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OPINION | POLITICS & IDEAS

An Equitable Post-Covid Recovery

How to help women and minorities, who have been suffering most in the downturn.

By William A. Galston

Oct. 6,2020 1:00 pm ET

Job seekers file for unemployment benefits at an employment center in Coconut Creek, Fla,, Oct. 2.
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Americans are focused on President Trump’s recovery from Covid-19, but the electorate
still cares about the country’s enduring problems. In a Gallup survey released Oct. 5,

voters ranked the economy as their top voting issue, followed by terrorism and national
security, the response to the pandemic, then health care. This is good news for Mr. Trump,
who scores better on handling the economy than he does on any other issue.

Troubling signs are emerging, however. Although the economy continues to rebound from
its pandemic-induced downturn, the pace of the recovery has slowed. Employment gains
have declined for three consecutive months, to 661,000 in September from 4.8 million in
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June. Even if the decline stops and last month’s pace of job gains continues, it will take
another 17 months for employment to reach its pre-pandemic peak.

Meanwhile, the number of workers unemployed for 27 weeks or longer rose by 781,000 in
September, to 2.4 million. Unless job creation speeds up, this number will continue to rise.
Alesson from the 2007-09 recession: The longer workers remain jobless, the more likely
they are to stop looking and drop out of the labor force altogether.

Despite the recovery, the labor-force participation rate, the share of prime-age Americans
working or looking for work, is 2 percentage points lower than it was in February, before
the pandemic hit in full force. A persistent shortfall would have serious consequences for
future economic growth.
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The Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts that the U.S. labor force will grow over the next
decade by only 0.5% a year. The workforce is aging, which means employment is likely to
grow more slowly. This is why the BLS and the Congressional Budget Office are predicting
annual economic growth of less than 2% between now and 2030. If the pandemic dropouts
aren’t brought back into the labor force, this gloomy picture will darken.

In addition, this current recovery is the most unequal in modern history. For the top 25%
of earners, the number of jobs is now higher than it was before the pandemic. For the
bottom 25%, jobs are lower by more than 20%. These low-wage workers are in industries
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such as restaurants, hotels, travel, and personal services, which may never return to pre-
pandemic employment levels. A recent Wall Street Journal analysis finds a similar pattern

with education: college graduates have fully recovered lost ground while those with a
high school education or less have fallen far behind.

Because low-wage workers are disproportionately racial and ethnic minorities, the
uneven recovery is bound to exacerbate inequality. Black employment has declined by
more than 11% since February, versus about 6% for whites, 7.2% for Asians, and 9.5% for
Hispanics. Blacks have recovered only 35% of the jobs they lost during the pandemic,
compared with 47% for Asians, 51% for Hispanics and 58% for whites.

Then there’s inequality of the sexes. Since February, employment has declined more for
black women than black men and for white women than for white men. The labor-force
participation rate for women has declined by 3.6 points since the start of the pandemic,
double the decline for men. Of the nearly 1.1 million people who stopped working or
looking for work in September, the Washington Post reports, almost 80% were women.

The next president will face this daunting set of problems, which the pandemic
exacerbated but didn’t create. Absent a coordinated and vigorous policy response, these
1ssues will outlive the pandemic. Here’s what the next president should do:

» Keep the economic recovery on track. As Federal Reserve Chairman Jerome Powell has
emphasized, monetary policy won’t suffice without additional fiscal stimulus. If partisan
rancor makes it impossible to strike a deal before the election, the effort to reach
agreement should resume during the lame-duck session of Congress. If this fails, the
newly inaugurated president should take it up as his first item of business.

* Reabsorb displaced workers and the long-term unemployed into the labor force as
quickly as possible. This means doing what the country failed to do in the aftermath of the
2007-09 recession, including job training and wage supplements for workers who are
forced to settle for lower pay than they earned before the pandemic.

* Reduce employment gaps between white Americans and minorities. Allowing these huge
disparities to persist would slow economic growth and worsen social divisions. We should
establish annual goals for narrowing these gaps and tear down the remaining barriers to
minority employment. Without clear evidence of inflationary pressures, the Fed should
lower its definition of full employment to 3% and conduct monetary policy accordingly.
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» Acknowledge that help for working women is a necessity if the U.S. is to have an

adequate labor force in coming decades. Making child care available and affordable is
more than a social program; it is sound economic policy as well.

These steps should be the starting point in January—no matter who is president.

Appeared in the October 7, 2020, print edition.

Copyright © 2020 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved

This copy is for your personal, non-commercial use only. To order presentation-ready copies for distribution to your colleagues, clients or customers visit
https://www.djreprints.com.

https://www.wsj.com/articles/an-equitable-post-covid-recovery-11602003635?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=1 4/4


https://www.djreprints.com
https://www.wsj.com/articles/an-equitable-post-covid-recovery-11602003635?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=1

