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Policy interventions have helped to stabilize Wall Street 
and the economy. But continued help will be necessary 
to make sure that families can enjoy a strong and sus-
tained recovery, and truly bring about the strong labor 
market gains that are necessary to boost the economic 
security of America’s middle class. 

Unemployment has risen to the highest level in 
almost three decades as the economy continues to 
shed jobs each month. Family incomes have now 
reached levels not seen since 1997, after falling at the 
steepest rate since 1947 in 2008. Policymakers need 
to pursue measures that will support for private and 
public investments in health care, energy indepen-
dence, public education, and innovation. These 
efforts will significantly improve the chances of a 
strong and sustained recovery that will bring back 
millions of lost jobs and allow American families to 
regain their economic security in the near future. 

1.	 The U.S. economy is still shrinking. Gross 
domestic product declined at an annual rate of 
1.0% in the second quarter of 2009 after falling 
by an annual average rate of 2.8% during the first 
five quarters of the recession, from December 
2007 to March 2009. 

2.	 Job losses continue. The U.S. economy shed 
216,000 jobs in August 2009. The economy has 
lost 6.9 million jobs since the recession began in 
December 2007. Close to two-thirds—or  

4.5 million jobs—were lost before the eco-
nomic stimulus package was enacted at the end 
of February 2009, and job losses have sharply 
declined since then. 

3.	 Unemployment stays high among the most 

vulnerable. The unemployment rate was 9.7% 
in August 2009. The African-American unem-
ployment rate that month stood at 15.1%, the 
Hispanic unemployment rate at 13.0%, and the 
unemployment rate for whites at 8.9%. Youth 
unemployment stood at a high 25.5%. And the 
unemployment rate for people without a high 
school diploma rose 15.6%, compared to 9.7% 
for those with a high school degree and 4.7% for 
those with a college degree. See figure 1

4.	 The unemployed are out of a job for long 

periods. The average length of unemployment 
in August 2009 was 24.9 weeks, and 33.3% of 
the unemployed were out of a job for 27 weeks 
or more—slightly below the record 33.8% in the 
previous month. 

5.	 Employer provided benefits continue to dis-

appear. The share of private sector workers with 
a pension dropped from 50.3% in 2000 to 45.1% 
in 2007 and to 43.6% in 2008, and the share of 
people with employer-provided health insurance 
dropped from 64.2% in 2000 to 59.3% in 2007 
and to 58.5% in 2008.
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Source: Mortgage Bankers Association, 2009, “National Delinquency Survey,” Washington.

Source: Calculations based on Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. Proctor, and 
Jessica C. Smith, “Poverty, Income, and Heath Insurance Coverage in the United 
States: 2008” (Washington: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2009)..
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Median family income, 1990-2008
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Monthly non-farm payroll employment 
changes (in 1,000’s) after December 2007
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Source: Calculations based on U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
“Current Employment Statistics” (Washington, 2009).

6.	 Family incomes drop sharply in the recession. Median inflation-
adjusted family income fell by $1,860 to $50,303 (in 2008 dollars) 
in 2008 from 2007. This was the lowest family income since 1997. 
White family income stood at $55,530, compared to African-
American family income, which was $34,218—or 61.6% of white 
income. Hispanic family income was $37,913 in 2008—or 68.3% of 
white income. See figure 2

7.	 Poverty continues to rise. The poverty rate stood at 13.2% in 
2008—its highest rate since 1997. The African-American poverty 
rate was 24.6%, the Hispanic rate was 23.2%, and the white rate was 
8.6% in 2008. The poverty rate for children under the age of 18 rose 
to 19.0%—also the highest level since 1997. More than one-third of 
African-American children, 34.7%, lived in poverty in 2008, com-
pared to 10.6% of white children and 30.6% of Hispanic children.  

8.	 Family wealth begins to recover. Total family wealth increased by 
$1.8 trillion in 2009 dollars from March 2009 to June 2009, but it 
remained $14.5 trillion below the level of June 2007—the last peak 
of family wealth. The two-year period from June 2007 to June 2009 
saw thus a decline in inflation-adjusted personal wealth equal to 
21.4%, the second largest drop in wealth after the two-year period 
from March 2007 to March 2009. 

9.	 Many houses are empty and home sales are still sluggish. In 
the second quarter of 2009, 10.6% of rental properties were vacant—
the highest level since the Census collected these data in 1956. The 
vacancy rate for owner-occupied houses was a relatively high 2.5%; 
prior to 2006, this rate never exceeded 2.0%. With many homes empty, 
home sales are struggling. New home sales in July 2009 amounted to 
an annualized, seasonally adjusted rate of 433,000—13.4% lower than 
a year earlier—despite an 11.4% year-over-year drop in median new 
home prices. Existing home sales were 5.0% lower in part due to a 
15.1% drop in the median sales price from a year earlier.

10.	Mortgage troubles mount. One in eight mortgages is delinquent 
or in foreclosure. In the first quarter of 2009, the share of mortgages 
that were delinquent was 9.1%, and the share of mortgages that were 
in foreclosure was 3.9%. The share of new mortgages going into 
foreclosure stayed at its record high of 1.4%. See figure 3

11.	Families feel the pressure. Credit card defaults rose to 9.6% of 
all credit card debt by the second quarter of 2009—an increase of 
126.6% from the fourth quarter of 2007. 


