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American workers and families are being squeezed between a declining labor market and 

increasing costs for food, fuel, and other basic needs.  Low-income workers and families 

are especially vulnerable to the challenges of a weak economy.  The new employment 

data released last week continue to indicate that the economy is in a downturnðone that 

will have the most significant and damaging impact on low-income workers and their 

families. For the fourth month in a row, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reports U.S. 

employers eliminated jobs from their payrolls.
1
 In addition, the number of unemployed 

people who had lost permanent jobs reached 2.1 millionðnearly half a million more than 

a year ago.  

 

Action is needed now to help those hardest hit by the economic downturn. Congress and 

the president should enact a relief package that provides assistance to unemployed 

workers and disconnected youth, helps low-income individuals and families meet basic 

needs, and provides targeted state fiscal relief to keep critical services available. This 

paper describes the economyôs impact on vulnerable adults and youth, and lays out 

recommendations for action that can make a real difference in the lives of low-income 

workers and their families. 

Low-income Workers and Families are Most at Risk During an Economic 

Downturn 

 

Workers with the least education and experience have been most vulnerable in past 

recessions. There is overwhelming evidence that the employment prospects of low-

skilled workers are more sensitive to changing economic conditions than those of high-

skilled workers. Individuals with limited education and work experience are more likely 

to experience declining employment and wages as the labor market weakens.
2
  

Employers are sometimes reluctant to let highly skilled workers go even when there is 

little work, for fear of not being able to replace them when demand picks up; they are 
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more likely to let go or cut the hours of younger, less educated, and less experienced 

workers.
3
 

 

The weakening economy has already begun to hit vulnerable workers. Adults with the 

lowest education levels have experienced rising unemployment during the past year. In 

April  2008, unemployment among both high school graduates and adults with less than a 

high school diploma was substantially higher than it was in April 2007. (See Figure 1.) 

 

Figure 1 
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Employment Situation Table A-4 
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In another indicator of a weak labor market, more people report that they are working 

part-time even though they want full-time employment. The number of workers in 

involuntary part-time positions has increased sharply since November 2007 and is up by 

849,000 since early 2007. (See Figure 2.)  Especially in the service sector, reduced 

demand is rapidly passed on to workers in the form of reduced hours.  However, workers 

are often required to remain ñon-call,ò making it difficult for them to take a second job to 

pick up additional income.
4
 

 

Figure 2 
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The weakening economy is damaging job prospects for the nationôs youth, which were 

weak even before the current economic downturn. During a recession, when growing 

numbers of adults face unemployment, it is even tougher for young people to find jobs. 

Securing a job this coming summer is likely to be particularly hard. Andrew Sum at the 

Center for Labor Market Studies has demonstrated that the youth employment-population 

ratio, which measures the percentage of the nationôs 16- to 19-year-olds who are 

employed, is a predictor of summer employment conditions.
 5
 In April  2008 the 

percentage was about half a percentage point lower than it was in April 2007 and 10 

points lower than it was in 2000. (See Figure 3.)  Summer jobs are an important way for 

youth to build work experience, as well as a way for youth to contribute to family income 

and educational expenses. 

 

Figure 3 
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Earnings for non-supervisory and production workers continue to decline. According 

to the Economic Policy Institute, real earnings for those workers grew during most of 

2007, but began dropping in October and November due to inflation and declining wage 

growth.
6
  This indicator continued to fall in March 2008. (See Figure 4.) 

  

Figure 4 

 

 
 

Low-income workers and families face tough choices as they manage their household 

budgets. Even in good times, basic needsðfood, housing, health care, energy, 

transportation, and child careðconsume most of low-income workersô budgets.
7
  Low-

income workers, including many with incomes well above the official poverty line, often 

find themselves deciding which bills can and cannot be paid each month, and relying on 

food banks or other community supports to make up any shortfall.  When they experience 

a decline in income due to job loss or reduced hours, or face unexpectedly high costs, 

there is no fat in their budgets that can be sacrificedðthey have to cut into the meat. In 

particular, there is good evidence that when faced with unusually high heating bills, poor 

families are forced to spend less on food, sometimes with serious nutritional 

consequences.
8
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Base is non-supervisory workers in the service sectors; production workers 

in manufacturing. 


