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Decline in lower paying jobs helps explain DC’s high unemployment 
rate  
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Each May the US Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) compiles information on the occupation of employed persons. 
From May 2006 to May 2010 (the most recent data) employed persons in DC increased by 30,000 (4.9%). At the 
same time, DC’s unemployment grew by 14,675 (78.9%) over this same period, and the unemployment rate rose 
from 5.8% in May 2006 to 9.9% in May 2010.  Why is there this disparity between jobs in DC and unemployment?   

One reasons for the disparity is a change over the 4 year period in the mix of occupations of persons employed in 
DC. Although total jobs increased, by accelerating structural change the recession reduced the number of persons 
working in lower paying occupations. The reduction in such jobs was the greatest in the 2 years after the recession 
began, the period when unemployment also rose sharply.  Not all the lost jobs were held by DC resident. But the 
higher rates of unemployment in lower income portions of the District suggest that a substantial proportion of the 
rise in DC’s unemployment can likely be accounted for by the loss of these low income jobs.   

BLS identifies 495 distinct occupations, grouped into 21 occupational categories. (See table on p. 2.)  In this analy-
sis, higher paying occupational categories have an average wage greater than the $73,440 average for all 639,310 
employed persons working in DC in May 2010.  Lower paying occupations earn below the average. Eight higher 
wage and 13  lower wage groups employ respectively 51.4% and 48.6% of employees. Net growth in lower paying 
jobs before the recession turned into a net 13,820 loss after the recession. Higher wage jobs continued to grow. 
(continued on p. 2)  

Accelerating structural changes already underway,  recession elimi-
nated lower paying jobs while higher paying ones grew 

 

Vincent C. Gray, Mayor                                                                Natwar M. Gandhi, Chief Financial Officer                            Fitzroy Lee, Deputy CFO & Chief Economist                            

This briefing document was prepared by Stephen Swaim, DC Office of Revenue Analysis.   

This brief  first appeared in the September 2011 DC Economic and Revenue Trends. District of Columbia briefing documents are prepared 
by the Office of Revenue Analysis, which is part of the Office of the Chief Financial Officer of the District of Columbia government. 
The purpose of these documents is to make information available that is not of a policy nature. See also District of Columbia Eco­
nomic and Revenue Trends and Economic Indicators issued monthly by the D.C. Office of the Chief Financial Officer 
(www.cfo.dc.gov/Economy and Revenue).  

For comment or further information, please contact Fitzroy Lee, Deputy Chief Financial Officer and Chief Economist, Office of Reve‐
nue Analysis, 1101 4th St., SW, Suite W770, Washington D.C.  20024, fitzroy. lee@dc.gov, 202‐727‐7775 

Net change in the number of people employed in higher and lower pay-
ing occupational groups in DC: May 2006 to May 2010  (divided into 2-
year periods—before and after the US recession’s impact on DC) 
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    Low paying jobs and DC unemployment, continued from p.1 

A closer look at the occupational groups shows that each wage group had gains and losses in each period, suggesting 
interaction between structural change in the economy and the recession. 

 —In the lower wage occupations, 10 of 13 groups lost a total of 20,860 jobs after the recession. The two biggest losing 
sectors here—sales and office employment—also lost jobs in the 2 years before the recession’s impact was felt in DC.  
These two sectors also are substantially affected by technology, and the jobs lost here may be slow to return 

—The higher wage occupations were also affected by 
the recession, as 4 of the 8 sectors lost jobs from May 
2008 to May 2010. 

—The 25,630 post recession gains in the higher wage 
group were concentrated in just 3 sectors: manage-
ment, business and finance, and health care.  

—Job changes show the dynamic nature of the DC 
economy.  From 2006 to 2010 a total of 66,310 new 
jobs were created, with almost as many new ones 
coming after the recession as before. At the same 
time, 36,310 jobs were lost, 79% after the recession’s 
onset.                                               
—Stephen Swaim, DC Office of Revenue Analysis 

 

Number of 
sectors

Change in 
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Change in 
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Job increases during the 2 year period
   Higher wage group 7 18,520 4 25,630
   Lower wage group 7 15,120 3 7,040

Job decreases during the 2 year period
   Higher wage group 1 -840 4 -7,930
   Lower wage group 6 -6,680 10 -20,860

Job increases, both groups 14 33,640 7 32,670
Job decreases, both groups 7 -7,520 14 -28,790

Total change 21 26,120 21 3,880
Source: see detailed table below

May 2006 to May 2008 May 2008 to May 2010

Category

Job changes by occupational group before and after recession

May 2006 May 2008 May 2010
May 2006 to 

May 2008
May 2008 to 

May 2010
1 Management 12 2,46 0 64,190 71,190 84,8 90 7,000 1 3,700

2 Business an d financial op erations 8 6,06 0 69,820 78,850 89,3 80 9,030 1 0,530

3 Computer and mathematical 8 7,76 0 33,710 34,200 33,1 80 490 -1,020

4 Architecture and engineerin g 9 6,83 0 11,820 12,290 12,5 70 470 280

5 Life, physical, and  social science 9 8,44 0 23,360 22,520 18,7 70 -840 -3,750

6 Legal 13 9,82 0 37,520 37,550 37,4 90 30 -60

7 Arts, entertainmen t, sports, and media 7 4,24 0 27,950 28,540 25,4 40 590 -3,100

8 H ealthcare practitio ners and technical 8 1,23 0 25,040 25,950 27,0 70 910 1,120
         subtotal 293,410 311,090 328,790 17,680 17,700

9 Community an d social services 5 1,23 0 8,420 11,380 10,0 20 2,960 -1,360

10 E ducatio n, training, and library 6 2,97 0 32,220 34,610 33,3 70 2,390 -1,240

11 H ealthcare support 3 0,82 0 7,420 7,200 10,4 20 -220 3,220

12 Pro tective service 5 7,16 0 22,630 26,110 25,7 10 3,480 -400

13 Food preparation and  serving 2 7,40 0 40,530 42,810 43,1 10 2,280 300

14 Building and grou nds maintenance 2 8,67 0 24,230 22,070 21,7 50 -2,160 -320

15 Personal care and service 3 3,54 0 8,330 10,580 8,9 20 2,250 -1,660

16 Sales and related 4 3,36 0 28,110 27,500 23,0 60 -610 -4,440

17 O ffice and administrative suppo rt 4 4,94 0 104,340 101,840 93,5 10 -2,500 -8,330

18 Constru ction 5 2,60 0 11,510 10,870 9,6 70 -640 -1,200

19 Installation, maintenance, and repair 5 0,66 0 8,100 8,960 8,9 20 860 -40

20 Pro duction 4 6,68 0 6,770 7,670 5,8 00 900 -1,870

21 Transpo rtation and material moving 3 9,01 0 13,290 12,740 16,2 60 -550 3,520

        subtotal 315,900 324,340 310,520 8,440 -13,820

Total 73,440 609,310 635,430 639,310 26,120 3,880

Addendum: DC labor market statistics

    Labor Force 320,612 335,438 335,775 14,826 337

    Employed DC residents 302,023 314,925 302,511 12,902 -12,414

    Une mployed DC residents 18,589 20,513 33,264 1,924 12,751

    DC unemployment rate 5.8 6.1 9.9 0.3 3.8

Employment change:
DC employment by major occupation  group and wage category: May 2006, May 2008, and  May 2010

Occupational group

Source: BLS Occupational Statistics Survey(OES).   OES scope is slightly more limited than the monthly employment by establishment survey.  
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