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The Great Recession, which extended from March 2008 through January 2010 in Connecticut, reshaped our 
economic landscape. The effects of the recession and extent of post-recession recovery vary greatly among 
individuals, employment sectors, and regions of the state. Disproportionate wage gains for already advantaged 
workers and a lack of similar gains for the disadvantaged have compounded disparities in un- and under-
employment along racial, gender, regional, and educational lines. Furthermore, these wage disparities likely 
understate actual earnings inequalities because they do not include non-wage income such as investment revenue 
and fringe benefits, which is higher among wealthy individuals.  
 
Broadly, the last five years (2006 to 2010) – including the Great Recession and its aftermath – have resulted in gains 
for those who were already doing better than most, but stagnation or decline for many of the rest. Wages rose most 
for the highest-paid workers (90th percentile wages grew an inflation-adjusted 14.4 percent), while the lowest-paid 
saw virtually no increases (the 10th percentile wage increased by only 1.3 percent). Those with bachelor’s degrees 
earned twice the median wage of those with less education, and saw an 8 percent increase in wages from 2006 to 
2010, while those with only a high school diploma suffered a 5 percent reduction in wages over the same period. 
High-wage sectors like manufacturing, healthcare and social assistance, and K-12 education saw slight increases in 
median wage (3 percent, 2 percent, and 4 percent growth, respectively) at the same time that median wages fell in 
the two largest low-paying sectors: retail (3 percent decline) and accommodation and food services (1 percent 
decline). 
 
While Connecticut is sometimes considered a homogeneous state, wage levels and trends vary dramatically. Average 
weekly wages in the Bridgeport-Stamford Labor Market Area (LMA) are more than twice those in the Willimantic-
Danielson LMA ($1,532 versus $739). While some LMAs saw increases in average weekly wage from 2006 to 2010 
(3 percent in Enfield and 2 percent in New Haven), others saw declines (4 percent in Danbury and 2 percent in 
Willimantic-Danielson). The Bridgeport-Stamford LMA saw significantly more variation in average wages, with a 6 
percent decrease from 2007 to 2009, followed by 3 percent wage growth in 2010. This significant geographic 
variation highlights the need for economic planning that considers regional differences when targeting public 
investments. 
 
For years, Connecticut’s strong middle class helped keep down wage inequality levels. However, rapidly rising wages 
for the highest paid (particularly with the post-recession recovery of the financial sector) produced steeper increases 
in inequality throughout the period from 2006 to 2010 than the national and peer state (MA, NY, NJ, and RI) 
averages. From 2009 to 2010, wage disparities between very high and very low wage earners increased sharply, 
pushing our inequality levels above our peer states and the nation. In 2010, Connecticut’s very high wage workers 
(those at the 90th percentile) earned 5.37 times the wages of very low wage workers (10th percentile). The gap 
between the highest paid (90th percentile) and middle wage (50th percentile) workers also grew significantly from 



 

2009 to 2010. Connecticut’s very high wage workers earn 2.39 times the wages of middle income workers – a larger 
gap than in our peer states, and equal to the national average. 
 
Prior to 2006, wage disparities between minority and white workers and between men and women were already 
greater in Connecticut than nationally and in peer states, and the Great Recession and its aftermath only widened 
those gaps. In 2010, women earned 76 percent of the median wages of men. This is somewhat worse than in 2007, 
when women earned 79 percent of men’s median wage, and notably worse than in our peer states (where women 
earned 82 percent of men’s wages) and nationally (81 percent). Similarly, in 2010 blacks in Connecticut earned 67 
percent of whites’ median wages as compared to 72 percent in 2007.  Nationally, blacks earned 78 percent of whites’ 
median wages. 
 
Data suggest some positive overall trends, in particular the 10 percent rise in statewide median weekly wages from 
2006 to 2010, and the 18 percent growth in median wages for Hispanics, which closed the Hispanic-white wage gap 
by 8 percentage points. However, these trends may be more of a statistical anomaly than evidence of widespread 
improvements in wages. The large rise in unemployment from 4.3 percent in 2006 to 9.2 percent in 2010, and even 
greater increase for Hispanics (8.2 percent to 17.7 percent), suggests that rising median wages could be due to job 
losses among low wage workers that artificially inflated the median, rather than widespread wage increases. In short, 
the median may be higher because there are fewer employed workers at the bottom of the scale. 
 
Other trend data support the interpretation that the rise in median wages is due to a significant loss in low wage 
jobs. While the median wage increased 10 percent since 2006, average annual earnings for Connecticut workers 
increased only 0.3 percent from 2006 to 2010, and the state shed 119,000 jobs during the Great Recession. 
Unemployment is at historically high levels among groups of workers – including young people, Hispanics, blacks, 
and those with less education – who tend to earn much lower wages. Given the uncertainty about the source of 
these gains in median wage, it would be imprudent to conclude that the state’s workforce has experienced a 
wholesale increase in wages.  It is more likely the median wage has increased simply because job loss has been 
disproportionate among the lowest paid workers. 
 
Looking forward, it is clear that improving workforce skills and education must be at the center of our economic 
development strategy and are critical to reducing wage inequalities. Workers with a four-year college degree earn 
twice the median wage of those without, and have seen the greatest wage increases in recent years. Forty percent of 
Connecticut’s whites have a bachelor’s degree, compared to only 18 percent of blacks and 14 percent of Hispanics. 
Only 7 percent of whites lack a high school diploma, compared to 18 percent of blacks and 33 percent of Hispanics. 
These vast racial disparities in educational attainment are significant drivers of minority wage inequality, and that 
inequality is unlikely to be reduced without addressing the K-12 achievement gap. We must help more students not 
just graduate from high school, but graduate college-ready and with access to the financial resources necessary to 
attend, be successful in, and graduate from college. 
 
In order to encourage more broadly-shared prosperity and opportunity, promote the creation of good-paying jobs, 
reduce wage disparities, and set the state on a sustainable path that maintains and strengthens working families, 
Connecticut should: 

1. Strengthen our educational system from infancy through higher education and work to expand educational 
opportunity for all students. 

2. Establish a comprehensive state economic strategy that makes targeted and strategic investments and 
accounts for regional and demographic differences in economic strengths and needs. 


