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Solid October Growth, but a New Covid Cloud on the Horizon 

North Carolina experienced a robust 
increase in establishment employment 
from September 2021 to October 20211.  
This measure of economic health 
climbed by an estimated 31,200 jobs 
over September to bring North 
Carolina’s total jobs to 4,554,300.  The 
monthly change was the sixth largest 
since the recovery began in May 2020 
and the second largest gain in 2021.  
The month-by-month recovery 
following the pandemic-induced 
recession in shown in Figure 1. 
 
The total employment count for North 
Carolina remains 72,300 jobs (1.56 
percent) below the February 2020 pre-
pandemic high.  As one can see in Figure 
1, the recovery has been uneven.  
Overall, the statewide economy has 
averaged a 28,000 increase each month 
during its 18 month recovery.  The pace 
of change has been dramatically 
different in the past two years. The 
2021 monthly change in jobs has 
averaged 11,850, which is substantially 
below last year’s recovery average 
(48,000 per month from May 2020 to 
December 2020).  If the 2021 pace 
continues, it will take six months for 
the state to return to its pre-pandemic 
job threshold (4,626,600 jobs in February 2020). 
 
The labor force numbers show both an expanding North Carolina economy and an economy that has 
not reached its pre-pandemic levels2.  The unemployment rate dropped 0.2 percent over the month to 
4.1 percent (Figure 2).  This reduction was generated by a 6,200 drop in the number of unemployed 
and a 11,000 climb in employed workers. 
 

 
1 The establishment employment count comes from a survey of businesses and estimates the number of employees based 
upon where they work. If a person has two jobs, each job would be included in the total. 
2 The labor force totals come from a household survey which estimates the number of employed and unemployed workers. 
A person is only counted once and is based upon where they reside. The unemployed worker must be actively seeking a job 
to be included in the overall count. 
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The size of the labor force in October 2021 is 1.4 percent below the level found in February 2020.  In 
this difference, we find that the number of employed is down by 2.0 percent (95,874 workers), the 
number of unemployed is up 13.4 percent (24,632 persons), and the unemployment rate remains 0.5 
percent below the pre-pandemic rate of 3.6 percent.  The labor force participation rate, which 
measures the percentage of the working-age population in the labor force, stood at 61.3 percent in 
February 2020. It currently stands at 59.3 percent. This difference suggests that a substantial number 
of persons have quit looking for a job.  If the percentages were the same, the current labor force count 
would be nearly 161,000 higher.  This does not mean that all these persons are going to come back 
into the job market.  Still, it means that there is a pool of workers that might be tempted to return to 
work when the negative consequences resulting from the pandemic subside and/or if other incentives 
are offered for their return to the labor force (i.e., flexible work hours, affordable childcare, and 
higher wages). 
 
Neighboring States 
 
In previous issues of this NCPRO Monthly 
Economic Update we have discussed how 
North Carolina has performed relative to 
the nation.  All-in-all the state has done 
better.  Now we want to address how the 
state has weathered the pandemic 
relative to our contiguous neighbors. The 
different paths to the initial trauma and 
the subsequent partial recovery are 
shown in Figure 3.  Table 1 shows the 
extent of the initial trauma and how far 
the US and each state need to go to reach 
pre-pandemic employment levels. 
 
Spaghetti graphs with many states are often hard to follow, and Figure 3 is no exception.  On the other 
hand, it clearly shows that North Carolina and its neighbors realized similar impacts upon their 
respective workforces.  All were impacted less severely than the nation. If there is an exception to the 
presented trends, it would be in Virginia – particularly as it relates to its employment recovery. 
 
First, as is highlighted in Table 1, all states realized a negative employment impact that was less severe 
than the nation. The average for the 
five states was a drop of 12.7 percent.  
North Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Virginia were under this average.  
Virginia experienced the smallest drop 
(at 11.7 percent). In relation to the 
recovery, Virginia is at the bottom in 
terms of employment recovery (3.3 
percent below its February 2020 
count). In fact, Virginia is the only 
listed state that is currently 
recovering more slowly than the nation.  
 
 

NC GA SC TN VA US

April 2020 ‐12.4% ‐13.1% ‐14.0% ‐12.0% ‐11.7% ‐14.7%

October 2021 ‐1.6% ‐1.3% ‐1.8% ‐1.7% ‐3.3% ‐2.8%

US and State Establishment Employment Profiles
Relative to February 2020

Table 1
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Table 2 highlights the unemployment rate changes between the nation, North Carolina, and NC’s four 
neighbors. 
 
The changes in the labor force 
(and the previously described 
establishment employment) 
unemployment depend upon the 
respective mix of industries in 
each state, demographic 
characteristics, other non-
economic factors.  These 
combination of factors makes 
every state unique, but national 
trends and changes are generally 
the driving force in a state’s 
overall economic health.   
 
Prior to the pandemic, the US and all the states had unemployment rates lower than 4.0 percent.  In 
fact, South Carolina and Virginia had rates less than 3.0 percent of the labor force.  When that 
pandemic hit, all the rates in the table climbed into double-digits.  The highest was in Tennessee at 
15.8 Percent.  North Carolina’s rate was second highest but remained lower than the national average.  
The October data shows than the five statewide rates are below the national average.  Only one state, 
Georgia, currently has a rate that has fallen below its pre-pandemic standard. 
 
North Carolina by Industry 
 
Table 3 provides an overview of 21 industrial sectors in North Carolina.  It looks at both the changes 
employment over the past month (September to October 2021) and how each sector is doing in relation 
to its pre-pandemic standard (i.e., the employment level in February 2020).  
 
As was mentioned earlier in this report, North Carolina gained 31,200 jobs from September 2021 to 
October 2021.   It was also mentioned that the state’s latest total number of employed remained 1.6 
percent below the pre-pandemic high of February 2020.  Table 3 expands the view of the monthly 
change by detailing North Carolina main industrial sectors.  Note that the column Percent Recovered 
is an alternative way of describing how much below/above the establishment employment stands 
relative to its respective February 2020 total (i.e., for the US, 100.00% - 98.44% = 1.56%, or 1.6% when 
rounded to the nearest tenth). 
 
There were 7 sectors that collectively lost 2,700 jobs over the month.  The largest losses, and nearly 
80 percent of the total number of jobs lost between September and October, were in Transportation, 
Warehousing, & Utilities (down 900), Finance & Insurance (700), and State Government (500). Of these 
three sectors, only State Government has yet to recover its pre-pandemic job count. In fact, its 
recovery rate, at 88.46 percent, is the lowest of all groups. 
 
There were 14 sectors that collectively gained 33,900 jobs from September to October.  The sectors 
with the largest gains included Accommodation & Food Services (12,300), Retail Trade (5,200), and   
Wholesale Trade (3,200).   Three other sectors gained more at least two thousand new jobs: Health 
Care & Social Services (2,700); Construction (2,200); and Manufacturing Durable Goods (2,000). The 

NC GA SC TN VA US

Februry 2020 3.6% 3.5% 2.8% 3.9% 2.5% 3.5%

Peak 13.5% 12.5% 11.5% 15.8% 11.3% 14.8%

From February 2020 9.9% 9.0% 8.7% 11.9% 8.8% 11.3%

October 2021 4.1% 3.1% 3.9% 4.2% 3.6% 4.6%

From Febuary 2020 0.5% ‐0.4% 1.1% 0.3% 1.1% 1.1%

US and State Unemployment Rates
Table 2
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remaining 8 growing sectors realized gains between 200 (Information) and 1,700 (Manufacturing 
Nondurable Goods).                                                                                                                                           
 
In relation to the pandemic recovery, 11 sectors have yet to reach their respective February 2020 job 
count, while 10 sectors have surpassed this pre-pandemic threshold. In relation to the ones that have 
not fully replaced all jobs, all the industries, less one (Manufacturing Durable Goods at 99.07 percent), 
have recovered relatively fewer jobs than the statewide average of 98.44 percent.  Only two of these 
sectors have recovered less than 90 percent of their February 2020 job count:  State Government 
(88.46 percent) and Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation (88.99 percent).  Four of the 10 sectors have 
surpassed their February 2020 jobs count by more than 3.0 percent.  These industries include 
Transportation, Warehousing, & Utilities (10.07 percent); Professional, Scientific, & Technical 
Services (7.1 percent); Construction (3.27 percent); and Information (3.02 percent). 
 
 
 
 

Total Establishment Employment 4,554.3 4,523.1 31.2 0.7% 8.6% 98.44%

Mining & Logging                                             5.6 5.7 ‐0.1 ‐1.8% ‐19.1% 96.55%

Construction                                                 243.5 241.3 2.2 0.9% 11.5% 103.27%

Manufacturing Durable Goods                                  255.0 253.0 2.0 0.8% 9.9% 99.07%

Manufacturing Nondurable Goods                          220.1 218.4 1.7 0.8% 9.8% 101.20%

Wholesale Trade                                              189.1 185.9 3.2 1.7% 22.7% 100.48%

Retail Trade                                                 505.4 500.2 5.2 1.0% 13.2% 100.62%

Transportation,Warehousing, & Utilities             182.6 183.5 ‐0.9 ‐0.5% ‐5.7% 110.07%

Information                                                  78.5 78.3 0.2 0.3% 3.1% 103.02%

Finance & Insurance                                        199.6 200.3 ‐0.7 ‐0.3% ‐4.1% 102.20%

Real Estate & Rental Leasing                               60.0 60.2 ‐0.2 ‐0.3% ‐3.9% 95.85%

Professional, Scientific, & Technical Services    288.1 287.6 0.5 0.2% 2.1% 107.10%

Management of Companies                                      82.4 82.1 0.3 0.4% 4.5% 96.71%

Administrative & Waste Management                  307.0 306.0 1.0 0.3% 4.0% 101.29%

Educational Services                                         90.1 88.9 1.2 1.3% 17.5% 91.10%

Health Care & Social Services                              508.1 505.4 2.7 0.5% 6.6% 95.27%

Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation                          68.7 68.2 0.5 0.7% 9.2% 88.99%

Accommodation & Food Services                            404.8 392.5 12.3 3.1% 44.8% 90.93%

Other Services                                               160.4 159.5 0.9 0.6% 7.0% 94.63%

Federal Government                                           75.4 75.6 ‐0.2 ‐0.3% ‐3.1% 100.53%

State Government                                             182.5 183.0 ‐0.5 ‐0.3% ‐3.2% 88.46%

Local Government                                             447.4 447.5 ‐0.1 0.0% ‐0.3% 97.92%

Monthly Changes and Overall Recovery

Table 3

* Percent Recovered in relation to February 2020.  This  month was  the  peak of the  recent bus iness  cycle  and the  month before  the  

March 2020‐Apri l  2020 pandemic recess ion began.

North Carolina Establishment Employment

Employment is  in Thousands

Oct‐21 Sep‐21
Monthly 

Change

Monthly 

Percent 

Change

Annualized 

Monthly 

Percent 

Change

Percent 

Recovered*
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Summary  
 
The strength of the recovery remains centered upon the global ability to control the pandemic.  This 
was never more evident that what was seen in the markets on Black Friday (November 26, 2021). As 
reported by CNBC Online shortly after stocks closed on this day after the Thanksgiving holiday, “US 
stocks dropped sharply on Friday as a 
new Covid variant found in South 
Africa triggered a global shift away 
from risk assets.  The Dow Jones 
Industrial Average dropped about 905 
points, or 2.5%, for its worst day of the 
year, while the S&P 500 and Nasdaq 
Composite slid 2.3% and 2.2%, 
respectively.”  And, as shown by 
Figure 4, Covid cases in North Carolina 
(thru November 26, 2021) once again 
seem to be on the rise.  Hopefully, this 
increase will be short-lived and we can 
avoid the potentially severe impact of 
a new variant. 
 
Perhaps the rise of a new variant will entice the unvaccinated population to get their vaccines, as 
health officials urge. Only when a greater majority of the population remains vaccinated will we be 
able to reduce the probability of new infections – which would become an economic boost to markets 
and the economy. 
 
 
James W. Kleckley, PhD 
Senior Economic Advisor 
November 30, 2021 
 


