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Unemployment in the Great Recession
Single Parents and Men Hit Hard
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ven though the National Bureau of Economic Research
determined that the Great Recession officially ended
in June 2009, unemployment remains stubbornly high,
at 9.1 percent in July 2011.1 The recession has had a sweeping
impact, with the ripple effects of massive job loss reverberating throughout the economy. Nationwide, the unemployed
have been jobless for an average of 22.9 weeks.2 However, some
Americans have been hit harder than others, particularly men,
single parents, young adults, and people with less education.
This brief examines changes in unemployment patterns by sex,
age, education, race and ethnicity, marital status, and parental status paying particular attention to differences by place
of residence.3 We analyze data from 2007 and 2010 (the year
preceding the official start of the Great Recession and the year
immediately following its end), from the Annual Social and
Economic Supplement of the Current Population Survey.

Large Rise in Unemployment
Across Place
Prior to the recession, unemployment rates in rural America
were significantly higher than the rates in central cities and
the suburbs (see Figure 1).4 However, that changed during the
Great Recession. Unemployment rose substantially everywhere, with rates nearly at or higher than 10 percent by 2010.
However, the magnitude of the increase was not uniform,
with rates rising faster in central cities and the suburbs than
in rural places. By 2010, central city unemployment rates
closely resembled rural rates, while suburban rates remained
significantly lower.

Key Findings
•

•

•

•

During the Great Recession, unemployment
rose more in central cities and suburban places
than in rural places, perhaps because rural
unemployment was already high prior to the
start of the recession.
Unemployment is highest among men and
among unmarried adults, regardless of place
or parenting status. Although this was also true
before the recession, gaps between men and
women, and the unmarried and married, have
widened considerably during the recession.
Rural areas continue to have the highest
unemployment rates for unmarried people; by
2010 their unemployment rates had risen to 16.2
percent in rural America.
Single mothers have higher unemployment rates
than any other women in all places. While single
fathers have higher unemployment than married
men, their rates are similar to single men without
children in rural and suburban areas.
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Differences by Sex, Age, Education,
and Race-Ethnicity
Unemployment rose more for some groups of Americans than
others during the Great Recession. Men, for example, have
experienced large increases in unemployment during this
period,5 rising from 5.1 percent unemployed in 2007 to 11.8
percent in 2010 (see Table 1).6 Unemployment was highest
among rural men in 2007, but because of large increases in
male unemployment in central cities, by 2010, urban unemployment rates matched those of rural men. A slightly different pattern appears for women. While rural and central city
women had similar rates in 2007, by 2010, unemployment was
highest among central city women.
Another group hit hard by the recession was young adults.
In 2007, 8.8 percent of those aged 18 to 25 were unemployed.
By 2010, their unemployment rate reached 17 percent. At
both times, unemployment was highest among young adults
in rural places; by 2010, unemployment among this group
reached 19 percent. Conversely, older Americans (aged 5064) seem to have weathered the recession better than any age

Figure 1. Percent Unemployed by Place, 2007 and 2010

Note: All increases from 2007 to 2010 are statistically significant (p<0.05).

group with the lowest unemployment rate at both points. In
2010, their unemployment rate was nearly 8 percent.
Those with less education typically have higher rates of
unemployment and suffer the greatest increases in unemployment during economic downturns.7 This pattern is
evident during the Great Recession, with unemployment

Table 1: Unemployment Patterns by Place and Demographics 2007-2010

Note: All data are weighted. All estimates are restricted to respondents aged 18-64 who are currently in the labor force (working or seeking work). 			
“Without children” refers to respondents who report having no children under 18 living in the household with them.							
All percentage point changes are statistically significant (p <0.05).
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among those without a high school degree rising from just
over 10 percent in 2007 to nearly 20 percent in 2010. A similar rise is evident among high school graduates, with unemployment increasing 8 percentage points during the recession to nearly 14 percent in 2010. However, these shifts are
not uniform across place. In rural places, the unemployment
rate in 2007 was already quite high among those without a
high school degree (estimated at 14.4 percent) and grew by
5.5 percentage points during the recession. This increase is
less substantial than the increase among people without a
high school degree who live in suburban and central city areas, whose unemployment rose nearly 10 percentage points.
Although unemployment rose only modestly among college graduates, by 2010 their unemployment rate had more
than doubled from 1.9 percent to 4.9 percent. While unemployment increased by less than 2 percentage points for rural
college graduates, suburban and central city college graduates were harder hit. Given that unemployment for these
groups increased by more than 3 percentage points, it is clear
that during this recession, even college graduates were not
immune to increased unemployment.
In 2007 and 2010, black non-Hispanics had higher rates of
unemployment than white non-Hispanics, across all places.
Respondents classified as “other, non-Hispanic”8 began
with significantly higher rates of unemployment than white
respondents in rural and suburban places, but by 2010 these
heightened rates remained only in rural areas. For Hispanics,
unemployment was significantly higher than rates among
whites in the suburbs and central cities, though similar to
whites in rural places at both times.9

Single People Hit Hard
Single people consistently have higher unemployment rates
than married people. This pattern is seen for both 2007 and
2010, and across all places. Moreover, because unemployment increased faster among the unmarried than others,
their disadvantage became all the more apparent by 2010. In
that year, unemployment rates among the unmarried were
more than double those of married people, reaching an estimated 16.2 percent in rural places, 13.7 percent in suburban
places, and 14.4 percent in central cities (see Table 1).

Figure 2. Percent Unemployed by Marital and
Parenting Status, Rural Areas, 2007 and 2010
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Note: Increases from 2007 to 2010 are statistically significant (p<0.05).

the recession. By 2010, rates of unemployment among single
fathers and single childless men were similar in rural and
suburban areas.
Figure 3 shows that in both 2007 and 2010, rural single
mothers had higher unemployment rates than any other rural
women. Not only was their unemployment rate high, but it
rose the most during the recession. By 2010, unemployment
was equally high among single mothers across rural, suburban, and central cities. This pattern’s consistency across place
(high initial unemployment with large increases between
years) suggests that single mothers may have fared among the
worst during the recession.
Because characteristics predicting unemployment are
closely related to each other—for example, single parents
tend to have lower education levels and also tend to be
younger—we used a multivariate regression analysis to
ascertain the independent effects of the characteristics on
the likelihood of being unemployed. This type of analysis
allows us to statistically control for each of the other factors,
Figure 3. Percent Unemployed by Marital and
Parenting Status, Rural Areas, 2007 and 2010

Single Parents Hit Harder
Single fathers in rural areas registered the single largest increase in unemployment throughout the recession,
rising almost 11 percentage points to 23 percent in 2010
(see Figure 2).10 Although single fathers have high rates of
unemployment, so do single childless men, and both groups
experienced significant increases in unemployment during
Note: Increases from 2007 to 2010 are statistically significant (p<0.05).
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thus pinpointing the singular effect on unemployment of a
particular characteristic.11 Our findings from these analyses
demonstrate that regardless of age, education, or race-ethnicity, single parents face higher odds of being unemployed
than married people without children. This means that the
age, education, and other demographic characteristics of
single parents are not the sole driving force behind their
elevated unemployment rates. Instead, rising unemployment
may be related to the types of jobs that single parents hold.
Analyses show that single parents are disproportionately represented in construction or manufacturing, two industries
that experienced major declines during the recession, and in
wholesale/retail sales, an industry known for irregular hours
and inconsistent scheduling.12

Conclusion
Although all groups examined in this brief faced rising unemployment during the recession, increases have been much
larger for men, young adults, the least educated, and single
parents. For young adults who finished high school during
the recession, opportunities to find a job were scarce. This is
particularly disturbing in that not only are these youths losing
income in the short term, but may also suffer from “long-term
‘scarring’ in terms of lost wages.”13 In most cases, unemployment was high among the young and less-educated groups in
2007, only to increase rapidly by 2010. In addition, although
married parents certainly lost jobs during the recession, single
parents saw a larger increase in unemployment.
The longer people are out of work, the more likely their
job skills are to become obsolete. For single parents, finding
a job can be difficult, and accepting one may be even harder,
given that single parents bear the full responsibility of household and childrearing duties, which may impede their ability
to sustain work commitments. Long-term unemployment
only compounds this difficulty.14 As the average unemployed
person in central cities is without work for more than six
months, with rural and suburban workers not far behind
(just over five months),15 long-term unemployment is clearly
not uncommon. For these types of workers, ensuring that
unemployment benefits remain available is critical. For those
with children, providing adequate funding for child care
subsidies is key so that parents can search for and secure
work. Additional programs like a TANF emergency fund
may also soften the blow of long-term unemployment for
families.
Even individuals with higher-level skills and more education are likely to face challenges, especially if their jobs have
disappeared and they need to find employment in new sectors or industries. Additionally, these higher skilled workers
might be working fewer hours than they would like, or at
jobs they are overqualified for, just to continue to bring in

income. The Workforce Investment Act (WIA), an important
resource for job seekers, offers employment counseling, jobreadiness and skills training, identification of job opportunities, job referrals, and job search/placement activities.16 WIA
better positions participants to find work, and helps them
to do those jobs when they are hired. WIA was originally
scheduled to be renewed in 2003, but while Congress has
continued to fund WIA, it is still considering what program
changes to include in a full reauthorization. This reauthorization could happen as early as the end of 2011, but perhaps
more likely will not happen until at least 2012.

Data
This brief uses data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current
Population Survey’s (CPS) Annual Social and Economic
Supplement (ASEC), conducted in March 2007 and March
2010. The CPS provides a nationally representative sample
of approximately 50,000 households and the individuals in
those households, and collects demographic, economic, and
employment information, as well as participation in select
government assistance programs. Analyses presented in this
brief are limited to those aged 18-64 and in the labor force
(working or seeking work) at the time of the CPS interview.
Comparisons presented in the text are statistically significant
at the 0.05 level.
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