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Labor markets deteriorated again in 

February. Employment fell by 651,000 

jobs and the unemployment rate 

increased to 8.1%. The continuing 

shortening of the workweek indicates 

that recovery is not imminent. 
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Labor markets deteriorated again in February. Employ-
ment fell by 651,000 jobs and the unemployment rate 
increased to 8.1%. Total hours worked during the month 
decreased 0.7% to a level that if maintained would result 
in a 7.3% annualized rate of decline in labor input during 
the first quarter.  
 
Total employment decreased by 651,000 jobs in February 
after falling by a revised 655,000 jobs in January and 
681,000 jobs in December. Employment has declined by 
2.6 million jobs in the past four months – a drop 
surpassed before only in September 1945 when military 
personnel were discharged in large numbers. Other than 
in 1945, the 4-month decrease in jobs, as a percent of 
total employment, has been surpassed only twice – in the 
1957-58 and 1973-75 recessions. 
 
Large declines occurred in nearly all major industry 
sectors. Manufacturing shed 168,000 jobs in February, 
and the January decline was revised down from 207,000 
to 257,000. Construction shed 104,000 jobs. Employment 
in service-producing sectors fell by 279,000 jobs, as only 
education and health services added to employment 
(+26,000), and even here, the January gain was revised 
from 54,000 to 43,000. Payrolls at professional and 
business services firms fell 180,000. Retail services 
payrolls fell by 45,000. Employment in trade, trans-
portation and utilities decreased by 124,000 jobs. 
 
Approximately four-fifths of the 274 industries tracked by 
the Bureau of Labor Statistics reported lower payrolls over 
one, three, six and twelve month periods. Payroll 
decreases were even more prevalent in manufacturing, 
where more than nine out of every ten industries reported 
lower employment than three, six and twelve months 
earlier. 
 
The unemployment rate increased by 0.5 points in 
February to 8.1% – the highest since December 1983. 
The rate was boosted somewhat by the net entry of 
498,000 job seekers into the labor force. The number of 
unemployed workers increased by 851,000 from January 
and was 5 million higher than a year earlier. The broadest 
measure of unemployment, which includes so-called 
discouraged workers, increased to 14.8% in February 
from 13.9% in January and 9.0% in February 2008.  

The length of the workweek for all production and 
nonsupervisory workers remained at the all-time low of 
33.3 hours first reached in December. The manufacturing 
workweek fell to 39.6 hours. Manufacturing overtime fell 
to 2.6 hours – down sharply from 4.6 hours as recently as 
April 2006 and the lowest since April 1983. The continuing 
decline in the length of the workweek indicates that labor 
market recovery is not imminent. 
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