
 

 

News Release 
 
May 8, 2020 
 

A Downsized and Uneven Labor Market  
 
Comment on U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Employment Situation Report  
Gad Levanon, Head of the Labor Markets Institute, The Conference Board    
 
The April jobs report shows a staggering loss of 20.5 million jobs, which is the largest monthly loss in recorded history. 
Employment dramatically dropped across almost every industry. The unemployment rate jumped to 14.7 percent, the 
highest since the Great Depression. The unemployment rate underestimates the amount of slack currently in the labor 
market. 5.1 million additional workers are now working part-time even though they prefer a full-time job. And the 
number of people outside the labor force grew by 6.6 million, showing many are currently discouraged to even try to 
find a job. Over the coming months, we should expect participation to increase again as the economy begins to open up.  
 
The jump in average hourly earnings is not very meaningful as it rose for the wrong reasons. Large layoffs of mostly low-
paid workers raised the average pay, as was the case in the Great Recession.  
 
Dramatic as they are, the top line numbers are not very telling for what’s ahead. It is obvious that when many 
businesses are shut down, and many workers are not allowed to go to work, unemployment rates will skyrocket. As the 
economy opens, millions of people will go back to work. From that perspective, the report offers a somewhat positive 
statistic: A large majority, 78 percent, of the unemployed are on temporary layoff.  
 
The report shows that some demographic groups are much harder hit than others due to the layoffs thus far. While the 
overall unemployment rate increased by 11.2 percentage points between February and April, this increase was 12.8 for 
women, 14.5 for Hispanic people, 19.3 for those age 20-24 and 20.9 for those age 16-19.  
 
Over the past 12 months, the overall unemployment rate increased by 11.1 percentage points. This increase was just 6.1 
percentage points for management, professional and related occupations, versus a 23.1 percentage point increase for 
service occupations. While the labor market slack increased for all types of workers, it much more dramatically 
increased for those without a college degree.   
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