
The Pandemic Effect  
on the U.S. Labor Force
Labor Day is a yearly national tribute to the contributions American workers 
have made to the strength, prosperity, and well-being of our country.

The first Labor Day holiday was celebrated on Tuesday, September 5, 1882, 
in New York City. On June 28, 1894, President Grover Cleveland signed a law 
making the first Monday in September of each year a national holiday.

The following page shows four charts that provide historical context around 
the condition of the U.S. labor market.
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SIZE:

Prior to the onset of the coronavirus pandemic, the number of employed people (civilians ages 16 and over) peaked at 159 million,* 
approximately half of total U.S. population:
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PARTICIPATION:

After a 15-year downward trend, the U.S. labor force participation rate (the total labor force as a percent of the working-age population) 
had been trending upward, reaching a post-financial crisis high of 63.4% in February 2020:

U.S. LABOR FORCE PARTICIPATION RATE
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UNEMPLOYED:

The unemployment rate was at a 50-year low of 3.5% before rising sharply in response to the economic shutdown at the onset of 
the coronavirus pandemic:

U.S. UNEMPLOYMENT RATE
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* As measured by the Bureau of Labor Statistics household labor force survey.
Sources: Labor market data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Sector returns are 
from Bloomberg, as of August 26, 2020.
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OPPORTUNITIES:

Earlier in 2020 there were 1.2 job openings for every 1 job seeker. In the wake of the economic shutdowns, the number of job openings fell 
30% while the number of job seekers climbed 400%. This altered the ratio so that now there is only 1 job opening for every 3 job seekers:

NUMBER OF JOB OPENINGS AS % OF NUMBER OF JOB SEEKERS
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SECTORS:

A high level view of the recent downturn in the labor market hides the fact that the pain has not been experienced equally across sectors 
of the economy. Year-to-date sector equity returns highlight the significant disparity.

While sectors like information technology and communication services have benefited from the growing ‘work from home’ trend, the 
financial and energy sectors have been hit hard by rock bottom interest rates and plummeting oil prices:

2020 YTD SECTOR RETURNS (08/26/2020)
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This isn’t the first time the U.S. has faced difficult circumstances, and it won’t be the last. As in previous downturns, Americans’ self-
reliance and strong work ethic will play a pivotal role as the country works its way down the road to recovery.

Sources: Labor market data is from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Sector returns are 
from Bloomberg, as of August 26, 2020.
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Creating transformational improvement in the retirement savings industry. 

The information, products, or services described or referenced herein are intended to be for 
informational purposes only. This material is not intended to be a recommendation, offer, solicitation 
or advertisement to buy or sell any securities, securities related product or service, or investment 
strategy, nor is it intended to be to be relied upon as a forecast, research or investment advice. 
The products or services described or referenced herein may not be suitable or appropriate for 
the recipient. Many of the products and services described or referenced herein involve significant 
risks, and the recipient should not make any decision or enter into any transaction unless the 
recipient has fully understood all such risks and has independently determined that such decisions 
or transactions are appropriate for the recipient. Investment involves risks. Any discussion of risks 
contained herein with respect to any product or service should not be considered to be a disclosure 
of all risks or a complete discussion of the risks involved. Investing in foreign securities is subject to 
greater risks including: currency fluctuation, economic conditions, and different governmental and 
accounting standards. 
There are risks associated with futures contracts. Futures contract positions may not provide an 
effective hedge because changes in futures contract prices may not track those of the securities they 
are intended to hedge. Futures create leverage, which can magnify the potential for gain or loss and, 
therefore, amplify the effects of market, which can significantly impact performance.

There are risks associated with investing in fixed income securities, including interest rate 
risk, and credit risk. 
The recipient should not construe any of the material contained herein as investment, hedging, trading, 
legal, regulatory, tax, accounting or other advice. The recipient should not act on any information in 
this document without consulting its investment, hedging, trading, legal, regulatory, tax, accounting 
and other advisors. Information herein has been obtained from sources we believe to be reliable but 
neither Milliman Financial Risk Management LLC (“Milliman FRM”) nor its parents, subsidiaries or 
affiliates warrant its completeness or accuracy. No responsibility can be accepted for errors of facts 
obtained from third parties. 
The materials in this document represent the opinion of the authors at the time of authorship; they 
may change, and are not representative of the views of Milliman FRM or its parents, subsidiaries, 
or affiliates. Milliman FRM does not certify the information, nor does it guarantee the accuracy and 
completeness of such information. Use of such information is voluntary and should not be relied upon 
unless an independent review of its accuracy and completeness has been performed. Materials may 
not be reproduced without the express consent of Milliman FRM. Milliman Financial Risk Management 
LLC is an SEC-registered investment advisor and subsidiary of Milliman, Inc. 
© 2020 Milliman Financial Risk Management LLC -9/20

For more information, visit frm.milliman.com or call +1 855 645 5462.

Milliman Financial Risk Management LLC is a global leader in financial risk management to the retirement savings industry. 
Milliman FRM provides investment advisory, hedging, and consulting services on approximately $143 billion in global assets (as of 
June 30, 2020). Established in 1998, the practice includes over 200 professionals operating from three trading platforms around the 
world (Chicago, London, and Sydney). Milliman FRM is a subsidiary of Milliman, Inc.

Milliman is among the world’s largest providers of actuarial and related products and services. The firm has consulting practices in 
healthcare, property & casualty insurance, life insurance and financial services, and employee benefits. Founded in 1947, Milliman 
is an independent firm with offices in major cities around the globe.
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