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Source:  Brookings analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey

As of December 2020, U.S. employment was down 
10 million jobs compared to February 2020.

10 million fewer jobs exist now compared to before the pandemic



Source:  Brookings analysis of U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey

The share of people participating in the labor force has declined over the last 20 years. Among men, the trend 
is 70 years long. Prior to the pandemic, 1 in 4 working age men without a high school diploma  were detached 

from the labor force.

70%

75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

100%

1964 1966 1968 1970 1972 1974 1976 1978 1980 1982 1984 1986 1988 1990 1992 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Labor Force Participation Rate
Men ages 25-54, 1964-2018

COVID-19 is a shock to an already precarious labor market



Meanwhile the U.S. government has invested less and less in labor market programs

Note: “Incentives for employment, job creation, and start-ups” includes subsidies for the productive employment and rehabilitation of persons with reduced 
capacity to work and general programs that promote hiring or self-employment of out-of-work populations.
Source: Brookings analysis of Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development data.

Federal funding for workforce development declined from a high of around $24 billion (in 2017 dollars) in the late 
1970s to $5 billion by 2017. Average spending on training across the OECD is more than four times higher — around 

0.13 percent of GDP versus 0.03 percent of GDP in the U.S.



Most unemployed workers may struggle to transition to today’s in-demand jobs

Source: Brookings analysis of IPUMS CPS (2003-2020) and OES (2019) data.

• Economics columnist Eduardo Porter recently 
featured our research, detailing the difficulties 
workers will have adapting to the post-COVID 
economy.

• In an article describing the new but narrow job 
pathways for America’s unemployed workers, we 
showed that the economy’s potential to reabsorb 
displaced workers is that it’s lowest point since 
2003.
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/12/01/business/economy/workers-jobs-training.html
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2020/11/16/new-but-narrow-job-pathways-for-americas-unemployed-and-low-wage-workers/


Since 2004, employment growth in St. Louis has been driven by lower-paid jobs 

As of 2019, ~1.4 million people worked 
in St. Louis, an increase of only 3.7% 
since 2004. By comparison, national 
employment grew by 13.6%.

Real earnings in St. Louis over the same 
period increased from an average of 
$60,824 to $66,626 – 9.5% compared to 
13.7% nationwide.

Nearly all job growth came from the 
health care and hospitality sectors, two 
that also saw only marginal wage gains.

Source: Brookings analysis of Emsi data.
Note: Total earnings include wages and employer-provided benefits
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Which sectors employ vulnerable workers in St. Louis?

• 17 percent of jobs in St. Louis are vulnerable, compared 
to 19 percent nationwide.

• Job vulnerability is concentrated in the hospitality, 
healthcare, and retail sectors.

• The same sectors most affected by the pandemic – and 
which have grown fastest in St. Louis – also employ the 
most vulnerable workers.

Source: Brookings analysis of ACS, OES, and Emsi data
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Vulnerable Workers
Paid less than city’s median wage ($19.31/hr)

Not offered healthcare benefits

St. Louis, MO
Total workers: 1,370,390

Vulnerable workers: 235,700 
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Recovery will take longer in some sectors

• Overall, St. Louis industries have been steadily 
recovering since April 2020, bouncing back to 
Pre-Covid 19 levels in sectors like Constuction
and Financial activities.

• The two largest sectors (Trade, transport and 
utilities, and Education and Healthcare) are 
around 2% below pre-pandemic levels. Each 
accounts for approximately 20% of Nofarm
employment.

• Leisure and hospitality employment remains 
23% below December 2019 levels.

• The information services sector also hasn’t 
recovered, at 9% below pre-lockdown levels.

Source: Brookings analysis of CES data.



What are the most feasible “next step” jobs for a retail salesperson?

Job postings data show that stock clerks 
are surging due to COVID-related demand 
shifts. Retail salespersons have historically 
successfully transitioned into stock clerk 

jobs, which also pay higher median wages. 
Also, companies could consider strategic 

employee sharing to quickly staff up stock 
clerk roles with laid-off or furloughed 

retail workers.
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Retail salespeople can look for opportunities in their city (Ex: St. Louis)

Cashiers and customer service 
representatives have higher demand 

(positive or neutral) in St. Louis than they 
do at the national level (negative), 

revealing differences in demand by city. 
Customer service reps’ wages are higher 

in STL than the national median.
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Employers can staff in-demand occupations while promoting internal mobility

Office machine repairers are a top “origin” 
occupation for lucrative computer jobs. 
Employers looking to build up their tech 

talent can promote internal upward 
mobility through targeted investments 
in reskilling these lower-wage workers.
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Racial mobility gaps vary by industry
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The difference in the rate of upward mobility is apparent across all sectors, but they vary.
When workers in the manufacturing sector switch occupations, they are 14 or 18 percent less likely to move upward if they 

are Black or Hispanic, respectively.

Source: Brookings analysis of CPS and OES data.

Note: Work in progress. Do not 
reproduce without author’s 

consent.



Uneven access to mobility within the healthcare cluster
When LPNs switch occupations, they are more than twice as likely to become RNs if they are white. Black and Hispanic LPNs that 

switch occupations are much more likely to move downward to become a home health aid rather than upward to an LPN job.
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Source: Brookings analysis of CPS and OES data.

Note: Work in progress. Do not reproduce without author’s 
consent.



The end-to-end reskilling journey
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