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People of color, low-income workers, and women disproportionately lost their jobs during the COVID-19
pandemic.
The pandemic inhibited people’s ability to work, leading to reduced hours and labor market withdrawals.
Employment decline from pre-pandemic levels is largest for Black and Hispanic women.
Black and Hispanic workers continue to have substantially higher jobless rates than White and Asian
workers, and the gap has widened.
Labor force participation is recovering unevenly and stagnating below pre-pandemic levels, most notably for
Black women.

COVID-19 caused an unprecedented economic crisis,
with inequitable effects.
From February to April 2020, employment decreased by 22 million jobs–
more than twice the number lost during the Great Recession (Figure 1). 1 The
unemployment rate peaked at 14.8 percent in April 2020 (Figure 2). In that
same month, weekly unemployment insurance claims reached 6.1 million,
and remain 3.5 times higher than pre-pandemic levels. Just over 4.2 million
people (43 percent of all who are unemployed) are experiencing long-term
joblessness (6+ months) – a steadily rising number. Labor force participation
declined by 3.1 percentage points from February through April 2020 and
remains historically low at 61.5 percent. By comparison, labor force
participation declined by 0.5 percentage points during the Great Recession
(November 2007 – July 2009).
Figure 1. Total Nonfarm Employment, Mar. 2000 - Mar. 2021
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These overall figures mask the fact that
COVID-19’s economic impacts have
disproportionately affected low-wage
workers, certain people of color, and
women. These groups face historical
barriers to employment and economic
opportunity and are overrepresented in
jobs and industries with higher pandemicrelated job losses.

Figure 2. Unemployment Rate, Mar. 2000 - Mar. 2021
16
14

Apr 2020
14.8

Recession

12

Percent

10
8
6
4
Feb 2020
3.5

2
0

Mar-00

Mar-03

Mar-06

Mar-09

Mar-12

Mar-15

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics/Federal Reserve Economic Data

Mar-18

Mar-21

Aside from job losses, the pandemic
impeded people’s ability to work, leading
to reduced hours and labor market
withdrawals. School and child care
closures increased caretaking
responsibilities, as has care for family
members. Women are disproportionately
absorbing the impact of these changes. 2

Moreover, workers are contending with the increased risk of exposure from working outside of the home. Especially
vulnerable are those with underlying medical conditions often more prevalent among communities of color. 3
Disparate underlying personal health and the potential for greater exposure to COVID-19 at work have the effect of
widening health and economic inequity. The shift in the labor force toward telework skewed to higher educated,
higher-income, and White workers. 4 Lower-income workers and workers from communities of color account for a
greater share of the essential workforce and, thus, may have greater exposure to the public. 5 Low-wage jobs are
also less likely to have paid sick leave. 6 As the economy recovers, many essential and low-wage workers are at risk
of being left behind. A companion brief looks more closely at these consequences, and another recent ASPE Issue
Brief discusses health equity. This brief highlights racial and gender disparities in employment trends. Importantly,
this brief does not address changes from the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021, as insufficient time has passed to
understand the impact of the substantial increase in resources targeting Americans in need. Future briefs will focus
on low-wage workers and other populations facing systemic barriers to economic mobility.

Communities of color and women disproportionately lost their jobs during the
Figure 3. Net Difference (%) in Employment from Pre-Pandemic Level
pandemic.
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2020, the decline in employment for Black
and Hispanic workers was considerably
larger than it was for White workers. This
disparity is larger among women than men –
employment declines for Black and Hispanic
adult women remain 4.3 and 1.8 percentage
points larger, respectively, than for White
women (Figure 3). As of March 2021, White
men and women, Hispanic men, and Black
men have similar net declines in employment
since February 2020 (about 4.6 to 5.0
percent). Though Hispanic women
experienced steady net employment gains in
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lower than February 2020.
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Women and workers from communities of color are
concentrated in some of the hardest hit industries.
The overrepresentation of people of color and women
working in the industries and occupations that were
hardest hit by the pandemic is a partial driver of the
disparity in employment declines. Figure 4 shows that
Black and Hispanic workers made up disproportionate
shares of the workforce in the industries most affected
by the pandemic, including leisure and hospitality,
government, and education and health services. About
24 percent of those working in leisure and hospitality –
an industry that has been decimated during the
pandemic – are Hispanic. Women make up 77 percent
of all workers in education and health services and 53
percent in leisure and hospitality. 7 Employment decline
in more pandemic-exposed sectors was four times
larger than it was in less-exposed sectors (38 percent
vs. 9 percent). 8 Moreover, the bulk of job losses since
February 2020 are concentrated in low paying
industries. 9,10

Figure 4. Share of Black and Hispanic Workers by Major Industry in 2019,
Ordered by Net Employment Change Jan. 2020 – Jan. 2021

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey, 2019 Annual Averages
Table 18. Employed persons by detailed industry, sex, race, and Hispanic or Latino
ethnicity and Current Employment Statistics survey, Employment change by industry.

Women and people of color are more likely to work in essential or front-line jobs and the caregiving workforce. 11
These workers face an increased risk of exposure to COVID-19. Though this brief does not explore this in detail,
these disparities have implications for health and economic equity. 12
Employment declines have translated to income instability, with half of all U.S. households experiencing a
loss in employment income, and even more among communities of color. By the end of 2020, almost twothirds of Hispanic and over half (57 percent) of Black households had experienced a loss in income from work since
mid-March 2020, compared to 44 percent of White households. 13 Households with people of color are also more
likely to report that they expect a decline in employment income in the next month, signaling greater income
instability among these households. Changes in employment due to layoffs, hours reductions, safety concerns, and
increased caregiving responsibilities have led to many other challenges such as food insufficiency, housing
instability, and loss of employer sponsored health insurance, as detailed in companion briefs from ASPE.

The gap between White and Hispanic
jobless rates nearly quadrupled between
February and May 2020 and remains
almost two times larger than it was before
the pandemic. The gap between White and
Black jobless rates, which was narrowing
somewhat leading into last spring,

Figure 5. Unemployment Rate by Race/Ethnicity
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Asian workers, and the gap widened
during the pandemic. Unemployment
rates have declined from their historic
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decrease is not evenly distributed. Among
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expanded from the onset of the pandemic until mid-year 2020. The Black unemployment rate is still about 4.2
percentage points higher than it is for Whites. Notably, Asian workers, who tend to have an unemployment rate
similar to White workers, experienced higher rates of joblessness than Whites for most of 2020 and early 2021.

Labor Force Participation Rate

Labor force participation is recovering unevenly and stagnating below pre-pandemic levels. The labor force
participation rate measures the active workforce size, and unlike the unemployment rate, it accounts for people who
have given up looking for a job or voluntarily
Figure 6. Labor Force Participation Rate by Race/Ethnicity
withdrawn for caregiving or other reasons.
Shown in Figure 6, decreases in labor force
participation rates are largest for Black and
Hispanic 68.0
Hispanic workers, for whom participation
declines
from pre-pandemic remain 0.6
Hispanic 65.6
percentage points larger than White workers.
Asian 64.1
Improvement has generally been minimal
63.3
across
the board, though labor force
Asian
63.0
White 63.2
participation
has recovered most among Asian
Black 63.1
60.9
White 61.4
workers. The overall labor force participation
rate remains about 1.8 percentage points
Black 60.7
lower than it was in February 2020. Black
60.3
workers are struggling to close the widened
participation gap between them and White
58.6
workers. 14 Participation is recovering more
slowly for women than for men, and Black
women’s labor force participation has been
the slowest to bounce back at just 0.5
percentage points higher than its April 2020
low point as of March 2021. Women, in
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics, Labor Force Participation Rate, seasonally adjusted
particular, are confronting multiple challenges
to working – they are picking up a larger share of the increased caregiving demands from virtual schooling and child
care closures and comprise a disproportionate share of workers in the hardest hit industries. 15 This stands to have
lasting effects on women’s labor force participation. 16

Employment conditions are not improving for everyone, and steps are needed to
ensure the recovery is equitable.
Economic inequality is growing in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. Early, encouraging signs of economic
recovery during the summer of 2020 dissipated as the pandemic surged in the fall and winter. After stalling into early
2021, job gains picked up in March 2021, though unemployment remains well above pre-pandemic levels, and labor
force participation is near a 45-year low. Pandemic-related job losses are concentrated in industries employing
historically disadvantaged groups, and the recovery is leaving some of these same groups behind. Income loss is
straining many families, especially within some communities of color. Workers in essential or front-line jobs, who are
disproportionately low-income and/or people of color, do not have the protection that comes from working from
home, creating a choice between one’s health and one’s livelihood. And women, particularly women of color, young
women, and less educated women, are absorbing the brunt of the economic fallout, leading some to label this
economic downturn a “She-Cession”. 17 As economic conditions improve, it is important to monitor how these
different populations are faring.
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