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decline in jobs 
gives way to stagnation

Wisconsin jobs held steady from July to August 
2009, continuing a sustained reprieve following 
heavy losses over last fall and winter. Figure 1 shows 
the recent stabilization in the job picture. The state 
lost an average of nearly 19,000 jobs per month in 
the six months leading up to April 2009. From April 
to August, the total number of jobs has remained 
roughly level, gaining a slight 2,300 jobs over that 
period. Even so, Wisconsin has 134,400 fewer jobs 
than when the recession started in December 2007.

Despite this stablization, many Wisconsinites are 
still out of work. Wisconsin’s unemployment rate 
in August was 8.8 percent, nearly double its pre-
recession level. As with Wisconsin’s job loss, the 
rate of change has slowed substantially in recent 
months. The unemployment rate for August was 
down 0.2 percentage points from July and June, 
both of which recorded rates of 9.0 percent. 
This is the first month-to-month improvement in 
Wisconsin’s unemployment level since May 2008. 
(Table 1, Figure 3 on back page)

manufacturing grows 
slightly, construction 
continues decline

Wisconsin’s manufacturing sector gained 1,900 
jobs between July and August, the first month-to-
month increase since January 2008 and a positive 
indication that the industry may have turned a 
corner. The rate of job loss in manufacturing slowed 
notably beginning in April 2009, and since then has 
remained fairly stable. Still, the sector has 60,500 
fewer jobs than when the recession started, a loss 
of 12 percent. This decline accounts for nearly half 
of total job loss in Wisconsin since December 2007.

The construction industry has lost 19,600 jobs since 
the start of the recession, an almost 16 percent loss. 
The spike in construction jobs between April and 
May 2009 (5,100 jobs) was a welcomed trend and 
the first time construction jobs had risen since May 
2008. However, the last three months have seen 
construction jobs fall yet again, with 2,500 jobs lost 
between May and August 2009. (Table 1, Figure 2) 
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Table 1
changes in unemployment and number of jobs in wisconsin, 
December 2007 to august 2009

2,650 

2,700 

2,750 

2,800 

2,850 

2,900 

2,950 

D
ec

-0
7

Ja
n-

0
8

Fe
b-

0
8

M
ar

-0
8

A
pr

-0
8

M
ay

-0
8

Ju
n-

0
8

Ju
l-0

8

A
ug

-0
8

Se
p-

0
8

O
ct

-0
8

N
ov

-0
8

D
ec

-0
8

Ja
n-

0
9

Fe
b-

0
9

M
ar

-0
9

A
pr

-0
9

M
ay

-0
9

Ju
n-

0
9

Ju
l-0

9

A
ug

-0
9

T
ot

al
 N

on
-F

ar
m

 J
ob

s 
(t

ho
us

an
d

s)

Figure 1
total job loss in wisconsin, december 2007 to august 2009

December 
2007

August 
2009 Change

Percent  
Change

Unemployment 4.5% 8.8% 4.3

All jobs 2,889,000 2,754,600 -134,400 -4.7%

Manufacturing jobs 500,000 439,500 -60,500 -12.1%

Construction jobs 123,800 104,200 -19,600 -15.8%

Figure 2
percent change in manufacturing, construction, and total jobs 
in wisconsin, december 2007 to august 2009



a difficult and historic recession

This has been a deep and prolonged recession, especially when compared to the 1990 and 2001 recessions. Those past recessions officially 
lasted eight months each; the current recession has lasted more than a year and a half. More noteworthy, the current recession rivals the 
harsh recession of the early 1980s with respect to percent of jobs lost (almost 5 percent). Though Wisconsin’s unemployment rate is still 
well below 1980s levels and showed a slight decrease last month from 9.0 to 8.8 percent, our state’s unemployment rate has not necessarily 
reached its peak. Given that unemployment typically continues to rise even when jobs stabilize, we will likely see further increases in the 
coming months. (Figures 3 and 4)

wisconsin job watch - august 2009 data update
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Figure 3
Wisconsin unemployment rate in current recession,  
compared with 1981, 1990, and 2001 recessions

Figure 4
percent change in wisconsin jobs in current recession,  
compared with 1981, 1990, and 2001 recessions

Wisconsin Job Watch, a 
monthly publication of the 
Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
(COWS), provides a snapshot 
of Wisconsin’s job picture and 
reports on key recession trends. 
The numbers provided in this 
report are based on seasonally-
adjusted Bureau of Labor 
Statistics data compiled by the 
Economic Policy Institute  
(www.epi.org). 

The Center on Wisconsin 
Strategy (COWS) is a policy 
center and field laboratory 
for high road economic 
development — a competitive 
market economy of shared 
prosperity, environmental 
sustainability, and capable 
democratic government. Housed 
at University of Wisconsin-
Madison, COWS has been 
supporting progressive policy 
innovation since 1991. For more 
information, visit www.cows.org. 
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