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California Unemployment Rate
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• California’s seasonally adjusted unemployment rate fell by 0.1 percentage point to 4.9 
percent in March. This equaled the pre-recession low that occurred from March through 
December 2006 and was only 0.2 percentage point higher than the record low 
unemployment rate (4.7 percent in November and December 2000) in a data series dating 
to the beginning of 1976. 

• It took 38 months for the unemployment rate to rise from 4.9 percent in December 2006 to 
12.2 percent in February 2010, but 77 months for it to fall back, starting in October 2010. 
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How low can the unemployment rate go?
* Unknown, but rates below 4.9 percent haven’t happened often in California, particularly since 1970. 
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California Civilian Unemployment
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• The number of unemployed Californians fell by 25,000 persons to 942,000 in March. 
This was California’s largest unemployment decrease since October 2013 and its 77th

consecutive decrease overall, with the decrease over the period totaling 1,289,000 
persons. Just 83,000 more Californians were unemployed in March 2017 than in 
September 2006, which was the pre-recession low. 
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California Civilian Employment
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• The number of employed Californians rose by 37,000 persons to 18,227,000 
persons in March 2017. This was the state’s largest employment gain since October 
2014 and its 77th consecutive employment gain overall. Civilian employment has 
grown by 2,259,000 persons since November 2009. 
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California Labor Force
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California’s labor force continues to grow at a moderate pace, but labor force 
participation remains flat…
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…and is hovering at record low levels.
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But  labor force participation usually increases when the economy is expanding and falls when it is 
contracting. Doesn’t record low labor force participation in California signal that the labor market is 
much weaker than we think?  Not necessarily because aging baby boomers are still approaching 
and reaching retirement age, depressing overall labor force participation.
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The Baby Boomer Generation refers to individuals born between 1946 and 1964.  

* In March 2007, baby boomers were 43 to 61 years of age.
* In March 2012, they were 48 to 66 years of age.
* In March 2017, they were 53 to 71 years of age.
* In March 2022, they will be 58 to 76 years of age.

Californians age 55 and over made up 27.1 percent of the working age population in March 2007; 29.0 
percent in March 2012; and 32.4 percent in March 2017. 
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The greying of California’s working age population is dampening overall labor force participation.

* California’s working age population (age 16+) grew by nearly 1.8 million persons over the five years ending in March 
2017.  The number of Californians age 55 and over grew by nearly 1.6 million over the same period.
* California’s working age population grew by 3.8 million over the last decade.  The number of Californians age 55 and 
over grew by nearly 2.6 million over the same period. 
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The greying of California’s working age population is dampening overall labor force participation.

* That said, the labor force participation rate of prime age working Californians age 25 to 54, the age group with the 
strongest incentives to be employed, hasn’t as yet returned to pre-recession levels.
* According to the CPS, nearly three-quarters (72.3 percent) of prime working age Californians not in the labor force 
cited taking care of house or family as the reason for their non-participation.
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California Total Nonfarm Employment
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• California gained 19,300 jobs in March 2017, following a 21,500-job gain in February 
(revised downwards slightly) and a 15,300-job gain in January. 
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California Nonfarm Payroll Employment
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• California’s year-over nonfarm job gains totaled 346,400 (2.1 percent) in March 2017. 
California has now sustained year-over job gains of over 300,000 jobs for 59 
consecutive months and, with the exception of February, a maintained a pace of year-
over job growth of 2.0 percent or more since April 2012. But the pace of job growth 
appears to be moderating. Is this because the economy is in full employment or is 
something more fundamental going on? 
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California Nonfarm Payroll Employment
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• California’s economy added 2,507,400 nonfarm jobs from the recessionary low in 
February 2010 through March 2017, gaining an average of 29,500 jobs per month 
over the course of the 85-month expansion. Over the last four months California has 
gained an average of just 15,200 jobs per month.
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How California Compares to Other States
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* In October 2010, at the height of the recession, California had the nation’s second 
highest unemployment rate. In March 2017, it had the nation’s 14th highest rate.
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California’s year-over, 346,400-job gain was the most of any state (nearly 100,000 jobs more than Texas). It’s 2.1 
percent rate of year-over job growth tied for ninth best. 
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California’s industry job growth continues to be broad-based and solid…
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The pace of job growth has slowed over the last year in most industry sectors.
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What is going on with professional and business services, which was the engine of California’s 
recovery?
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…and high technology and information technology industries generally?
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Year-Over Area Job Growth Trends (Areas with 100,000 or more jobs only in March 2017)
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The pace of job growth has slowed in most areas of the state, but more so in the high-tech oriented 
Bay Area.

22



Economic Outlook
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• Barring an unexpected shock to the economy, the UCLA Anderson School and 
California Department of Finance expect California and the nation to experience 
moderate, if gradually slowing job (read economic) growth through the rest of 
2017 and beyond given that there are no apparent imbalances in the 
macroeconomy. The slowing pace of job growth in this view reflects a healthy 
economy operating at full employment, and not a weakening one.

• Many economists continue to be a little spooked by history (life expectancy of an 
expansion, low unemployment rates usually are followed by sustained 
increases). Their question is not if we will have a recession because history 
dictates we will, but when?

• Policy uncertainty from the new administration in Washington and the potential 
for upheaval in the global political economy (conflict with North Korea? whither 
Europe? future trade wars?) cloud the outlook. 
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