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DISTRESSED MICHIGAN
Unemployment rate for African Americans 

more than double that of whites 

D O U G L A S  H A L L  A N D  A L G E R N O N  A U S T I N

Much of the economic media coverage of unemployment focuses on the “topline” national average. Th e 
United States, however, is a large country with a diverse population, and this overall average masks some 
signifi cant disparities in the unemployment rates of diff erent states and various races and ethnicities. Some 

groups of workers can have remarkably diff erent unemployment rates depending on their state’s labor market.
 Michigan’s African Americans have been hit particularly hard: Th ey experienced unemployment rates of 20% or 
higher in virtually every quarter since early 2009,1 including a 2010 annual unemployment rate of 23.4%. African 
Americans in 16 states spent most or all of 2010 with unemployment rates 15% or higher, as did Hispanics in Nevada, 
Connecticut, and California. Although much lower on average among whites in California, Michigan, Nevada, Oregon, 
and Rhode Island, they also experienced stubborn unemployment rates of 10% or higher.2 
 Th ese fi ndings highlight the fact that Michigan, like many other states, continues to face a severe jobs crisis. While 
all demographic groups are hurting, the pain of joblessness in Michigan is particularly severe for African Americans. 
 Michigan’s extreme unemployment is further punctuated by the fact that it is one of the few states to lose population 
since 2000, with the overall population declining 0.6%; 3% of whites and 1% of African Americans left the state in the 
past decade.3

White unemployment in Michigan
As seen in Figure A, Michigan’s unemployment rates diff er signifi cantly by race. Michigan is one of six states in which 
white populations have experienced unemployment rates of 10% or higher since the start of the Great Recession (the 
other states are California, Kentucky, Nevada, Oregon, and Rhode Island).4 Michigan’s white unemployment rate by 
quarter declined from a peak of 12.7% in the last quarter of 2009 to 9.5% in the last quarter of 2010. As seen in Figure 
B, which shows annual averages, Michigan’s white unemployment rate (10.8%) signifi cantly outstripped the national 
unemployment rate for whites (8.0%) in 2010. Th e unemployment rate for whites in Michigan was 34% higher than 
the national average white unemployment rate in 2010.
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African American unemployment in Michigan
African American unemployment rates in Michigan (like Hispanic unemployment rates in Rhode Island) actually rivaled 
the top unemployment rates seen during the Great Depression of the 1930s. At the peak of the recent Great Recession, 
around one-in-four Hispanics in Rhode Island and blacks in Michigan were unemployed. In fact, the unemployment 
trend for blacks has been so bad that their lowest rate of 12.2% (2008Q1) nearly matched the recession’s highest rate 
(12.7% in 2009Q3 and Q4) for whites. Th e peak unemployment rate for blacks was 26.4% in the third quarter of 
2010, but had edged down to 25.1% in the fourth quarter of 2010. Like white unemployment rates, Michigan’s African 
American unemployment rate for 2010 overall (23.4%) was much higher than the average 2010 rate for blacks across the 
country (15.9%). Compared with the national average for blacks, Michigan’s African American unemployment rate is 
47% higher.  

Conclusion
Th e Michigan economy has a long way to go to a solid recovery. With the future of the U.S. auto industry remaining 
precarious, Michigan’s economic future will continue to be fragile for some time. Th e pain and uncertainty of the Great 
Recession has been felt disproportionately by Michigan’s African American workforce. Until the Michigan economy gets 
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Unemployment in Michigan, by race, 2007Q4-2010Q4

Source:  EPI analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, and Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Local Area Unemployment Statistics.
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solidly on track, these disparities are likely to persist. As in many states, Michigan’s state coff ers are near empty, clearly 
demonstrating the continued need for strong, direct job-creation eff orts by the federal government. 

—EPI would like to acknowledge the support of the W.K. Kellogg Foundation,
Th e Public Welfare Foundation, and the Open Society Institute.

Endnotes
1. During the fi rst quarter of 2010, African American unemployment dipped slightly below 20%, to 19.7%.

2. Th is report relies on data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS), and the Bureau of Labor and Statistics’ Local Area 
Unemployment Statistics (LAUS). State-level data for racial groups not presented here were not available due to the relatively small size of 
such populations and the statistical limitations of these datasets.  

3. Source: Th e New York Times, “Mapping the 2010 Census,” http://projects.nytimes.com/census/2010/map?ref=us and U.S. Census Bureau, 
Census 2010, Table P2: Hispanic or Latino, and not Hispanic or Latino by Race. Hispanic and Asian populations both grew 35% over the 
course of the decade, but still represent very small portions of the state population (4% and 2%, respectively). 

4. Tables for the unemployment data cited in this paper, and a detailed description of the methodology, are available at Algernon Austin, 2011, 
Depressed States: Unemployment Rate near 20% for some Groups, (Economic Policy Institute), http://www.epi.org/publications/entry/ib299/.
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Unemployment in Michigan compared with the United States, by race, 2010 average

Source:  EPI analysis of U.S. Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey, and Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Local Area Unemployment Statistics.
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