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UNEMPLOYMENT RATE BEHAVIOR DURING 
RECESSIONS

Since June 1969 the unemployment rate has moved 
upward. It reached a high of 6.2% in December 
1970. After declining somewhat, it moved back up 
to that level in May. The high unemployment rate 
for all civilian workers is disturbing, but the ag
gregated figure can conceal information as well as 
reveal it. Examination of unemployment rates for 
various labor force groups indicates that certain 
aspects of the unemployment situation may not be as 
acute as they seem. However, an unemployment rate 
of around 6%  is the highest that the U. S. economy 
has had to contend with since 1961.

The unemployment rate for all civilian workers 
declined slowly from a peak of 7.1% in May 1961, 
during the 1960-61 recession, to a low of 3.3% in 
February 1969. This downward movement came 
about because over the same time period the U. S. 
economy grew rapidly enough to more than absorb 
the sizable additions to the civilian labor force.

The civilian labor force is defined as those civilians 
employed or actively seeking employment. It grew 
faster in the 1960’s than the population as a whole.

The average annual growth rate of the civilian labor 
force was 2.13% from 1965 to 1970, which was 
almost double its growth rate during the fifties. The 
total U. S. population, by contrast, grew at only 
1.26% per year during the sixties.

If the civilian labor force had grown at 2.13% 
per year during 1970 and that growth rate were to 
continue in 1971 and 1972, the economy would add 
1.73 million workers in 1970, 1.76 million in 1971, 
and 1.80 million in 1972. This trend implies an 
average increase in the labor force of around 144,000 
workers per month. However, from July 1969 
through December 1970, the labor force actually in
creased, on average, 175,000 persons per month. 
Unfortunately, although labor force growth ac
celerated, the rate of increase of employed persons 
did not keep pace. Employment increased by only
33,000 per month. As a result, the unemployment 
rate began to rise.

The U. S. economy experienced a slowing in the 
pace of economic activity in the second half of 1969 
and a noticeable slackening in labor market con-

AVERAGE ANNUAL GROWTH RATES FOR SELECTED LABOR FORCE GROUPS

1948-1958
Percent

1958-1965
Percent

1965-1970
Percent

1948-1970
Percent

All Civilian Workers 1.10 1.38 2.13 1.42
Adult Males (20 years and over) 0.58 0.58 1.02 0.68
Adult Females (20 years and over) 2.73 2.24 3.61 2.77
All Teenagers (16 to 19 years) -0 .4 0 4.79 4.16 2.26

White

Adult Males (20 years and over) N A* 0.52 1 . 0 0 NA
Adult Females (20 years and over) NA 2.20 3.76 NA

Nonwhite

Adult Males (20 years and over) NA 1.09 1.79 NA
Adult Females (20 years and over) NA 2.47 2.62 NA

* N o t  A v a ilab le .

Source: D epartm ent o f  Labor.
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UNEMPLOYMENT RATES
(T H R EE-M O N T H  M O V IN G  A V E R A G E S )

ALL C IV IL IA N  W O R K E R S

Months from  Base

L O N G -T E R M  U N E M P L O Y M E N T
(15 W eeks and  Over)

BA SE  M O N T H S :

JU N E  1948 

JU N E  1953 

M A R C H  1957 

M A R C H  1960 

JU N E  1969

M A R R IE D  M E N

Per Cent

A DU LT N O N W H IT E  M A L E S  (20 Years and  Over) ALL T E E N A G E R S  (16 to 19 Years)

ADU LT N O N W H IT E  FEM ALES (20 Years and  Over)

Per Cent

W H IT E -C O LLAR  W O R K E R S

Per Cent

A DU LT W H IT E  M A L E S  (20 Years and  Over)

Per Cent

ADU LT W H ITE  FEM ALES (20 Years and  Over)

Per Cent______________________________________________
Per
4.0

Cent

Per CentPer Cent

+  5 + 1 0  + 1 5  + 2 0  

M onths from  Base

BLU E-CO LLAR W O R K E R S

Per Cent_________________________

0  4 - 5  + 1 0  4 -15  4 -20  4-25 

M onths from  Base

4- 5  4 -10  4 -15

M onths from  Base

Source: U. S. Departm ent o f labor.
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ditions. Essentially what happened was that the 
economy did not produce enough goods and services 
to employ both the existing workers and new ad
ditions to the labor force. These additions included 
youngsters searching for first jobs, labor force drop
outs dropping back in, reductions in armed forces, 
etc. The main sources of labor force growth over 
the late 1960’s were increases in the number of fe
male and teenage workers. In any event, the 
slackening labor market conditions manifested them
selves in a sustained rise in the unemployment rate 
from 3.4% in June 1969 to 6.2% in December 1970. 
After December, the rate declined somewhat, but it 
reached 6.2% again in June 1971.

The accompanying series of charts shows unem
ployment rate behavior in historical perspective. The 
charts compare unemployment rates for selected seg
ments of the labor force during all postwar periods 
designated as recessions by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research. They were constructed as fol
lows : (1 ) The base month for each contraction was 
chosen to be the month before the unemployment rate 
for all civilian workers began its upward movement.
(2 ) The charts were plotted with time period zero 
representing the base month. The base months do 
not necessarily coincide with the N BER reference 
turning dates. For example, according to the NBER, 
the present recession began in November 1969. The 
unemployment rate series began to move upward in 
June 1969.

The chart showing the unemployment rate for all 
civilian workers clearly summarizes the differences 
between the contraction beginning in 1969 and the 
other postwar recessions. They are: (1 ) The un
employment rate prior to the recent economic down
turn was low relative to the other periods. Except 
for the 1953-55 recession, which followed the K o
rean War, the unemployment rate preceding the 
contraction beginning in 1969 was lower than in 
other comparable postwar periods. (2 ) The rate of 
buildup of unemployment was not as rapid in the 
recent downturn as in the preceding recessions.

The recent contraction also differs from other 
postwar recessions in its impact on various sectors 
of the labor force. The current plight of the aero
space industry and softening of the market for pro
fessionals and technicians is reflected in the advance 
of the unemployment rate for white-collar workers. 
The base unemployment rate for white-collar workers 
was considerably lower before its recent climb than 
it was at the beginning of the 1960-61 recession. 
Also, the unemployment rate for all civilian workers 
has remained considerably below the peak rate during 
the 1960-61 downturn. Even so, the unemploy
ment rate for white-collar workers has moved up 
more rapidly and to a higher level than it reached 
in the 1960-61 period.

Nonwhite adults also showed recent unemployment 
patterns that were different from those in past re
cessions. The unemployment rate for adult non
white males has moved upward during the contrac
tion, but at a slower rate and from a lower base 
level than in other postwar recessions. Nonwhite 
male unemployment in the 1960-61 recession began 
its rise from a considerably higher base level. The 
unemployment rate for adult nonwhite females has 
similarly risen less severely.

The measures of overall unemployment that 
probably are the best measures of the welfare (or 
illfare) effect of an economic contraction are the 
long-term (15 weeks and over) unemployment rate 
and the unemployment rate for married men. The 
behavior of these two series suggests that the recent 
slowdown has had relatively less adverse impact on 
these groups than other postwar recessions.

Only one group, the teenagers, reached previous 
unemployment rate highs. They apparently are suf
fering more serious unemployment than before. A  
rise in the teenage unemployment rate probably does 
not cause as much human misery as a rise in the 
unemployment rate for married men, who are usually 
heads of households. But unemployment for the 
teenager who wants and needs a job is still painful.

W illiam E. Cullison
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