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The sharp deterioration in the job market that continued in February was, as expected, 
grim, underscoring why it was so important that Congress enact an effective economic 
recovery law last month.  No one should expect that law to put the economy back on 
track immediately.  But if federal, state, and local governments implement the law wisely 
and expeditiously, it will significantly limit further increases in unemployment and boost 
the number of jobs well above what it otherwise would be over the next several years.  
 
The recession that began in 
December 2007 has 
entered its 15th month, and 
job losses continue 
unabated.  The 
Congressional Budget 
Office estimates that 
without the recovery law, 
the unemployment rate 
would have reached 9.0 
percent in the fourth 
quarter of this year.  If the 
high end of CBO’s 
estimate of the law’s 
effectiveness proves 
accurate, the 
unemployment rate in the 
fourth quarter of this year 
could be held to close to 
where it is today — about 8 percent — and decline thereafter (see graph).  But even at 
the low end of CBO’s estimate of effectiveness, the law would shave a half point off the 
rise in unemployment this year.  (Other forecasts differ on the specifics of the economy’s 
path in the absence of the recovery law, but they too show that the law will have a 
significant positive impact on the economy.)  
 
 

—  more  — 
 

FIGURE 1: 
Recovery Law Projected to Cut Unemployment Rate

Source: Congressional Budget Office 
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The bad news in today’s jobs report is pervasive. 
 

• Private and government payrolls combined have shrunk for 14 straight months, and net job 
losses since the start of the recession total 4.4 million.  (Private sector payrolls have shrunk 
by 4.6 million jobs over the same period. 
 

• Job losses have averaged almost 650,000 a month over the last four months. 
 

• The official unemployment rate, which was 4.9 percent at the start of the recession in 
December 2007, reached 8.1 percent last month.   

 
• Other indicators show the breadth of labor market weakness.  For example, the percentage 

of the population with a job (60.3 percent) has fallen to its lowest level since early 1986.   
 

• The Labor Department’s most comprehensive alternative unemployment rate measure — 
which includes people who want to work but are discouraged from looking and people 
working part time because they can’t find full-time jobs — stood at 14.8 percent in February, 
up 6.1 percentage points since the recession began and the highest level on record in data 
that go back to 1994. 
 

• Well over one-fifth (23.1 percent) of the 12.5 million unemployed have not been able to  
find a job despite looking for 27 weeks or more.  (Regular unemployment insurance benefits 
typically run out after 26 weeks.) 

For the recovery law to stem the tide of job losses and lay the groundwork for a strong recovery as 
quickly and effectively as possible, federal, state, and local governments have to get programs up and 
running quickly.  In particular, states must use the money that Congress provided to them as 
intended so that it will have maximum effectiveness as stimulus.  (See the Center on Budget and 
Policy Priorities analysis, “If States Fail to Use Stimulus Funds as Intended, Efforts to Strengthen 
the Economy Could Be Undercut,” available at http://www.cbpp.org/2-24-09sfp.htm.)  
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