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Labor markets continued to reel in 

August from the shock that hit financial 

markets and the economy last summer 

and fall. Total employment decreased by 

216,000 jobs and the unemployment rate 

increased by 0.3 percentage points to 

9.7%. 
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Labor markets continued to reel in August from the shock 
that hit financial markets and the economy last summer 
and fall. Total employment decreased by 216,000 jobs and 
the unemployment rate increased by 0.3 percentage 
points to 9.7%. Average hourly earnings increased 0.3% – 
mostly as the result of the statutory increase in the 
minimum wage – and the year-over-year rate of change 
decreased to 2.6% – a new low for the cycle. 
 
The June and July job losses were revised lower by a 
total of 49,000. The August job decline was the smallest 
in the year since the crisis unfolded, but lifted the total 
number of jobs lost since the beginning of the recession 
to 6.9 million. Job losses were widespread once again, 
with approximately 65% of 271 industries reporting lower 
employment than in July. 
 
Job losses were concentrated in construction ( 65,000) 
and manufacturing ( 63,000). Employment also declined in 
the trade, transportation and utilities sector ( 28,000), 
finance, insurance and real estate ( 28,000), professional 
and business services ( 22,000), leisure and hospitality ( 
18,000) and government ( 18,000). Employment increased 
in education and health services (+52,000).  
 
At 9.7%, the unemployment rate is 5.3 percentage points 
above its low-point in the previous expansion and stands 
at its highest level since 1983. The broadest measure of 
unemployment, which includes so-called discouraged 
workers, increased to a new all-time high of 16.8%. 
 
In an indication of ongoing weakness in the demand for 
labor, the length of the workweek remained unchanged at 
33.1 hours, up from the all-time low of 33.0 hours in June. 
Total hours worked decreased 0.3% in August. If hours 
worked stay at the August level in September, the 
annualized rate of change for the third quarter would be  
2.8%, requiring another large increase in productivity to 
avoid a decline in real GDP. 
 
Initial jobless claims drifted somewhat higher in August, 
but remained close to the four-week average in the final 
week of the month. At 550,000 claimants in the most 
recent week, initial claims remain well above the normal 
level of approximately 325,000. 
 

The Weekly Leading Index increased for the twenty-fourth 
straight week in the week ending August 28 on a four-
week moving average basis.  The smoothed six-month 
rate of change improved to +20.8%, up from the low for 
the cycle and the all-time low of  29.7% reached on 
December 5.  The current rate of change is the third 
strongest on record (dating to 1968), surpassed only by 
two weeks in May 1971 during recovery from the 1969-70 
recession. 
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