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• between August 2008 and december 2011,
6 percent of workers were unemployed for at
least six consecutive months.
•six months after job loss, half of long-term
unemployed workers experienced per capita
family income declines of 40 percent or more.
•Long-term unemployed African Americans,
hispanics, workers with limited education, and
unmarried adults were most likely to experience
economic hardship, whereas those ages 62 and
older were least likely.

financial Consequences of Long-Term Unemployment
during the Great recession and recovery
Richard W. Johnson and Alice G. Feng
Unemployment soared during the Great Recession and its aftermath, as the nation’s nonfarm payroll shrank by 8.7 million jobs in 2008
and 2009. The official unemployment rate peaked in October 2009 at 10 percent—twice the rate that prevailed when the recession began
in December 2007—when more than 15 million nonworking Americans were looking for jobs.1 Another 800,000 nonworking adults were
excluded from the official unemployment count that month because they had become discouraged by their poor job prospects and
stopped looking for work.2 The unemployment rate has been declining slowly as the economy recovers, but remained near 8 percent at
the end of 2012, five years after the downturn began and more than three years after the recession officially ended
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oblessness caused financial hardship
for many families. About three-quarters of unemployed workers in a
summer 2010 survey said the recession had a major impact on their lives;
slightly more than half described their
financial situation as poor, and about a
tenth filed for bankruptcy.3 Unemployed
workers who experienced a drop in earnings
cut their monthly spending by 12 percent,
on average.4 The long-term unemployed,
whose ranks have soared since 2007, were
hit particularly hard. In 2010, 45 percent of
unemployed workers had been jobless for
more than six months, compared with only
18 percent in 2007.5 More than two-fifths of
adults ages 24 to 61 who were unemployed
for more than six months were poor in
2011, compared with 24 percent of those

unemployed for no more than six months
and only 6 percent of those who were
employed.6 Of those unemployed for at
least seven months in March 2010, 70 percent had spent money from their savings, 56
percent borrowed money from family and
friends, and 24 percent missed mortgage or
rent payments.7
This brief presents new evidence on the
financial consequences of long-term unemployment during the Great Recession and its
aftermath. Emphasizing differences by sex,
race, education, marital status, industry, and
especially age, the analysis shows how income,
the composition of income, and financial
hardship changed following the onset of
unemployment. It focuses on long-term
unemployed workers, defined as those who
had been unemployed for at least six consec-

Older workers were
spared the worst
outcomes because
many supplemented
their family incomes
with Social Security
before they lost their
jobs, and others
began collecting
benefits once they
became unemployed.
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utive months. Workers are considered unemployed if they were on layoff or if they did not
hold a job and were looking for work.
Our data come from the U.S. Census
Bureau’s 2008 Survey of Income and Program
Participation (SIPP), a nationally representative household survey that follows workers over
time. Our sample runs from August 2008 to
December 2011 and is restricted to adults ages
25 and older. The appendix provides additional
information about our data and methods.
The results of our study show that
extended job loss had devastating financial
consequences for many workers. Despite the
critical protection provided by unemployment insurance benefits, family incomes fell
40 percent or more for half of long-term
unemployed workers, and slightly more than
a quarter began experiencing economic hardship. Long-term unemployed African
Americans, Hispanics, workers without high
school diplomas, and unmarried adults were
most likely to experience economic hardship.
Older workers were spared the worst outcomes because many supplemented their family incomes with Social Security before they
lost their jobs, and others began collecting
benefits once they became unemployed.

unemployment was also relatively common in
certain industries. For example, 10.9 percent
of workers in construction and 9.5 percent of
those in manufacturing were unemployed for
at least six consecutive months, compared
with only 3.6 percent of workers in education,
health, and social services.
Long-term unemployment often significantly reduced family incomes. Figure 2 compares incomes for long-term unemployed
workers in the month before the unemployment spell began with those six months after
the spell began. It shows the median percentage decline over the period in monthly per
capita family income—family income divided
by the number of family members. Per capita
family income fell 40 percent or more for half
of long-term unemployed workers.8
Unmarried long-term unemployed workers
experienced the sharpest income losses, with
half losing more than half of their income. By
contrast, half of married long-term unemployed workers experienced losses of no more
than a third. Large income losses were also
common among African Americans and college graduates. However, relatively few older
workers suffered substantial income losses.
The median decline in per capita family
income was only 24 percent for long-term
income Losses among the Long-Term
unemployed workers ages 62 and older, comUnemployed
pared with 42 percent for those ages 50 to 61,
Twelve percent of workers ages 25 and older 43 percent for those ages 35 to 49, and 45 perwere unemployed for at least a full month at cent for those ages 25 to 34.
some point between August 2008 and
These income losses often created ecoDecember 2011. About half of this group—6 nomic hardship, which we define as having
percent overall—were unemployed for at least family income that falls short of federal
six consecutive months during the 41-month poverty thresholds. These thresholds increase
period. Long-term unemployment was less with family size and grow each year with inflacommon among older workers (figure 1). tion. In 2010, for household heads younger
Only 4.1 percent of workers ages 62 and older than 65, for example, they were $11,344 for an
were unemployed for six or more consecutive adult living alone, $14,602 for a couple, and
months, compared with 6.1 percent of those $22,491 for a family of two adults and two
ages 50 to 61 and 6.4 percent of those ages 25 children. (Thresholds are slightly lower for
to 34. Men, African Americans, Hispanics, households headed by adults ages 65 or older
those with limited education, and unmarried because they tend to spend less on living
adults were more likely than others to experi- expenses.) Our estimates of economic hardence long-term unemployment. Long-term ship differ from official poverty rates because

we add the value of Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits, formerly
known as food stamps, and withdrawals from
retirement accounts (IRAs and 401(k)-type
plans) to the cash income measure that the
U.S. Census Bureau uses to compute the official rates.
Between August 2008 and December 2011,
27 percent of long-term unemployed workers
who were not needy in the month before they
became unemployed experienced hardship
after they had been out of work for six months
(figure 3). (Nine percent of all long-term
unemployed workers experienced economic
hardship before they lost their jobs and are
excluded from this count.) Hardships rates
were especially high among long-term unemployed African Americans, Hispanics, and
workers with limited education, primarily
because many earned low wages and were precariously close to economic hardship even
before they lost their jobs. Also, 37 percent of
unmarried long-term unemployed workers
encountered economic hardship—about
twice the rate for their married counterparts—underscoring the financial protection
offered by marriage and spousal earnings in
the case of job loss.
The likelihood that long-term unemployed workers encountered economic hardship declined steadily as age increased. Among
long-term unemployed workers who did not
experience hardship the month before they
lost their jobs, only 9 percent of those ages 62
and older experienced hardship six months
after they became unemployed, compared
with 21 percent of those ages 50 to 61 and 33
percent of those ages 25 to 34. We examine in
more detail below how changes in income
sources contribute to differences in income
losses across the unemployed population.

Changes in income Composition
for the Long-Term Unemployed
Unemployment insurance benefits mitigated
income losses for many unemployed Americans.
Between August 2008 and December 2011, half
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figure 1. Percentage of Workers ever Unemployed for six or More Consecutive Months, Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011

All

6.0

Age
25–34
35–49
50–61
62+

6.4
6.0
6.1
4.1

Sex
Male
Female

6.4
5.6

Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic white
African American
Hispanic
Education
Not high school graduate
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor’s degree or more

5.3
7.7
7.8

9.4
7.3
6.3
3.7

Marital status
Married
Not married
Selected industry
Construction
Manufacturing
Prof., scientific, admin., mgmt
Retail trade
Education, health, soc svcs
Finance, insur., real est.

5.1
7.4

10.9
9.5
7.8
7.3
3.6
5.3

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to adults ages 25 and older who were employed at some point during the first six months of the observation period. Workers are considered unemployed if they
were on layoff or if they did not hold a job and were looking for work for at least one full month. Industry and personal characteristics are measured when respondents are first observed working.
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figure 2. Median Percentage decline in Per Capita family income for Long-Term Unemployed Workers,
Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011

All
Age
25–34
35–49
50–61
62+

40

45
43
42
24

Sex
Male
Female

44
37

Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic white
African American
Hispanic

39
48
41

Education
Not high school graduate
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor’s degree or more
Marital status
Married
Not married
Selected industry
Construction
Manufacturing
Prof., scientific, admin., mgmt
Retail trade

43
38
39
49

33
50

48
41
48
35

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers ages 25 and older who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months. Per capita family income
is computed as total family income (including withdrawals from IRA and 401(k) plans and the value of SNAP benefits) divided by the number of family members. The figure compares income in
the first month before the unemployment spell began and six months after the spell began. Industry and personal characteristics are measured when respondents became unemployed.
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figure 3. Percentage of Long-Term Unemployed Workers newly experiencing economic hardship,
Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011

All
Age
25–34
35–49
50–61
62+

27

33
30
21
9

Sex
Male
Female

28
26

Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic white
African American
Hispanic

23
38
34

Education
Not high school graduate
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor’s degree or more
Marital status
Married
Not married
Selected industry
Construction
Manufacturing
Prof., scientific, admin., mgmt
Retail trade

40
29
26
19

18
37

30
25
30
22

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Economic hardship, measured six months after the start of the unemployment spell, is defined as receiving monthly household income (including the value of SNAP benefits and withdrawals from IRAs and 401(k)s) that falls below one-twelfth of the annual federal poverty threshold. Estimates are restricted to workers ages 25 and older who were employed for at least one full month
and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months, and who did not experience economic hardship the month before the unemployment spell began. Industry and personal characteristics
are measured when respondents became unemployed.
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figure 4. Percentage of Long-Term Unemployed Workers receiving Unemployment insurance benefits,
Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011

All
Age
25–34
35–49
50–61
62+

50

41
53
59
46

Sex
Male
Female
Race and ethnicity
Non-Hispanic white
African American
Hispanic
Education
Not high school graduate
High school graduate
Some college
Bachelor’s degree or more
Marital status
Married
Not married
Selected industry
Construction
Manufacturing
Prof., scientific, admin., mgmt
Retail trade

51
50

54
41
46

41
50
52
54

53
48

61
66
52
49

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers ages 25 and older who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months. Benefit receipt is meaured
six months after the worker became unemployed, and industry and personal characteristics are measured when they first became unemployed.
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figure 5. Average Monthly Per Capita family income for Long-Term Unemployed Workers Ages 25
and Older in the Middle half of the income distribution, Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011
$24
$40

$110
Other income
Other government payments
$528

Other family members’
retirement/disability
Other family members’ earnings

$40

$59
$117

$26

Own retirement/disability
Own unemployment
insurance benefits
Own earnings

$532

$1,061

$65
$276
One month before start of unemployment spell

Six months after start of unemployment spell

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months.
Per capita family income is computed as total family income divided by the number of family members. Government payments include the value of SNAP benefits.

of long-term unemployed workers ages 25
and older received unemployment insurance
benefits six months after they became unemployed (figure 4). Long-term unemployed
adults ages 50 to 61 were more likely than
those in other age groups to receive benefits,
with about three-fifths collecting. The
youngest and oldest unemployed workers
were much less likely to collect benefits.
Unemployment insurance benefits were widespread among manufacturing workers, about
two-thirds of whom collected, and construction workers.
Receipt rates were especially low among
workers without high school diplomas and
African Americans. For example, only 41 per-

cent of long-term unemployed African
Americans collected benefits, compared with
46 percent of Hispanics and 54 percent of
non-Hispanic whites. Other research has
found that education, characteristics of the
past job, and reasons for unemployment do
not account for much of the racial and ethical differential.9 One partial explanation may
be that African Americans are less likely to
apply for benefits than non-Hispanic whites,
suggesting that outreach efforts to encourage
application could help close the racial gap.10
Also, many Hispanics and African Americans
may not have worked long enough to qualify
for unemployment benefits.

Figure 5 shows how the sources of family
income changed after workers became unemployed. The figure compares monthly per
capita family income received by long-term
unemployed workers one month before the
start of the unemployment spell with income
received six months after the spell began.
Average family income, divided by the number of family members, is reported for those
in the middle half of the income distribution
in the month before they became unemployed.
Excluding those in the bottom and top quartiles of the distribution allows us to focus on
middle-income unemployed workers and
reduces the impact of extreme values on our
estimates.
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figure 6. Average Monthly Per Capita family income for Long-Term Unemployed Workers
Ages 25 to 34 in the Middle half of the income distribution, Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011
$20
$54
$99
Other income
Other government payments
$459

Other family members’
retirement/disability
Other family members’ earnings

$5

$70

$23

Own retirement/disability
Own unemployment
insurance benefits

$106

Own earnings
$845

$471

$6
$183
One month before start of unemployment spell

Six months after start of unemployment spell

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months.
Per capita family income is computed as total family income divided by the number of family members. Government payments include the value of SNAP benefits.

On average, monthly per capita family
income for long-term unemployed workers
ages 25 and older fell $725 six months after
they lost their jobs. Their own earnings
averaged $1,061 per family member in the
month before they became unemployed.
Unemployment insurance benefits, which
averaged just $276 per family member six
months after job loss, offset only a small portion of these lost earnings. (Among the half of
all long-term unemployed workers who actually collected, the median share of earnings
replaced by unemployment insurance benefits
was 43 percent.) Other income sources did not
change much. Few unemployed workers or
their family members began collecting retire-

ment or disability benefits, and earnings by
spouses and other family members increased
only slightly. Other government payments,
including SNAP benefits and unemployment
insurance benefits to other family members,
reduced the shortfall by only $19 because few
long-term unemployed middle-income workers received any government assistance other
than unemployment insurance benefits. For
example, 16 percent received SNAP benefits
six months after they lost their jobs, double
the share who received benefits in the month
before unemployment but still only a small
portion of the long-term unemployed.11 Other
family income remained virtually unchanged.
Only 1 percent withdrew funds from IRAs or

401(k) plans, and less than 1 percent received
financial assistance from other family or
friends. On average, increases in family
income other than workers’ unemployment
insurance benefits offset just $57 of the earnings lost by long-term unemployed workers.12

differences by Age
Long-term unemployment’s relative impact on
family income did not differ much by age for
those younger than 62 and not yet eligible for
Social Security retirement benefits, but the
importance of various income sources varied.
Before job loss, earnings made up a smaller
share of family income for workers ages 25 to 34
than those in their forties and fifties (figure 6).
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figure 7. Average Monthly Per Capita family income for Long-Term Unemployed Workers
Ages 50 to 61 in the Middle half of the income distribution, Aug. 2008 to dec. 2011
$36
$30

$122

Other income

$606

Other government payments
Other family members’
retirement/disability

$65
$107

$35
$46

Other family members’ earnings
Own retirement/disability
Own unemployment
insurance benefits

$612

Own earnings

$1,405
$125

$407

One month before start of unemployment spell

Six months after start of unemployment spell

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months. Per capita family income is computed
as total family income divided by the number of family members. Government payments include the value of SNAP benefits.

Younger adults were more likely to live with
parents and other nonspouse family members,
who generally maintained their earnings when
younger household members became unemployed. Additionally, because younger workers generally received relatively low wages and
salaries, long-term unemployed workers ages
25 to 34 forfeited less earnings than older
workers per family member—$845 per month
on average—when they lost their jobs.
However, other income sources did not
rise enough to offset much of the earnings
that middle-income workers ages 25 to 34 lost

when they became unemployed. Six months
after they lost their jobs they recouped on
average only $183 per month in unemployment insurance benefits, less even as a portion
of earnings than unemployed workers in their
forties and fifties. Although 22 percent
received SNAP benefits after they lost their
jobs—more than any other age group we considered—SNAP and other means-tested government benefits reduced the monthly
income gap by only $26. Government benefits did not increase much because they were
not very generous, and many young workers

earning low wages qualified for assistance even
before they lost their jobs. For example, 14
percent of long-term unemployed middleincome workers in this age group received
SNAP benefits in the month before they
became unemployed.13
When workers ages 50 to 61 became unemployed for six months or more, their lost
monthly earnings averaged $1,405 (per family
member), more than any other group because
earnings generally peak in one’s fifties (figure
7). Unemployment insurance benefits replaced
29 percent of those losses, also more than for
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figure 8. Average Monthly Per Capita family income for Long-Term Unemployed Workers Ages 62
and Older in the Middle half of the income distribution, Aug 2008. to dec. 2011
$23

$89
$260
Other income
Other government payments

$563

$91

$33

Other family members’
retirement/disability

$311

Other family members’ earnings

$474

Own retirement/disability
$561

Own unemployment
insurance benefits
Own earnings

$1,402

$813

$270
One month before start of unemployment spell

Six months after start of unemployment spell

Source: Authors’ estimates from the 2008 Survey of Income and Program Participation.
Notes: Estimates are restricted to workers who were employed for at least one full month and then unemployed for at least six consecutive months.
Per capita family income is computed as total family income divided by the number of family members. Government payments include the value of SNAP benefits.

any other age group. Additionally, their disability benefit income nearly doubled after
they became unemployed, although the gains
averaged only $60 per month because few
people received benefits. Other income
sources changed less. Because earnings lost by
unemployed workers ages 50 to 61 made up
such a large share of family income—more
than 60 percent—their family incomes fell
sharply when they lost their jobs, despite relatively high rates of unemployment compensation.14

Unlike younger workers, those ages 62 and
older experienced fairly modest income losses
when they became unemployed. They lost
about as much earnings on a per capita basis as
their counterparts ages 50 to 61 (because older
adults generally lived in smaller households),
but those earnings accounted for only half of
family income, a smaller share than for other
age groups (figure 8). Older workers received
substantial income from retirement benefits
(their own and their spouses’) as well as
spouses’ earnings. They also collected more
income than younger people from dividends

and interest (classified with “other income” in
the figure). Additionally, many older workers
turned to Social Security when they became
unemployed, a safety net available to younger
adults only if they have disabilities. Six months
after losing their jobs 83 percent of unemployed workers ages 62 and older collected
retirement or disability benefits, which on
average offset $339 of lost earnings. Only 61
percent collected these benefits in the month
before unemployment. These gains more than
made up for the relative meagerness of their
unemployment insurance benefits, which
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replaced only 19 percent of lost earnings.
Because earnings represented a relatively small
share of older workers’ family income and
many took early Social Security benefits, job
loss reduced family incomes less for older
unemployed workers than their younger
counterparts.

differences by Other Characteristics
Differences in the relative importance of various income sources help explain why unmarried workers, African Americans, men, and
college graduates lost so much family income
when they became unemployed during the
Great Recession and recovery. Unmarried
workers received relatively little income other
than earnings, which disappeared when they
lost their jobs. Men lost more family income
than women when they lost their jobs because
men generally earned more (and as a result
received less income from spousal earnings).
Like men, college graduates received a relatively large share of their family income from
earnings. Additionally, unemployment insurance benefits replaced a relatively small portion of their lost earnings. Finally, African
Americans often experienced sharp income
declines when they lost their jobs because relatively few received unemployment insurance
benefits. On average, unemployment insurance benefits replaced only 19 percent of the
earnings lost by African Americans, compared
with 37 percent for non-Hispanic whites.
Replacement rates among those receiving
unemployment benefits, however, did not
vary much by race.

Conclusions
Long-term unemployment during the Great
Recession and its aftermath sharply reduced
family incomes. Half of workers unemployed
for six or more months experienced income
declines of 40 percent or more, and 28 percent
began experiencing economic hardship.
African Americans, unmarried workers, men,

and college graduates suffered the largest relative income declines. Incomes would have
fallen even more without the protections
afforded by unemployment insurance, which
replaced 43 percent or more of lost earnings
for half of long-term unemployed workers
receiving unemployment benefits. Marriage
also provided important protections to unemployed workers. Spousal earnings cushioned
the financial impact of job loss for many married workers, insurance that was not available
to unmarried workers.
However, there were important gaps in the
safety net. Half of unemployed workers did not
collect any unemployment insurance benefits
six months after losing their jobs. Coverage
rates were especially low for African Americans,
workers who did not complete high school,
and those younger than 35, groups whose relatively low average earnings made them especially vulnerable to financial hardship.
Other sources of income did not change
much six months after the start of the unemployment spell. Few unemployed workers
began receiving SNAP benefits, disability
benefits, or other types of government assistance (except for retirement benefits among
older unemployed workers). Few reported
receiving financial help from family or friends
within the first six months of unemployment
or tapping their retirement savings, and few
spouses of unemployed workers began working more. These responses may have been
more common among those who spent more
months unemployed.
Incomes did not decline much for unemployed workers ages 62 and older because
Social Security provided them with a crucial
safety net. Family incomes fell less than a
quarter for half of long-term unemployed
workers in that age group. Most were collecting Social Security retirement benefits, as were
many of their spouses, six months after they
lost their jobs. Although Social Security kept
many older unemployed workers out of

poverty, those forced to retire early will receive
lower monthly benefits for the rest of their
lives. Social Security actuarially reduces early
retirees’ monthly payments to compensate for
the additional checks they receive. As a result,
retirees can boost their monthly Social
Security payments by a third by waiting until
age 66 (the full retirement age) to collect benefits instead of collecting at 62 when they first
qualify. Those who continue working while
waiting to collect Social Security can also earn
more pension benefits, receive more employer
contributions to their retirement accounts,
and contribute more themselves to retirement
and other accounts. Also, they do not need to
spread their savings over as many years if they
delay retirement. One recent study found that
each additional year of work beyond age 62
raises annual retirement incomes 9 percent,
on average, and even more for workers with
low lifetime earnings.15 Older unemployed
workers may avoid poverty by collecting
Social Security, but leaving the labor force
early can lead to financial hardship in later life
when health care costs mount and savings
have been depleted. •
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Appendix
Our estimates are based on data from the 2008
SIPP panel, a longitudinal survey of American
households conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau.
SIPP interviews households every four months, collecting information on employment, earnings, and
other topics for the current month and each of the
three previous months. When our study was completed, data were available from the first 11 waves of
the 2008 panel, covering 44 months. However, the
interviews are staggered, with one-quarter of the
sample surveyed each month. We restrict our sample to the 41-month period from August 2008 to
December 2011, when we have information on all
survey respondents.
We use SIPP to compare family income before
and after job loss for workers unemployed for six or
more months. The sample consists of respondents
employed for at least one full month (receiving positive earnings and not collecting unemployment
insurance benefits) who then become unemployed
for at least six full months (not receiving earnings
and either on layoff or not employed but looking
for work). Unemployed workers who stop looking
for work and drop out of the labor force are
excluded. The sample consists of 3,155 long-term
unemployed workers.

The analysis compares monthly family income
and the components of income in the last full
month of employment before the unemployment
spell began and six months after the spell began.
Family income (measured before taxes) includes
earnings; unemployment benefits; Social Security
and other retirement and disability benefits; other
government cash transfers; alimony and child support payments; and dividends, interest, and other
asset income, as well as any financial assistance
from family members, withdrawals from IRA and
401(k) plans, and the value of SNAP benefits. To
adjust for differences across the population in family size, we create a per capita measure by dividing
income by the number of family members.
We show how outcomes vary by age (25 to 34,
35 to 49, 50 to 61, and 62 and older), sex, race and
ethnicity, education, marital status, and industry
of employment. The “some college” education
category excludes workers with a bachelor’s or more
advanced degree. These characteristics are measured
in the last full month of employment before the
unemployment spell began. We classify workers as
experiencing economic hardship if their total
monthly family income falls below one-twelfth of
the annual poverty threshold set by the U.S. Census
Bureau, which varies by family size. (This measure
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differs slightly from the official poverty rate because
it is based on monthly, not annual, income, and it
counts the value of SNAP benefits and withdrawals
from IRAs and 401(k) plans, which are excluded
from the income measure used in the official rate.)
When examining how different sources of
income change when workers become unemployed,
we restrict the sample to those in the middle half
of the per capita family income distribution in the
month before the unemployment spell began and
compute mean income by source in that month
and six months after the spell began. (We also drop
respondents with extreme income values in either
period—less than zero or greater than $8,000.) This
approach allows us to focus on outcomes for middle-income unemployed workers and reduces the
impact of extreme values on the estimated averages.
Income is grouped into the following categories:
own earnings, own unemployment insurance
benefits, own retirement and disability benefits
(including Social Security payments), other family
members’ earnings, other family members’ retirement and disability benefits, other government
payments (including unemployment benefits to
other family members), and other income (primarily income from dividends and interest, plus
alimony and child support).

This brief is part of the Unemployment and Recovery project, an Urban Institute initiative to assess
unemployment’s effect on individuals, families, and communities; gauge government policies’
effectiveness; and recommend policy changes to boost job creation, improve workers’ job prospects,
and support out-of-work Americans. Major funding for the project comes from the Rockefeller
and Ford Foundations.
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