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NC CONTINUES TO RECOVER FROM THE PANDEMIC DOWNTURN, BUT MORE SLOWLY THAN DESIRED 

North Carolina realized little change in its total establishment employment between April and May 
2021, as seen in Figure 1 and in Table 1 (on the next page)1. This May 2021 employment level 
increased only 1,400 (to a total of 4,461,700). Although this change is a reverse from the April drop 
of 5,300, North Carolina’s 
establishment employment count 
remains well below the state’s pre-
pandemic high (164,900 or 3.56 percent 
below 4,452,300 in February 2020).  

Figure 1 provides a summary of North 
Carolina’s monthly changes since the 
beginning of the pandemic recovery. 
During March and April of 2020, the 
months of the pandemic job losses, the 
North Carolina economy shed a 
combined 575,200 workers. In the next 
two months, which we show in the 
graph, it added 73,000 and 132,900, respectively. The next five months added workers, but at levels 
that were sequentially lower. Then, in 
December 2020, job growth nearly 
doubled the November increase. Still, 
jobs were 175,300 lower than the 
previous December and 190,800 below 
February 2020. During the first five 
months of 2021, the establishment 
employment count has climbed by only 
25,900. If this average monthly growth 
holds for the remainder of the year, 
North Carolina will only add 62,160 
jobs in 2021– not nearly enough for the 
economy to recover to pre-pandemic 
totals.  Still, as seen in Figure 2, North 
Carolina’s recovery remains marginally stronger than that of the nation. 

The minimal total change is masking some substantial employment gains and losses in several 
sectors. As seen in Table 1, five sectors have surpassed their February 2020 employee count: 
Transportation, Warehousing, and Utilities (109.1 percent recovered or up 9.1 percent); Professional, 

 
1 Establishment employment reflects a count of workers at their job, whereas resident employment is part of the labor 
force data and reflects a count of the workers where they live. 
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Scientific and Technical Services (103.6 percent recovered or up 3.6 percent); Information (101.6 
percent recovered or up 1.6 percent); Finance and Insurance (101.4 percent recovered or up 1.4 
percent); and Federal Government (100.7 percent recovered or up 0.7 percent). Four of these five 
sectors saw job increases over the month. Only the Federal Government saw its employee count drop 
between April and May 2021. 

The largest monthly establishment employment increases were realized by the sectors that were 
hardest hit by the recovery. Arts, Entertainment and Recreation grew 2,100 jobs over the month (up 
3.4 percent) but remains 18.1 percent below its pre-pandemic count (only 81.9 percent recovered). 
Accommodation & food services, which stands 12.1 percent below the February 2020 tally (87.9 
percent recovered), grew by 5,500 jobs (1.4 percent) from April to May 2021. Educational services 
saw its count climb by 1,200 over the month.  Still, its total count is 11.1 percent below the pre-
pandemic standard (88.9 percent recovered). The final sector below 90 percent recovered is State 
government employment. It lost 1,800 jobs between April and May 2021 (down 1.0 percent). 

Total Establishment Employment 4,461.7 4,460.3 1.4 0.0% 0.4% 96.4%

Mining & Logging                                             5.7 5.7 0.0 0.0% 0.0% 98.3%

Construction                                                 234.7 236.3 ‐1.6 ‐0.7% ‐7.8% 99.5%

Manufacturing Durable goods                                   248.0 247.5 0.5 0.2% 2.5% 96.3%

Manufacturing Non Durable Goods                        214.7 215.1 ‐0.4 ‐0.2% ‐2.2% 98.7%

Wholesale Trade                                              183.3 182.6 0.7 0.4% 4.7% 97.4%

Retail trade                                                 500.8 499.8 1.0 0.2% 2.4% 99.7%

Transportation,Warehouse, and Utilities             181.0 180.6 0.4 0.2% 2.7% 109.1%

Information                                                  77.4 77.1 0.3 0.4% 4.8% 101.6%

Finance and insurance                                        198.0 197.4 0.6 0.3% 3.7% 101.4%

Real Estate and Rental Leasing                               59.8 60.1 ‐0.3 ‐0.5% ‐5.8% 95.5%

Professional, Scientific and Technical                   278.6 278.4 0.2 0.1% 0.9% 103.6%

Management of Companies                                      82.0 82.1 ‐0.1 ‐0.1% ‐1.5% 96.2%

Administrative & Waste Management                  298.8 300.1 ‐1.3 ‐0.4% ‐5.1% 98.6%

Educational services                                         87.9 86.7 1.2 1.4% 17.9% 88.9%

Health Care and Social Services                              510.4 512.7 ‐2.3 ‐0.4% ‐5.3% 95.7%

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation                       63.2 61.1 2.1 3.4% 50.0% 81.9%

Accommodation & food services                             391.5 386.0 5.5 1.4% 18.5% 87.9%

Other services                                               154.4 156.4 ‐2.0 ‐1.3% ‐14.3% 91.1%

Federal Government                                           75.5 75.7 ‐0.2 ‐0.3% ‐3.1% 100.7%

State government                                             184.7 186.5 ‐1.8 ‐1.0% ‐11.0% 89.5%

Local government                                             431.3 432.4 ‐1.1 ‐0.3% ‐3.0% 94.4%

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

before  the  pandemic began adversely affecting the  economy..

North Carolina Establishment Employment
Employment is  in Thousands

May‐21 Apr‐21
Monthly 

Change

Monthly 

Percent 

Change

Annualized 

Monthly 

Percent 

Change

Percent 

Recovered*

Table 1
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The remaining twelve sectors shown in the 
table are less than nine percent below their 
pre-pandemic count (see the Percent 
Recovered column in Table 1). Six of these 
sectors are performing below the statewide 
standard (3.6 percent below the February 
2020 employment count or 96.4 percent 
recovered), with recovery rates between 
91.1 percent and 96.3 percent. Five of the 
six lost employees over the month. The six 
sectors performing above the statewide 
average range from 97.4 percent recovered 
to 99.7 percent recovered. Two of these 
latter sectors gained workers over the 
month, while three of them lost employees. 
One sector, mining & logging, was 
unchanged.  

The NC Worker                                                                                                 

For many months prior to the pandemic, 
North Carolina’s unemployment rate was 
generally at or above the US average. Since 
the arrival of the pandemic, the order has 
reversed. Except for May 2020, the statewide 
average has been lower (Figure 3). Currently 
(May 2021 data) the North Carolina 
unemployment rate was 4.8 percent and the 
US unemployment rate measured 5.8 
percent. 

The relatively lower unemployment is also 
reflected in Figure 4. Here, we computed 
Insured Unemployment Rates for North 
Carolina and the nation – which is the share 
of the labor force receiving unemployment 
payments. We did this by linking the 
continuing unemployment claims to the total 
labor force. Note that North Carolina’s rate 
dropped relatively more quickly than the national rate. This drop is likely due to North Carolina’s 
relatively more restrictive compensation schedule. 

We know that national job openings are at record levels, as seen in Figure 5. This situation, which is 
also prevalent in NC, is not unexpected. It can largely be attributed to the accelerated opening of 
the economy as more people become vaccinated. Employers advertise for the new openings, but it 
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takes time to hire the correct person. Plus, workers are becoming more selective in the type of job 
they take. For example, employees who left 
the workforce during the pandemic to take 
care of children and family members may 
now be looking for jobs that provide 
childcare benefits or more flexible work 
schedules. Many experienced burnout while 
working from home during the pandemic, so 
they might be waiting for the virus to be 
completely eradicated. Workers who 
continued to perform essential jobs faced 
elevated health and safety risks, often 
without sufficient compensation, so they 
might be looking for jobs in other areas. 
Finally, in-person work continues to pose additional risks and stressors for many. 

Another way to look at the situation is by comparing the unemployment rate to the job opening rate 
(see Figure 6). The unemployment rate is the percentage of the labor force actively looking for work. 
The job opening rate is the number of open jobs as a percent of the labor force. During a recession, 
unemployment rises relatively faster than job openings as employers reduce their hiring and workers 
lose jobs. As the economy improves, the relationship’s trend reverses as companies post new 
employment opportunities and the unemployed are hired. 

Beginning in January 2018, the relationship went negative. This suggested a tighter labor market 
where openings exceeded the current supply of available workers. This situation persisted until the 
pandemic impacted the economy in March 2020. It is expected that this relationship will once again 
turn negative, if it has not done so already. This means that it is likely that companies will need to 
be more aggressive in competing for workers – such as offering higher salaries or more flexible 
schedules. 

The Coming Months 

The pandemic is not over, and a large part of the population remains unvaccinated. If cases once 
again quickly rise, the economy will surely be negatively impacted.  

According to NPR2, the dangerous Delta variant of the coronavirus, which was first identified in India, 
is spreading so quickly in the United States that it will likely become the predominant strain in the 
U.S. within weeks. The variant is the most contagious yet and may trigger serious illness in the 
unvaccinated. All the vaccines authorized for use in the US appear to provide powerful protection 
against all the variants, including Delta. But the rapid spread of the variants is still raising concern 
because of the large number of people who remain unvaccinated.  

 
2 https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2021/06/22/1008859705/delta-variant-coronavirus-
unvaccinated-u-s-covid-surge 
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The longer it takes to vaccinate the NC population, the more likely that cases, hospitalizations, and 
deaths will continue at or above current levels. This also means it is less likely that the statewide job 
count will recover to pre-pandemic levels anytime soon.  
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