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The deterioration in labor markets 

slowed somewhat in May, but remained 

severe. The unemployment rate jumped 

to a new high for this cycle of 9.4%. 
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The deterioration in labor markets slowed somewhat in 
May. Total employment decreased by 345,000 jobs, 
following a revised decrease of 504,000 jobs in April. The 
total loss since the beginning of the recession increased 
to 6 million, but the May decline was the smallest since 
last September. In addition, the declines during March 
and April were revised down by a total of 80,000 jobs. 
 
Job losses were widespread again in May, with 
approximately only one-third of 271 industries reporting 
higher employment than in April. That was up from 
approximately one-in-five during February and March, but 
still represents weak demand for labor. Higher 
employment compared with April was reported by only 
one-in-eight of 83 manufacturing industries. Compared 
with a year earlier, only one-in-fourteen manufacturing 
industries reported higher employment. 
 
Manufacturing accounted for the largest decrease in jobs 
among sectors. The decline of 156,000 jobs was about 
the same as in March, although a bit smaller than the 
average monthly decline during December through March 
(-197,000). Construction employment fell by 59,000 jobs 
in the best showing since last September. 
 
The decline in service sector employment (-120,000) 
slowed by almost one-half from April (-230,000), with 
improvement widespread across sectors, even with a 
swing from a large gain (+92,000) to a modest loss 
(-7,000) in government employment. Temporary help 
employment, which can be a leading indicator of labor 
market developments, fell by the smallest amount (7,000) 
since December 2007 (and possibly much earlier after 
adjustment for varying retail hiring trends at year end). 
Employment in the education and health services sector 
again posted the lone significant jobs gain (+44,000). 
 
The unemployment rate increased 0.5 percentage points 
to 9.4% – the highest level since September 1983. The 
length of the workweek shrank by 0.1 hours to a record 
low of 33.1 hours, leading to a 0.7% decrease in total 
hours worked during the month. If total hours worked 
remain at the May level in June, the second-quarter 
average will be 6.9% at an annual rate below the first-
quarter average, which would be consistent with another 
large drop in output during the quarter. 

Even as labor markets added to the first signs of turning 
the corner, the situation grew significantly worse in 
several respects. The broadest measure of 
unemployment (called U-6), which uses a more-inclusive 
measure of the labor force, increased to 16.4% – the 
highest level since the data were first reported using 
current definitions in January 1994. 
 
The Weekly Leading Index increased again in the week 
ending May 29 (on a four-week moving average basis), in 
a strengthening sign that the recession is drawing to a 
close. 
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