 2017, an increase of 18.6 percent.
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How California Compares to Other States
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* California’s 5.1 percent unemployment rate in September 2017 tied with Louisiana and 

West Virginia for fifth highest amongst states.
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California’s 1.7 percent rate of year-over job growth tied Massachusetts for 11th best among states. 
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California As Seen Through 2016 American Community Survey 

(ACS) Data

• The U.S. Census Bureau released 2016 American Community Survey data for 

geographies larger than 65,000 people on September 17, 2017.

• The following slides will characterize California’s labor market and economy 

using selected 2016 ACS variables. This will be done using state rankings with 

California shaded in blue and comparisons to the U.S. average (shaded in grey). 

• Unless otherwise noted, the tables will show the highest and lowest ranked 

states with the U.S. average in the middle. 

• It should be noted that although state rankings are viable using one-year ACS 

data, the statistical error associated with the estimates of less well populated 

states tend to be larger than that of larger states.

• Although averages are sometimes used to rank states, these averages say 

nothing about differences within states.
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ACS 2016: Demographics

• California has a comparatively youthful population.
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ACS 2016: Demographics

• California is racially and ethnically diverse. 
• Note: 4.2 million, or 13.5 percent, working age Californians identify as being of 

"some other race."
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ACS 2016: Demographics

• California has a larger concentration of foreign-born residents than any other state in 

the nation. As such, the state is also linguistically diverse. The is true of prime 

working age individuals age 25 to 54).  
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ACS 2016: Educational Attainment (Age 25 and over)

• Although California has a comparatively large share of individuals with high educational 

attainment (B.A. or higher), it also has a high concentration of individuals with low 

educational attainment (never completed high school). This implies that the state’s labor 

market has large pools of highly skilled and unskilled workers.
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ACS 2016: Work (Employed Persons Only)

• A comparatively large share of California workers work part-time (less than 35 hrs./week) 

or are self-employed.

20



ACS 2016: Work (Employed Persons Only)

• The share of California workers who work in government in 2016 was about average for 

the nation. 
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ACS 2016: Work (Employed Persons Only)

• It takes Californians a comparatively long time to get to work, even if folks in LA and the 

Bay Area are probably shocked one can get to work in 27 minutes.  Although Americans 

overwhelmingly drive to work, a comparatively large share of Californians take public 

transportation or carpool.
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ACS 2016: Health Insurance (Entire Population)

• A slightly higher share of Californians than the nation as a whole have health insurance.
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ACS 2016: Health Insurance (Entire Population)

• The ACS began collecting health insurance coverage data in 2008. California had one of 

the largest expansions of health care coverage among states from 2008 through 2016.
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ACS 2016: Income-to-Poverty Ratio

• A income-to-poverty ratio of 100 identifies the poverty threshold as determined by the 

U.S. Census based on the size of a household. This threshold was $11,770 for an 

individual and $24,250 for a family of four in 2016.
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ACS 2016: Income-to-Poverty Ratio

• The table below shows the difference between the shares of lower income persons (those 

with income-to-poverty ratio of 200 or less) and higher income persons (those with income-to-

poverty ratios greater than 500) by state. A positive number indicates there is a larger 

proportion of lower income persons than higher in the population (negative = vice versa).
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ACS 2016: Housing

• California has among the nation’s highest priced housing. Only Hawaii had a higher 

average property value than California in 2016. 
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ACS 2016: Housing

• The ratio of average property value to average total earnings provides a crude measure 

of housing affordability. 

• California has some of the country’s least affordable housing. Affordability issues must 

be particularly severe for lower income groups.
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ACS 2016: Housing

• Not surprisingly, California has the lowest home ownership rate and the highest rental 

rate among states (District of Columbia excluded).
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ACS 2016: Housing

• California has among the highest housing costs in the nation. Many economists 

consider high housing costs and a lack of affordable housing as the potential Achilles 

heel of the California economy.  At what point are lower skilled and lower income priced 

out of the labor market?

30



EDD Labor Market Information Division Contact Information

Management

• Spencer Wong - Division Chief

- Spencer.Wong@edd.ca.gov

• Muhammad Akhtar - Deputy Division Chief

- Muhammad.Akhtar@edd.ca.gov

• Amy Faulkner -Deputy Division Chief

- Amy.Faulkner@edd.ca.gov

• Dave Dahlberg - CES Manager

- Dave.Dahlberg@edd.ca.gov

• Michael Martinez - CES 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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