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Introduction 
While Connecticut’s economy is weak, almost $4 billion in federal stimulus funds have reached Connecticut, saving 
jobs and preventing more serious economic damage for the time being.  Still, the state’s economy remains fragile 
and economic improvements continue to be concentrated among a small, increasingly wealthy segment of the 
population.  Meanwhile, poor, uneducated, and minority workers continue to struggle.  Employment growth has 
been anemic, and unemployment and underemployment remain high and show few signs of easing, especially for 
African Americans and Hispanics and for workers without a high school diploma.  Average yearly earnings have 
decreased for each of the past two years, and wages for high and low wage workers continue to diverge. 
 
A demographic overview shows that Connecticut’s workforce in 2009 was highly educated, slightly older than in 
most other states, and slightly less racially and ethnically diverse than the U.S. average.  Over time, Connecticut’s 
workforce has grown older, more educated, and more diverse, mirroring the nationwide trend.  Additionally, 
women and older workers are participating in the labor force in increasing numbers.  These demographic trends 
drive changes in the Connecticut economy.  
 
The State of Working Connecticut: 2010, the tenth annual report in the series, provides a detailed look at the most 
recent economic indicators for Connecticut. It shows that Connecticut’s economy continues to be characterized by 
inequality, and that economic gains (and losses) have not been shared equitably among all contributors to 
Connecticut’s economy.  
 
Employment 
It would take four and a half years at the present rate of job growth just to return to pre-recession levels of 
employment in Connecticut.  Over the recession, Connecticut lost 103,400 jobs at rate of close to 5,000 jobs a 
month, hitting a low of 1,608,100 jobs in December of 2009.  Connecticut has since added back 12,000 jobs, but 
this represents only 12% of the total jobs lost over the recession.  Furthermore, though the recession in Connecticut 
has been slightly less severe than in the nation as a whole, Connecticut entered into the current recession after a 
very tepid expansion that left it well behind gains seen nationally, and barely better than Connecticut’s previous 
employment peak in 2000.  Connecticut’s current level of employment, 1,620,100 jobs as of July 2010, is equal to 
levels seen in the late 1990s.  

 
Connecticut’s economy has undergone transformational shifts away from manufacturing jobs and towards 
jobs in health and education.  Only the Educational and Health Services sector saw substantial job growth since 
the beginning of the recession, increasing by 4.6% from March 2008 through 2010.  Employment in all other 
sectors is either unchanged since March 2008, or has declined.  While the decline in manufacturing jobs is part of a 
long-term trend, contraction in the Manufacturing sector over the course of the recession has been particularly 
severe, with 22,400 jobs lost in less than two years.  
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Connecticut’s middle-wage occupations have experienced particularly severe job losses over the past 
several years.  The number of jobs in the highest-paying 20% of occupations in Connecticut grew between 2006 
and 2009.  On the other hand, middle-wage occupations have had the steepest job declines, losing 6.8% of their 
jobs between 2006 and 2009.  These losses are particularly distressing, as this group includes occupations that pay 
living wages, such as carpenters, truck drivers, and bookkeepers.  The lowest-paying Connecticut occupations also 
experienced significant job losses.  In fact, between 2006 and 2009 only the highest-paying category of occupations 
(the top 20%) saw net job increases.    
 
Unemployment 
Continuing high unemployment remains a concern, as high unemployment not only places stress on 
individual households and the state government’s budget, but can also retard economic recovery as 
unemployed workers cut back on spending.  The seasonally adjusted monthly unemployment rate for July 2010 
of 8.9% is only slightly lower than its recession high of 9.2%.  While Connecticut’s unemployment remains below 
the national rate, Connecticut’s 2009 annual unemployment rate is the highest experienced in the state in the past 
three decades. 
 
Unemployment remains highest in the inner cities and among racial and ethnic minorities.  The highest 
unemployment rates in the state remain geographically clustered in the urban areas surrounding Hartford, 
Waterbury, New Haven, and Bridgeport.  However, between July 2009 and July 2010, some of the largest increases 
in unemployment rates were in rural towns.  Regionally, some of the smallest increases in unemployment rates were 
in towns in southwestern Connecticut, while towns in eastern Connecticut experienced some of the highest 
increases in unemployment rates.  The 2009 unemployment rate for African Americans is 16%, more than twice the 
7% rate for whites.  Hispanics also have experience a much higher unemployment rate, 13%, than whites. 
 
Connecticut’s long-term unemployment rate -- the share of the unemployed seeking work who have been 
without jobs for longer than six months -- is the fourth highest in the nation.  Connecticut’s long-term 
unemployment share in 2009, at 37%, ties with Rhode Island for the highest in New England, and is significantly 
above the national long-term employment rate of 32%.   While Connecticut’s oldest workers, those 55 years and 
older, had the lowest unemployment rates, once they lose their jobs they take longer to be rehired.  The long-term 
unemployment rate among this group was 45%.   The pattern for college educated workers is similar:  While 
Connecticut workers with Bachelor’s degrees or higher have the lowest unemployment rates of any group by 
educational attainment, they are the most likely to remain unemployed long-term. 
 
Underemployment, which includes not only the unemployed but those who have stopped looking for work 
and those who are involuntarily working part-time, has increased dramatically since 2007 and is at an 
historic high for the state.  In 2009, Connecticut’s underemployment rate was 14.4%.  The underemployment rates 
for Hispanics and African Americans were more than double the rates for Whites.  Underemployed workers, by 
definition, want to do more to support themselves and their families, and hence represent an underutilized 
component of Connecticut’ labor force. 
 
Wages 
Average yearly earnings declined in Connecticut in both 2008 and 2009 after adjusting for inflation, 
totaling a 3.8% drop between 2007 and 2009.  This occurred in spite of modest increases in hourly wages, and is 
likely a result of a decline in hours worked per week in Connecticut, which declined in 2008 and 2009.  
Compositional changes in the labor force also likely played a role in the decline in yearly earnings.  
 
Real wages for high- and low-wage workers in the state continue to diverge, with the state’s highest wages 
increasing most rapidly and the state’s lowest wages declining over the past decade. Wages for 
Connecticut’s lowest-paid workers were lower than they were in 1989 when accounting for inflation.  Over this time 
period, Connecticut’s workers at the 10th percentile experienced the most severe wage deterioration in the country.  
By contrast, Connecticut's highest-paid workers have experienced one of the highest rates of growth in the country.  
This divergence has led to the largest gap between the 90th and 10th percentile wage in the nation in 2009.  



 

Connecticut’s wage disparity is not only focused at the extremes. The gap between the 70th and 30th percentile wage 
in 2009 was the third highest in the nation.  As wages make up more than three fourths of total family income, the 
divergence in wages in Connecticut over this time is a major contributor to widening income inequality.    
 
A college education has a significant impact on wages at all levels of earnings, and a college education is 
now more valuable than ever before.  The gap between the median wage for a college-educated worker and the 
median wage for workers with lower levels of educational attainment has been increasing since 1979.   While the 
real median wage of Connecticut workers with a bachelor’s degree has grown from $20 an hour to over $30 an hour 
during this time period, among those without a high school diploma, real hourly wages have fallen from slightly 
below $14 to around $10 an hour.  Workers with only a high school education and workers with “some” college 
have made little progress in thirty years, remaining close to $15 dollars an hour.  The increasing median income of 
people with a bachelor’s degree or higher does not appear to be caused by an increase in graduate-level degrees.   
 
Adjusting for cost of living, Connecticut’s lower wage workers are among the lowest-paid in the country.  
While Connecticut workers at all wage percentiles earn more than workers in other states at comparable percentiles, 
Connecticut has the third highest cost of living in the contiguous United States, meaning that Connecticut workers 
pay much more than average for basic living essentials.  Connecticut has the highest-cost groceries in the 
contiguous United States, and among the highest-cost utilities, health care, and housing.  As a result, even though 
Connecticut workers at the 10th percentile earn the 2nd most of any state in the country, after adjusting for cost of 
living the figure drops to 43rd of the contiguous states.  These results point to the need of developing a better 
national standard of income inadequacy. 
 
The levels of racial and ethnic disparities in Connecticut in wages, as well as in employment measures, are 
much wider than disparities at the national level. African Americans in Connecticut earn, at the median, only 62 
cents on the dollar of the median white wage compared to 78 cents nationwide.  Connecticut Hispanics fare even 
worse, earning, at the median, only 60 cents on the dollar of the median white wage, compared to 70 cents 
nationwide.  The median wage among African Americans and Hispanics in Connecticut is roughly equal to regional 
and national medians, despite the high cost of living in the state.   In contrast, the median wage for Whites is much 
higher in Connecticut than nationwide.  This disparity drives the gap between White wages and minority wages. 
 
Conclusion 
To ensure future economic prosperity and to protect Connecticut’s families from economic harm, Connecticut’s 
government should take the following actions: 
 
Avoid more state budget cuts that would undermine the economy and weaken supports for working 
families and the unemployed.  The General Assembly must be prepared to use every tool at its disposal--
including revenue options--to return the state to fiscal health while preserving state and local public services that are 
critical to the wellbeing of the population and to our future economic success.  By pursuing extensive budget cuts to 
key services, the state is reducing its ability to fight the economic crisis at precisely the moment when it should be 
doing more.  The detrimental impact on Connecticut of closing budget deficits in this manner could prove 
devastating—both by increasing unemployment as well as reducing the flow of capital in the economy. 
 
Establish a clear, prioritized economic development strategy for the state.  While the Department of 
Economic and Community Development released an Economic Strategic Plan for the state in September of 2009, 
the plan does not offer a coherent and prioritized roadmap for long-term economic growth. The state must be 
prepared to invest strategically to close the achievement gap in Connecticut’s schools, support and encourage small 
business, and develop opportunities for interstate collaboration.  Furthermore, the state should prioritize economic 
development initiatives that encourage the development of jobs that allow for worker self-sufficiency and promote a 
well-educated, healthy workforce.    
 
Ramp up supports for the families of lower-wage workers and workers who have lost their jobs.  Many 
economists have warned that, because of the severity of the recession, the rate of employment is likely to remain 



 

high into 2011 and beyond.  The state must act to ensure that residents who are unable to find work have access to 
basic needs such as health care, food, and energy assistance.  In addition, as weekly wages decline, the state must act 
to reduce the impact on children living in families earning lower wages by boosting programs designed to provide 
supports to such families. 
 
Expand our public investment in education and training.  Direct investment in education and training helps to 
raise the earning potential of Connecticut’s workers, improves Connecticut’s competitive standing with other states, 
and effectively creates jobs in both the short- and long-term.  Connecticut should focus on expanding access to 
college to ensure that Connecticut’s workforce remains one of the most highly educated in the nation. 
 
The full report, State of Working Connecticut 2010, along with a supplemental report, State of Working Connecticut 2010: Trends in 
Local Labor Market Areas, can be found at www.ctkidslink.org. 


