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The Severity of the Downturn

figure 1  CUMULATIVE JOB LOSSES, MEASURED FROM LABOR MARKET PEAK TO RECOVERY BY MONTH, 
           (SEASONALLY ADJUSTED), NORTH CAROLINA, LAST THREE RECESSIONS  

source: division of employment security, current employment statistics. south by north strategies, ltd. analysis. 
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figure 2  CHANGES IN TOTAL NONFARM PAYROLL EMPLOYMENT LEVEL (SEASONALLY ADJUSTED), 
           NORTH CAROLINA, OCTOBER 2008 TO JUNE 2012

source: north carolina department of commerce, labor and economic analysis division, current employment statistics. 
south by north strategies, ltd. analysis.
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figure 3  NET CHANGE IN NONFARM PAYROLL EMPLOYMENT LEVELS BY INDUSTRIAL SECTOR  
           (SEASONALLY ADJUSTED), NORTH CAROLINA, DECEMBER 2007 TO JUNE 2012 

source:  north carolina department of commerce, labor and economic analysis division, current employment statistics.  
south by north strategies, ltd. analysis.
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figure 4  NORTH CAROLINA MONTHLY UNEMPLOYMENT RATES (SEASONALLY UNADJUSTED),
           FROM PEAK TO RECOVERY,  LAST FOUR RECESSIONS

source:  north carolina department of commerce, labor and economic analysis division,, local area unemployment 
statistics. south by north strategies , ltd. analysis. 
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figure 6  NORTH CAROLINA UNEMPLOYMENT RATES BY COUNTY (SEASONALLY UNADJUSTED), JUNE 2012

note: june 2012 dates are preliminary. prepared by north carolina department of commerce, labor and economic analysis 
division, july 2012 (current as of august 15, 2012)
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figure 5  MONTHLY UNEMPLOYMENT RATES (SEASONALLY ADJUSTED), UNITED STATES AND 
            NORTH CAROLINA, DECEMBER 2007 TO JUNE 2012

source: north carolina department of commerce, labor and economic analysis division, local area unemployment 
statistics. south by north strategies, ltd. analysis. note: y-axis begins at 4% to better illustrate changes.
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table 1   LABOR FORCE ESTIMATES (PERIOD ESTIMATES)  BY SELECTED DEMOGRAPHIC  
          CHARACTERISTICS, NORTH CAROLINA, 2008–2010

Employment to Population Ratio Unemployment Rate

All Persons

Total 54.8% 9.3%

by Gender

Male 59.7% 9.7%

Female 50.3% 8.9%

by Race/Ethnicity

White, Non-Hispanic 57.7% 8.3%

Black/African American 53.3% 15.4%

Hispanic/Latino 63.8% 12.1%

Asian 61.8% 7.6%

Native American 47.2% 12.4%

by Age

16-19 28.3% 27.9%

20-24 58.2% 16.9%

25-54 70.2% 8.7%

55-64 53.7% 6.0%

65+ 15.3% 6.2%

by Education (ages 25-64)

No High School Diploma 51.5% 16.1%

High School Diploma/GED 65.9% 10.9%

Some College or Associate's Degree 72.1% 8.5%

Bachelor's Degree or Higher 81.2% 4.1%

source: us census bureau, american community survey, three-year estimates, 2008–2010, 
south by north strategies, ltd. analysis.
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A distinctive feature of the recession is that the labor market challenges have not 
been limited to specific demographic groups, though some population segments 
have struggled much more than others. All demographic groups have experienced 
significant labor market difficulties. According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 
Community Survey, an average of 9.3 percent of North Carolina’s civilian labor force 
was unemployed between 2008 and 2010, a period that encompasses the heart of the 
recession in North Carolina (see Table 1, previous page).

Between 2008 and 2010, male workers in North Carolina had, on average, a higher 
unemployment rate than female workers (9.7 percent versus 8.9 percent). In terms of 
racial and ethnic groups, Asians experienced the lowest average unemployment rate (7.6 
percent), followed by white, non-Hispanic workers (8.3 percent), Hispanic workers (12.1 
percent), Native American workers (12.4 percent), and African American workers (15.4 
percent). The low employment-to-population ratios among African American and Native 
American workers (53.3 percent and 47.2 percent, respectively) were especially alarming. 
The remaining three racial/ethnic groups had employment-to-population ratios above 
the statewide average of 54.8 percent in 2008–10.

Unemployment by age also merits attention. On average, older workers (ages fifty-five 
and above) experienced lower rates of unemployment between 2008 and 2010 than 
did younger ones, especially those between ages twenty and twenty-four. Yet older 
workers who lost jobs had more difficulty finding new positions; nationally, half of all 
unemployed workers age fifty and older who were unemployed in 2011 had been jobless 
for at least six months.9 The high unemployment rates experienced by young adults 
also deserve attention, given the growing body of scholarly research that suggests that 
the economic conditions encountered upon initial entrance into the job market have 
significant lifelong economic impacts.

Unemployment rates by level of educational attainment among workers aged between 
twenty-five and sixty-four merit specific attention. Between 2008 and 2010, the average 
unemployment rate among adults with at least a bachelor’s degree was 4.1 percent, 
a level that was low relative to other groups but was actually was quite high for the 
reference population. In addition, some evidence suggests that the low unemployment 
rate among the population with at least a bachelor’s degree largely results from those 
with graduate degrees; adults with only bachelor’s degrees are faring less well. Finally, 
although they are better off than those with only a high school diploma, individuals 
with some postsecondary education or associate’s degrees are not performing as well 
as their more educated peers. The unemployment rate among individuals without high 
school diplomas averaged 16.1 percent from 2008 to 2010.

Average unemployment rates also increased from the prior three-year period (2005–7) 
for every major demographic group. The unemployment rate for those with at least a 
bachelor’s degree, for example, increased from 2.7 percent to 4.1 percent. In fact, the 
average unemployment rate was at least 1.5 times greater in 2008–10 than it was in 
2005–7 for every educational group, with the rate increasing the most for those with 
some college or an associate’s degree.
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The Shift from Working Poor to Poor Households

figure 7   SHARE OF PERSONS BELOW 200% OF FEDERAL POVERTY LEVEL BY INCOME LEVEL, 
            NORTH CAROLINA, 2002-2010

source: us census bureau, annual social and economic supplement, various years. south by north strategies, ltd. analysis.
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Kids Count Data Book

figure 8  NUMBER OF PERSONS PARTICIPATING IN SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM, 
           NORTH CAROLINA, DECEMBER 2007 TO APRIL 2012

note: the sizable increase in 9/11 is due to provision of temporary natural disaster assistance following hurricane irene.
source: food research and action center compilation of usda  data. south by north strategies, ltd. analysis .

1,800

1,600

1,400

1,200

1,000

800

600

400

200

0

# 
of

 P
er

so
ns

 (i
n 

00
0s

) P
ar

tic
ip

at
in

g 
in

 S
N

A
P

Month

Since 12/07, the number of North Carolinians participating in the SNAP program has 
increased by 727,332 (+78.8%). In 4/12, some 1.7 million individuals were participating. 
This is equal to 17.1% of the state's estimated 2011 population.
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