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This research brief is drawn from the 2026 edition of The State of Working Connecticut, which also 
examines economic growth, prices and wages, and policy options. This brief examines the labor force 
and unemployment, two measures that together capture the supply of workers and their ability to find 
jobs, which are essential for economic growth and workers’ earnings. As with economic growth, 
Connecticut’s labor force has grown far more slowly than the nation’s labor force for decades, 
limiting the state’s economic potential and the well-being of its workers and households, especially 
by restricting the state’s fiscal capacity to provide support. Adding to that long-term problem, the 
state’s unemployment rate has risen sharply, an immediate, major threat to the earnings of workers, 
and much of that unemployment has become long-term, while even more workers are affected when 
measuring labor underutilization more broadly. 
 
Labor Force  
 
Each month, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics measures the labor force, which includes the 
working-age population—all people age 16 and older excluding those in the military or institutions—
who are either working or actively looking for work. National estimates come from the Current 
Population Survey (CPS), and state estimates come from the Local Area Unemployment Statistics 
program, which incorporates data from the CPS and other sources. 
 
Labor force growth is important because it increases the supply of workers available to fill jobs and 
produce output, which in turn largely drives earnings and expands the state’s fiscal capacity to provide 
support. Labor force growth has two components: growth in the working-age population, the group 
described above; and the change in the share of that population that participates in the labor force. 
 
The composition of the labor force is also important because it shows which residents share in 
economic growth, and the prime-age population in particular—workers 25 to 54 years old—largely 
determines the supply of workers and the wages and productivity the economy can sustain. These 
workers participate in the labor force at far higher rates than both younger adults, many of whom are 
still in school, and older adults, many of whom have retired. Also, because prime-age workers have 
generally completed their education and reached their peak earning years, they supply most of the 
skills that drive the economy’s output and income. 
 
Total Labor Force Growth 
 
From 1990 through 2025, Connecticut’s labor force growth was the second-slowest of all 50 states, 
due to both slow growth in the working-age population and a decline in the labor force participation 
rate, leaving a gap equal to 555,300 fewer workers than if the state had kept pace with the nation. 
 
Figure 1 shows the two components of labor force growth—growth in the working-age population 
and the change in the labor force participation rate—for the U.S., Connecticut, and the four major 
Census regions from July 1990, the start of the 1990–91 recession, through December 2025.1 
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First, the working-age population growth totaled 45.3 percent in the U.S., led by the South and West, 
which both grew by more than 60 percent. Even the Midwest grew by more than 20 percent, and the 
Northeast grew by nearly 20 percent. Connecticut’s working-age population growth, in contrast, 
totaled only 17.4 percent. This slow growth left Connecticut with 508,500 fewer workers at the end 
of 2025 than if its population growth had kept pace with the nation, holding the labor force 
participation rate fixed. 
 
Second, the labor force participation rate declined by 4.1 percentage points in the U.S., led by declines 
of 4.8 percentage points in both the South and the West, while the Midwest and Northeast experienced 
smaller declines of 3.6 percentage points and 2.4 percentage points, respectively. Connecticut’s labor 
force participation rate, in contrast, declined by 6.9 percentage points. This large decline left 
Connecticut with 72,200 fewer workers at the end of 2025 than if its rate had declined only as much 
as the national rate, holding the working-age population level fixed.  
 
Combining both components, Figure 2 shows the total labor force growth in the U.S., Connecticut, 
and the four major Census regions from July 1990 through December 2025.2 In the U.S., the labor 
force grew by 36.4 percent, led by the South and West, which grew by 52.0 percent and 51.1 percent, 
respectively. Even the slower Midwest and Northeast grew by 17.4 percent and 15.5 percent, 
respectively. Connecticut’s labor force, in contrast, grew by just 6.0 percent, making it an outlier even 
compared to its own slow-growing region. 
 
For a more detailed overview, Table 1 shows labor force growth across each economic cycle since 
1990, providing Connecticut’s state rank and comparing its growth to the U.S. and the Northeast to 
estimate its labor force gap.3 In all but the 2001 cycle, the state’s labor force growth lagged the U.S.  
 
The state’s weak growth is most evident during the 1990–91 cycle, when it ranked last among the 
states. Specifically, from July 1990 to March 2001, the U.S. labor force grew by 14.5 percent while 
Connecticut’s labor force declined by 3.8 percent, a gap of 18.2 percentage points (before rounding), 
equal to 332,800 fewer workers than if the state had kept pace with the nation. Measured through 
2025, the state’s labor force growth gap increases to 555,300 fewer workers. Separating the gap into 
its components, the slower growth in the working-age population is the primary factor, accounting 
for 508,500 fewer workers, and the greater decline in the participation rate is the secondary factor, 
accounting for 72,200 fewer workers. The components sum to slightly more than the total gap because 
each is measured while holding the other fixed, with the difference reflecting their interaction. 
 
For the current economic cycle, Connecticut’s labor force was nearly flat from February 2020 through 
2025, while the U.S. labor force grew by 4.3 percent. Unlike the state’s job growth, which improved 
to 36th, its labor force growth remained among the weakest in the U.S., ranking 45th and leaving a 
gap equal to 82,100 fewer workers. This divergence has two causes. Jobs are counted where the work 
is done, including jobs held by out-of-state residents, while the labor force is counted where people 
live. Also, a worker holding two jobs counts twice in the job total but only once in the labor force. 
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Composition and Growth of the Labor Force by Demographic Group 
 
From 1990 through 2025, Connecticut’s labor force aged substantially, as older workers increased by 
233,000, while prime-age workers decreased by 83,100, driven by declines in both the population and 
the participation rate. 
 
Table 2 shows the composition and growth of the labor force in the U.S., the Northeast, and 
Connecticut from 1990 through 2025.4 Unlike the preceding analysis of the total labor force using 
monthly data, this analysis uses annual data to provide a breakdown by demographic group. 
 
The most consequential change was the aging of Connecticut’s labor force. Older workers, 55 years 
old and over, grew by 233,000, more than the state’s entire net gain of 114,800 workers, increasing 
their share of the labor force to 26.1 percent. In contrast, prime-age workers, 25 to 54 years old, 
declined by 83,100, reducing their share to 60.3 percent. Younger workers, 16 to 24 years old, also 
declined by 35,100, reducing their share to 13.6 percent. 
 
Disaggregating each change into its two components, with the interaction effect excluded, shows that 
the drivers differ by age group. The growth in older workers was driven primarily by an increase in 
population, which accounted for 197,600 more workers, while the increase in their participation rate 
accounted for 20,500 more workers. The decline in prime-age workers was driven primarily by a 
decline in population, which accounted for 66,700 fewer workers, while the decrease in the 
participation rate accounted for 17,300 fewer workers. The decline in younger workers, in contrast, 
was driven entirely by a decline in participation, as their larger population accounted for 4,700 more 
workers, while the decrease in the participation rate accounted for 39,100 fewer workers. 
 
For a more recent overview, Figure 3 shows the contribution of each demographic group to labor 
force growth for the current economic cycle, from 2019 through 2025.5 The state’s labor force grew 
by just 0.2 percent, or 3,800 workers, but this masks large, offsetting shifts by age group. Older 
workers declined by 26,900, reversing their earlier growth, and prime-age workers declined by 5,300, 
continuing the long-term trend, together subtracting 1.7 percentage points, or 32,200 workers. 
Younger workers, in contrast, increased by 36,000, reversing their earlier decline, and contributing 
1.9 percentage points. 
 

*** 
 
Like its economic growth, Connecticut’s labor force growth is both a long-term and ongoing problem. 
Since 1990, its labor force has grown the second-slowest of all 50 states, due primarily to weak growth 
in the working-age population and secondarily to a decrease in the participation rate. This limited 
growth also came entirely from older workers until recently, when growth shifted to younger workers, 
while prime-age workers decreased throughout. In addition to slow growth and a shrinking prime-age 
labor force, a major new problem is the state’s rising unemployment, reviewed next.
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Figure 1. Working-Age Population Growth 
and Labor Force Participation Rate, July 1990 to December 2025 

 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations. 
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Figure 2. Labor Force Growth, July 1990 to December 2025 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations. 
 
 Table 1. Labor Force Growth, July 1990 to December 2025 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations. Level change in labor force in thousands. Pandemic economic cycle is ongoing. 
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Table 2. Composition and Growth of Labor Force by Demographic Group, 1990 to 2025 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Economic Policy Institute, and author’s calculations. Not seasonally adjusted. Levels and change in net workers are in 
thousands. Microdata survey shares scaled to official totals.
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Figure 3. Contributions to Labor Force Growth by Demographic Group,  
2019 to 2025 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Economic Policy Institute, and author’s calculations. Not seasonally adjusted. 
Microdata survey shares scaled to official totals. 
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Unemployment 
 
Along with the labor force, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics measures unemployment each month 
at the national and state levels. The unemployment rate, one of the most prominent labor market 
indicators, equals the share of the labor force that is not working but available for and actively looking 
for work. Unemployment estimates come from the same sources as the labor force estimates. 
 
Unemployment is important because it shows whether workers who are looking for jobs can find 
them, and it is an immediate, major threat to workers’ earnings. This threat is often greatest for low- 
and middle-income households, who tend to have less in savings to offset lost earnings and still make 
ends meet. Also, rising unemployment lowers tax revenue just as demand for public benefits rises, 
reducing the state’s capacity to provide support when needed most. 
 
Since last year, rising unemployment has become more important because the One Big Beautiful Bill 
Act expanded work requirements for food assistance and health care. Specifically, changes effective 
in 2025 expanded who must meet the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program’s requirement of 
at least 80 hours a month of work or other qualifying activities, such as job training or community 
service, and changes effective in 2027 will extend it to adults covered through the Medicaid 
expansion. Therefore, as unemployment rises and jobs become harder to find—which also increases 
competition for job training and community service slots that may not meet demand—more workers 
will likely struggle to meet these requirements, putting them at increased risk of losing public benefits. 
This creates a compounding problem, as the same rise in unemployment that reduces earnings from 
work will also reduce access to benefits meant to supplement insufficient earnings or offset their loss. 
 
Total Unemployment 
 
Over the past year, Connecticut’s unemployment rate increased by 1.3 percentage points to 5.2 
percent, equal to 97,600 workers, in June 2026, the largest increase of all 50 states and tied for the 
highest rate, at a time of expanded work requirements for public benefits. 
 
Highlighting a major new problem, Figure 4 shows the unemployment rate for the U.S., Connecticut, 
and the four major Census regions from January 2023 through June 2026.6 After reaching a low of 
3.1 percent in April 2023, the state’s unemployment rate increased steadily, surpassing the national 
rate in January 2026 and reaching 5.2 percent in June 2026, equal to 97,600 workers and tied for the 
highest rate among the states. This put the state’s unemployment rate at 1.0 percentage point above 
the 4.2 percent national rate and above every Census region, including the Northeast at 4.4 percent. 
 
Unemployment in Connecticut is especially concerning not only for its overall rate but also for the 
sustained steepness of its rise. Specifically, over the past two years, from June 2024 to June 2026, the 
state’s unemployment rate climbed by 2.0 percentage points, the largest increase of any state, equal 
to 35,000 workers. This included an increase of 0.7 percentage points, equal to 12,300 workers, in the 
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first year (June 2024 to June 2025), tied for the fifth-largest among the states, and then an increase of 
1.3 percentage points, equal to 22,700 workers, in the second year (June 2025 to June 2026), the 
largest among the states. The national rate, in contrast, increased by only 0.1 percentage points during 
the same period, resulting in Connecticut moving from 0.9 percentage points below the national rate 
in June 2024 to 1.0 percentage point above it in June 2026. 
 
Unemployment by Demographic Group, Duration, and Alternative Measures 
 
Over the past year, through June 2026, Connecticut experienced several other major unemployment 
problems: the average rate was substantially higher for certain demographic groups than the 4.8 
percent overall average monthly rate, reaching 12.4 percent for younger workers and 11.1 percent for 
Black workers; nearly one in three unemployed workers was out of work longer than the maximum 
26 weeks of regular unemployment insurance benefits; and the broadest measure of labor 
underutilization averaged 8.7 percent, or 168,100 workers, nearly double the official measure. 
 
For a more detailed overview of the new problem, Table 3 shows the average monthly unemployment 
level and rate for the U.S., the Northeast, and Connecticut from July 2025 through June 2026 in three 
ways: by demographic group, by duration of unemployment, and by alternative measures of labor 
underutilization.7 Unlike the preceding analysis using monthly, seasonally adjusted data, this analysis 
averages the monthly, not seasonally adjusted data over the past year, which is necessary to provide 
detailed breakdowns and removes seasonal patterns. 
 
First, examining unemployment by demographic group reveals substantial disparities, the largest of 
which are by age. In Connecticut, the rate for younger workers (16 to 24 years) averaged 12.4 percent, 
about three times the 4.1 percent rate for prime-age workers (25 to 54 years) and the highest rate of 
any group. Both rates and the disparity between them are larger than in the U.S., where younger 
workers averaged 9.7 percent, about two and a half times the 3.7 percent rate for prime-age workers. 
 
The next-largest demographic disparities are by race and ethnicity. In Connecticut, the rate for Black 
workers averaged 11.1 percent, about three times the 3.5 percent rate for white workers. Here too, 
both rates and the disparity between them are larger than in the U.S., where Black workers averaged 
7.3 percent, more than twice the 3.4 percent rate for white workers. 
 
These demographic disparities in unemployment are especially harmful because the groups 
experiencing the highest unemployment rates are also the least able to afford the loss. As the full 
report shows, younger workers tend to earn far lower hourly wages than workers in their 30s, 40s, 
and 50s, and many Black workers experience substantial wage gaps. These groups of workers 
therefore generally earn less when working, leaving them with smaller savings to offset lost earnings. 
 
Second, the duration of unemployment reveals a further concern, as the state’s problem is in large 
part one of long-term unemployment, defined as lasting 27 weeks or longer. In Connecticut, the long-
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term unemployed averaged 28,600 workers, or 1.5 percent of the labor force, one of the highest rates 
among the states and well above the 1.1 percent rate in the U.S. The long-term unemployed also made 
up 31.4 percent of all unemployed workers in the state, the largest of the four duration groups, whereas 
in the U.S. the largest group was workers unemployed for less than 5 weeks, and the long-term 
unemployed made up 25.3 percent. 
 
Long-term unemployment compounds the harm. The longer workers remain unemployed, the harder 
returning to work tends to become and the further their savings fall. Adding to those losses, regular 
unemployment insurance benefits in Connecticut last a maximum of 26 weeks, meaning the long-
term unemployed have generally outlasted the program designed to replace their lost earnings. The 
federal cuts will now also deepen the harm, as the expanded 80-hour monthly work requirements are 
hard to meet without a job, putting food assistance and health care at risk. 
 
Third, the alternative measures of labor underutilization show that the official unemployment rate, 
referred to as U-3, captures only part of the problem. The Bureau of Labor Statistics publishes six 
such measures, from the narrowest, U-1, to the broadest, U-6. The two narrower measures count only 
workers unemployed 15 weeks or longer (U-1) and only job losers and workers who completed 
temporary jobs (U-2). The three broader measures progressively add discouraged workers, who want 
a job but have stopped looking because they believe none is available (U-4); all marginally attached 
workers, who want a job and have looked in the past year but not the past month (U-5); and part-time 
workers who want full-time work but cannot get the hours (U-6). 
 
Connecticut’s rate was higher than the U.S. rate on all six measures. At the narrow end, its U-1 rate 
averaged 2.3 percent, compared to 1.8 percent in the U.S. At the broad end, its U-6 rate averaged 8.7 
percent, compared to 8.2 percent in the U.S. The broadest measure also nearly doubles the count of 
affected workers in Connecticut, from an average of 91,100 unemployed workers each month under 
the official rate to an average of 168,100 unemployed or underemployed workers under U-6, adding 
20,000 marginally attached workers and 57,000 part-time workers unable to get full-time hours. 
 

*** 
 
Unlike Connecticut’s labor force growth problems, its unemployment problems are more recent and 
immediate. Over the past year, its unemployment rate rose faster than in any other state, to a level 
tied for the highest, and the average rate was even higher for younger workers and Black workers, 
who typically can least afford the lost earnings. A large share of the state’s unemployment has also 
become long-term, with nearly one in three unemployed workers out of work longer than regular 
unemployment insurance benefits last, and by the broadest measure 168,100 workers, nearly twice 
the official count, were unemployed or underemployed. New federal work requirements make these 
problems worse by tying public benefits to work the labor market is increasingly failing to provide. 
Together, the slow-growing labor force and unemployment problems show that the state’s labor 
market is falling behind both in growing the supply of workers and in workers’ ability to find jobs. 
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Figure 4. Unemployment Rate, January 2023 to June 2026 

 
Sources: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations. Seasonally adjusted. No data for October 2025. 
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Table 3. Unemployment Level and Rate  
by Demographic Group, Duration, and Alternative Measures, 

Monthly Average from July 2025 to June 2026 

 
Sources:  U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Census Bureau, and author’s calculations. Not seasonally adjusted. 
Level in thousands. Microdata survey shares scaled to official totals. No data for October 2025. 
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