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Will US Job Growth Recover From the Worst 

Under Any President in Time For the Election? 

 21.4 million Americans have lost jobs due to COVID-19 

 The narrow measure of unemployment climbed to 15%... 

 ...but the most comprehensive measure climbed to 22.8% 

 Average wage growth accelerated as low wage earners lost jobs 

 Trump went from being an average President on job growth… 

 ...to being the worst  
 

US nonfarm payrolls m/m millions / UR, April, SA: 

Actual: -20.5 / 14.7 

Scotia: -25 / 15 

Consensus: -22 / 16 

Prior: -0.870 (revised from -0.701 / 4.4) 
 

Lost jobs were below expectations, but at a record-shattering 20.5 million pace, 

that seems to be quibbling over details. At issue is how many of these jobs may 

be regained as reopening commences versus how many may come back only 

gradually if at all.  

Chart 1 shows the not surprising concentration of job losses in the leisure and 

hospitality industries. Chart 2 breaks down that sector to show the heavy 

concentration in the restaurant sector. That, in turn, explains the rush by 

governments to reopen restaurants and pubs notwithstanding challenges to 

maintain social distancing and prevent a second wave of COVID-19 cases before 

the first wave has flattened nationwide. 

How many jobs come back and how quickly they do so will determine the extent to 

which US President Trump’s present status as the worst for job growth among 

Presidents dating back to the 1950s can be recovered (chart 3). It’s unlikely that 

his relative performance will return to being just average among past Presidents in 

time for the US election. Some will say this job loss shouldn’t be pinned on the 

President, while others may counter it is higher than it might have been had the 

administration acted earlier and more proactively. 

The official unemployment rate climbed to 14.7% (4.4% prior) and is derived from 

the companion household survey (chart 4). An estimated 6.4 million Americans 

left the labour force entirely on top of 1.63 million who left in March for a combined 

8.1 million. Since the unemployment rate is the fraction of the labour force that is 

unemployed, the shrinkage in the denominator resulted in the unemployment rate 

understating the gravity of the situation. 

The better measure of unemployment that captures marginal attachment to the 

workforce, discouraged workers and those working part-time for economic 

reasons (can’t get full-time jobs) is the R-6 measure that spiked to 22.8% from 

8.7% in March and 7% in February. See chart 5. 
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Wage growth accelerated to 7.9% y/y (chart 6) on a combination of the impact upon average gains from lower wage workers losing 

their jobs and secondly higher wages earned by front-line workers including first responders. 

The private sector lost 17.17 million jobs with governments shedding almost one million entirely and the state and local levels. 

On a sector basis, goods producing industries lost 2.36 million jobs but services once again took the bulk of the hit with a decline 

of 17.17 million jobs.  

Within goods, manufacturing shed 1.33 million payrolls and construction lost 975,000 jobs. 

Within services, the leisure and hospitality sector predictably led the decline with a loss of 7.65 million workers. Retail/wholesale 

trade and transport were next (-3.06 million) of which 2.1 million were in the retail sector. This was followed by education and 

health (-2.54 million). Business services shed 2.1 million workers including 842k fewer temp help jobs. The financial sector lost 

262k and IT shed 254k. 

Total hours worked fell by 14.9% m/m. They have now fallen by a cumulative 16.2% since February. 

At a seasonally adjusted and annualized rate, hours worked are tracking a 49% decline in Q2 based on the Q1 average and April 

but with obviously two thirds of the quarter’s figures pending. Since GDP is an identity expressed as hours worked times labour 

productivity defined in terms of output per hour worked, a 49% plunge in hours worked provides a sense of the magnitude of 

decline in the US economy during Q2. Reopening the economy over May–June is likely to at least partly rein in this effect. 

 

 

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

90 92 94 96 98 00 02 04 06 08 10 12 14 16 18 20

Sources: Scotiabank Economics, BLS.

%

US Unemployment Rate

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Sources: Scotiabank Economics, BLS.

y/y % change

US Average Hourly Earnings Growth

0

5

10

15

20

25

00 02 04 06 08 10 12 14 16 18 20

%, SA

Sources: Scotiabank Economics, Statistics
Canada, BLS, Haver Analytics.

A More Complete Picture of
US Unemployment

US U-6 
Unemployment

Rate 

https://www.scotiabank.com/ca/en/about/global-economics/economics-publications.html
https://twitter.com/ScotiaEconomics


May 8, 2020 

GLOBAL ECONOMICS 

|  SCOTIA FLASH 

This report has been prepared by Scotiabank Economics as a resource for the clients of Scotiabank. Opinions, estimates and projections 

contained herein are our own as of the date hereof and are subject to change without notice. The information and opinions contained herein have 

been compiled or arrived at from sources believed reliable but no representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to their accuracy or 

completeness. Neither Scotiabank nor any of its officers, directors, partners, employees or affiliates accepts any liability whatsoever for any direct 

or consequential loss arising from any use of this report or its contents. 

These reports are provided to you for informational purposes only. This report is not, and is not constructed as, an offer to sell or solicitation of 

any offer to buy any financial instrument, nor shall this report be construed as an opinion as to whether you should enter into any swap or trading 

strategy involving a swap or any other transaction. The information contained in this report is not intended to be, and does not constitute, a 

recommendation of a swap or trading strategy involving a swap within the meaning of U.S. Commodity Futures Trading Commission Regulation 

23.434 and Appendix A thereto. This material is not intended to be individually tailored to your needs or characteristics and should not be viewed 

as a “call to action” or suggestion that you enter into a swap or trading strategy involving a swap or any other transaction. Scotiabank may 

engage in transactions in a manner inconsistent with the views discussed this report and may have positions, or be in the process of acquiring or 

disposing of positions, referred to in this report. 

Scotiabank, its affiliates and any of their respective officers, directors and employees may from time to time take positions in currencies, act as 

managers, co-managers or underwriters of a public offering or act as principals or agents, deal in, own or act as market makers or advisors, 

brokers or commercial and/or investment bankers in relation to securities or related derivatives. As a result of these actions, Scotiabank may 

receive remuneration. All Scotiabank products and services are subject to the terms of applicable agreements and local regulations. Officers, 

directors and employees of Scotiabank and its affiliates may serve as directors of corporations. 

Any securities discussed in this report may not be suitable for all investors. Scotiabank recommends that investors independently evaluate any 

issuer and security discussed in this report, and consult with any advisors they deem necessary prior to making any investment. 

This report and all information, opinions and conclusions contained in it are protected by copyright. This information may not be 

reproduced without the prior express written consent of Scotiabank. 

™ Trademark of The Bank of Nova Scotia. Used under license, where applicable.  

Scotiabank, together with “Global Banking and Markets”, is a marketing name for the global corporate and investment banking and capital 

markets businesses of The Bank of Nova Scotia and certain of its affiliates in the countries where they operate, including, Scotiabanc Inc.; Citadel 

Hill Advisors L.L.C.; The Bank of Nova Scotia Trust Company of New York; Scotiabank Europe plc; Scotiabank (Ireland) Limited; Scotiabank 

Inverlat S.A., Institución de Banca Múltiple, Scotia Inverlat Casa de Bolsa S.A. de C.V., Scotia Inverlat Derivados S.A. de C.V. – all members of 

the Scotiabank group and authorized users of the Scotiabank mark. The Bank of Nova Scotia is incorporated in Canada with limited liability and is 

authorised and regulated by the Office of the Superintendent of Financial Institutions Canada. The Bank of Nova Scotia is authorised by the UK 

Prudential Regulation Authority and is subject to regulation by the UK Financial Conduct Authority and limited regulation by the UK Prudential 

Regulation Authority. Details about the extent of The Bank of Nova Scotia's regulation by the UK Prudential Regulation Authority are available 

from us on request. Scotiabank Europe plc is authorised by the UK Prudential Regulation Authority and regulated by the UK Financial Conduct 

Authority and the UK Prudential Regulation Authority.  

Scotiabank Inverlat, S.A., Scotia Inverlat Casa de Bolsa, S.A. de C.V., and Scotia Derivados, S.A. de C.V., are each authorized and regulated by 

the Mexican financial authorities.  

Not all products and services are offered in all jurisdictions. Services described are available in jurisdictions where permitted by law. 

Visit our website at scotiabank.com/economics | Follow us on Twitter at @ScotiaEconomics | Contact us by email at scotia.economics@scotiabank.com 

https://www.scotiabank.com/ca/en/about/global-economics/economics-publications.html
https://twitter.com/ScotiaEconomics

