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The deterioration in labor markets

continued apace in March. Total 

employment is down by 5.1 million jobs 

from its peak in December 2007, and the 

unemployment rate increased to 8.5%. 

09080706

400

200

0

-200

-400

-600

-800

Nonfarm Payroll Employment
1-Month Change in Thousands

The deterioration in labor markets continued apace in 
March. Total employment fell by 663,000 jobs and the 
unemployment rate rose to 8.5%. The January loss was 
revised down to 741,000 jobs – the worst month in this 
cycle and since October 1949. 
 
Total employment has declined by 5.1 million jobs, or 
3.7%, from its peak in December 2007 – the largest 
percentage decline during a 15-month span since the late 
1950s. The 3.7% decline is larger than the peak-to-trough 
decline in employment in all other post-war recessions, 
except for the 4.4% loss in the 1957-58 downturn. 
 
At 8.5%, the unemployment rate remains below the 
peaks of 9.0% and 10.8% in the 1973-75 and 1981-82 
recessions, respectively. The rate has increased by an 
average of 0.4 percentage points on average during the 
past four months. If the rate continues to rise at that 
pace, it will exceed 10% by July and the 1981-82 peak by 
September. 
 
Average hourly earnings increased 0.2% to 3.4% above 
the year earlier level – down from a peak year-over-year 
rate of change for the cycle of 4.2% in July 2007. If hourly 
earnings follow the typical cyclical path, the year-over-year 
rate of change will fall significantly further during the next 
two years, perhaps to 2% or less. 
 
Total hours worked during the month decreased 1.0% in 
March, bringing the annualized rate of decline for the 
quarter to  8.5%. With no change in productivity, that 
would indicate a much larger decline in real GDP during 
the first quarter than is widely expected. 
 
Large employment declines occurred in nearly all major 
industry sectors during March. Manufacturing 
employment fell by 161,000 jobs and construction 
employment fell by 126,000 jobs, with an accelerating 
decline in nonresidential building trades. In total, 
employment in service-producing sectors fell by 358,000 
jobs, as only education and health services added to 
employment (+8,000). Payrolls at professional and 
business services firms fell 133,000. Retail services 
payrolls fell by 48,000. 
 
 

The length of the workweek for all production and 
nonsupervisory workers fell to a new all-time low of 33.2 
hours. The manufacturing workweek fell to 39.3 hours. 
Manufacturing overtime remained at to 2.7 hours – down 
sharply from 4.6 hours as recently as April 2006 and the 
lowest since April 1983. The continuing decline in the 
length of the workweek indicates that labor market 
recovery is not imminent.  
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