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Unless otherwise noted, all numbers come from Louisiana Budget Project analysis of 
Current Population Survey (CPS) and Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data from 1979-2012 
generously provided by the Economic Policy Institute. All figures are adjusted for inflation 
and presented in 2012 dollars. For more information, please contact David Gray (david@
labudget.org) or Steve Spires (steve@labudget.org).
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The Louisiana Budget Project monitors and reports on public policy and how it affects Lou-
isiana’s low- to moderate-income families. We believe that the lives of Louisianans can be 
improved through profound change in policy, brought about by:

•   creating a deeper understanding of the state budget and budget-related issues
•   looking at the big picture of how the budget impacts citizens
•    encouraging citizens to be vocal about budget issues that are important to them
•    providing insight and leadership to drive the policy debate

Note on Methodology and Sources



Louisiana’s workers have had a difficult time in 
recent years. Many people are working harder 
and longer and helping their employers’ prof-
its rise, only to see their own wages fail to keep 
pace. The income gap between the rich and ev-
eryone else is widening, and there are sharp wage 
disparities between men and women, blacks 
and whites, and among regions of the state. 

Louisiana did weather the Great Recession better 
than most, thanks to a booming energy sector, a 
relatively stable housing market and the lingering 
effects of post-hurricane reconstruction. The New 
Orleans area continues to rebuild and diversify its 
economy in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, and man-
ufacturing is making a comeback in South Louisiana. 

However, while Louisiana’s unemployment rate 

has remained below the national and South-
ern averages since the national economy nose-
dived in late 2007, the gap is narrowing. If 
current trends continue, Louisiana’s unemploy-
ment rate will soon exceed the national rate. 

This report takes inventory of Louisiana’s econ-
omy as experienced by the people who work in 
it. It tells where we’ve been, where things stand 
and where they might be headed. The key to 
any successful economy is the working men and 
women who produce the goods and services 
we all depend on, and whose earnings help sup-
port businesses and jobs in every economic sec-
tor. Only through clear, accurate information can 
policymakers make sound decisions that create 
the type of well-paying jobs that can support 
families and promote widespread prosperity. 

Executive Summary

State of Working Louisiana Page 3



Key features of the 
State of Working Louisiana

• Louisiana’s workers are more produc-
tive than ever, but their hard work is not 
paying off in higher wages. Productiv-
ity, in terms of the amount of goods and 
services produced each working hour, 
is up 35 percent since 1979, but medi-
an wages, adjusted for inflation, have 
grown by only 1 percent since then. 

• Although the Great Recession did not hit 
Louisiana as hard as some other states, 
a full recovery is likely years away. Louisi-
ana must create nearly 150,000 new jobs 
by 2016 to bring the unemployment rate 
down to pre-recession levels — an average 
of 4,000 per month for the next three years. 

• Louisiana’s labor market is likely weaker 
than the official unemployment rate sug-
gests, as a smaller percentage of adults are 
working than before the recession. This in-
dicates that many working-age Louisianans 
who had jobs before the recession have left 
the labor force and stopped looking for work 
due to the lack of adequate job openings. 

• Although there has been an encouraging 
spate of new industrial projects in South 
Louisiana, overall manufacturing employ-
ment in Louisiana has declined in recent 
years. It is down nearly 20 percent since the 
turn of the century and 10 percent since 
the start of the recession, while the low-
er-paying service sector continues to grow.  

• Louisiana’s labor force has become con-
siderably more diverse in recent decades, 
though considerable earnings gaps remain. 
Men continue to earn more than women, 
and whites more than blacks. But the big-
gest gap is by education level, as workers 
with at least a bachelor’s degree make $8.26 
per hour more than those without one. 
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Recession and recovery
By many standards, Louisiana’s economy has fared 
better than most states since the 2007 recession. 
Unemployment stayed below the national aver-
age, and housing prices remained relatively stable. 
The Pelican State’s performance was due partly to 
the infusion of financial assistance in many forms 
following Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and partly 
to a booming energy sector — with high oil pric-
es that benefited the southern part of the state 
and shale gas production in northwest Louisiana.  

But the recession did leave a bruise on the 
state’s wage and job picture. Wages dropped 
from post-Katrina highs to their lowest point 
since the early 2000s. Louisiana’s median hour-
ly wage was $15.56 in 2008, the first full year of 
the Great Recession, but fell to $14.78 by 2012 
— costing the typical worker more than $1,600 
annually. The 5 percent reduction was more 
severe than losses nationally and regionally.i

The wage decline is largely the result of job losses 
in high-paying industries like manufacturing since 
the start of the recession. Louisiana is also strug-
gling to create enough jobs to keep pace with its 
growing population. These trends have resulted 
in higher unemployment rates and a drop in the 
percentage of working-age adults who are em-
ployed or looking for work (known as labor force 
participation) than before the Great Recession. 

Louisiana had nearly 2 million jobs as of July 
2013, an increase of 7,500, or 0.4 percent, since 
the start of the recession in December 2007. But 
the state’s population has grown by 6 percent 
in that time, meaning the number of jobs is not 
keeping up with the working-age population. 
With the state’s population expected to grow 
by another 2 percent over the next three years, 
this means that Louisiana must create roughly 

150,000 new jobs by 2016 to bring the unem-
ployment rate to pre-recession levels. That’s 
equivalent to creating 4,000 jobs each month 
for the next three years, more than twice the 
rate of job growth experienced over the past 
year. The state created an average of 1,950 jobs 
per month between July 2012 and July 2013.  

A large portion of the state’s job growth since the 
start of the recession has occurred in low-wage in-
dustries like leisure and hospitality, which added 
15,900 new jobs since December 2007 (an 8 per-
cent increase), while high-paying industries cut 
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jobs. Louisiana manufacturers, 
for instance, have eliminated 
14,600 net jobs since December 
2007 (a 9.6 percent reduction).

Public-sector employment also 
has declined significantly, with 
nearly 15,300 fewer state and 
local government jobs in Loui-
siana than when the recession 
began — a 5 percent reduction. 

The rapid loss of public sector 
jobs is at least partly to blame 
for the increase in Louisiana’s 
unemployment rate since 
the start of the recession.ii

Louisiana’s 3.3 percentage 

point rise in unemployment 
— to 7 percent in July 2013 
from 3.7 percent in December 
2007 — was the 10th-high-
est in the nation, attributable 
in part to the state’s unusu-
ally low unemployment rate 
when the recession start-
ed. More troubling is the re-
cent unemployment trend. 
From January to July 2013, 
the national unemployment 
rate dropped to 7.4 percent 
from 7.9 percent, while the 
Louisiana rate increased to 
7 percent from 5.9 percent. 

The Great Recession also led to 
a rise in long-term unemploy-

ment in Louisiana and else-
where. Nearly 38 percent of 
unemployed Louisianans have 
been out of work for 27 weeks 
or more, compared to 22 per-
cent who had been out of work 
that long in 2008, the first full 
year of the Great Recession. 

Persistent unemployment has 
driven down the share of the 
state’s workforce that is either 
employed or looking for work, 
called the labor force partici-
pation rate. Since the start of 
the recession, the labor force 
participation rate has dropped 
to its lowest levels in nearly 
30 years. Labor force partic-
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ipation among workers in their prime, age 25 
to 55, also is lower than pre-recession levels. 

Many economists prefer using the employ-
ment-to-population (EPOP) ratio instead of 
the labor force participation rate to judge the 
strength of a workforce. That’s because it ac-
counts for adults who no longer are in the labor 
force, such as people who have stopped looking 

for jobs altogether. Since the start of the Great 
Recession, Louisiana’s EPOP ratio has dropped to 
its lowest levels in 30 years. In 1979, 56 percent 
of adult Louisianans held jobs. That number rose 
to nearly 60 percent at the start of the recession, 
but today has dropped to 55 percent, compared 
to 59 percent nationally. The ratio for Louisiana’s 
prime-aged workers has dropped to 73 percent 
today from 78 percent before the recession.
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Loss of government jobs hurts overall employment

Job loss from the Great Recession was deep-
er than recessions in the 1990s and early 
2000s, and the recovery has been slower. 
One distinguishing characteristic of the cur-
rent recovery, and a major factor holding it 
back, is the deep and continuing cuts to state 
government jobs. In years past, public-sector 

jobs grew along with private-sector jobs. The 
large rate of public job loss during and after 
the latest recession has been a major cause of 
unemployment and a drag on the state econ-
omy. Such extensive public-sector job loss  
can erode the quality of long-term econom-
ic investments in education and health care. 



Long-term economic trends
Long-term economic trends 
for Louisiana workers and their 
families are not encouraging. 

Median pay has not kept pace 
with gains in the amount of 
goods and services produced 
per hour of work, and the in-
come gap between rich Louisi-
anans and the rest is among the 
highest in the country.iv  Wage 
and employment disparities 
persist along lines of race, gen-
der, education and geography.

After decades of ups and downs, 
the median wage in Louisiana 
is only 1 percent higher today 
than in 1979. This is despite 
the fact that worker productiv-
ity has increased by 35 percent 
in the same period. It wasn’t 
always this way. Nationally, 
from World War II until the mid 
1970s, wages generally kept 
pace with gains in productivity.v   

Wages in Louisiana have been on 

a roller coaster in recent years. 
The 2005 hurricanes — and 
the reconstruction economies 
they spawned—led to across-

the-board wage increases and 
brought people into the work-
force who previously did not par-
ticipate. But most of the gains dis-

The EPOP ratio highlights a fundamental fact 
about the state economy: Louisiana’s labor 
market is weaker than the official unemploy-
ment rate suggests. Indeed, the “underemploy-
ment” rate — which counts not just the unem-
ployed, but also part-time workers who want 
to work full-time but can’t get more work, and 
those who have given up on looking for a job, 
but are willing to work — is nearly 12 percent. 

Finally, some have suggested that linger-
ing unemployment is due to a “skills gap” — 

that there are enough job openings, but sim-
ply not enough qualified workers to fill them. 

While it’s true that college-educated workers 
have fared better during the recession, work-
ers at all educational levels have seen higher 
rates of unemployment due to the weakened 
economy. This means that chronically high un-
employment can’t be fully explained by a skills 
gap, but is tied to reduced demand for goods 
and services. Indeed, nationally there are 
still three job seekers for every job opening.iii
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appeared during the recession and its aftermath.

A similar experience has played out across 
the country. Wage stagnation has arisen 
from rapid technological change and fall-
ing trade barriers. Long-term job losses have 
been concentrated in well-paying industries 
like manufacturing that formed the backbone 
of the post-World War II economy by provid-
ing millions of middle-class jobs. Those jobs 
have been replaced by others in lower-paying 
service industries such as tourism and retail.

Growing income inequality tells another part of 
the wage story. While many Louisianans have 
struggled with stagnant or falling pay, those at 
the top of the pay scale have seen their wages 
increase. Workers earning $31.02 or more per 
hour, which is more than $64,500 annually, com-
prise the top 10 percent of the state’s workforce. 
Those making $7.71 or less per hour, which is 
less than $16,000 annually, comprise the bottom 
10 percent of the state’s workforce. Since 1979, 
workers in the top 10 percent saw their hourly 
pay increase 6 percent, while workers in the bot-
tom 10 percent saw an 8 percent decrease. Mak-
ing matters worse for typical workers, the share 
of the state economy going toward compensa-
tion for employees is declining, while the share 
going to profits and other uses is increasing.vi

In short, the fruits of increased econom-
ic productivity are not being widely shared, 
and many workers are falling behind.

Louisiana’s economy struggled for years after the 
oil bust of the early 1980s, with an unemployment 

Minimum wage shrinks

Another concern for low-wage employ-
ees is the deteriorating purchasing pow-
er of the minimum wage, which was 
last increased in 2009, to $7.25 an hour. 
While Congress has raised the mini-
mum wage sporadically over the years, 
what the wage buys has failed to keep 
up with increases in the cost of living. 
The minimum wage would be $10.74 
today — or 48 percent higher — if it 
had kept up with inflation since 1968. 

Raising the minimum wage — which the 
state could do on its own — would not 
only give a boost to workers who earn 
it and help reduce the number of work-
ing families living in poverty, but would 
also raise wages for many employees 
making slightly above the minimum. 
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rate almost always above the average for the South or the 
nation as a whole. The share of Louisiana adults who were 
working was consistently lower than neighboring states and 
the national average, reflecting not just higher unemploy-
ment but discouraged workers giving up and leaving the labor 
force altogether. Between 1982 and 1991, the median wage 
in Louisiana plummeted nearly 16 percent. By comparison, 
the Southern average fell less than 4 percent and wages ac-
tually increased 2 percent nationally over the same period. 

While the state’s economy improved in the late 1990s and 
after Hurricane Katrina — periods of lower unemployment 
and increasing wages — many of the underlying problems 
holding back Louisiana’s economy remain unchanged.

Louisiana’s economy is still too dependent on oil and gas 
production, and has not diversified enough into new indus-
tries the way that many other states have. More than one 
governor has tried to solve this problem: New manufactur-
ing facilities are popping up along the Mississippi River, of-
ten with the help of state subsidies, and Louisiana is trying 
to lure more high-tech companies. But so far it has not been 
enough to counter the larger shift from higher to lower-wage 
jobs, nor helped encourage pay to rise with productivity. 

The poverty problem
The percentage of all Louisi-
ana residents living below the 
federal poverty line ($19,530 
for a family of three today) has 
ebbed and flowed — rising af-
ter the oil bust in the 1980s, de-
clining in the 1990s and rising 
again since the Great Recession. 

Louisiana’s poverty rate today is 
21 percent, compared to 15 per-
cent nationally. Forty percent of 
Louisianans live below 200 per-
cent of the poverty line, com-
pared to 34 percent nationally. 

The numbers are worse for the 
state’s children. Thirty-one per-
cent of Louisiana kids live in 
poverty, compared to 22 per-
cent nationally, while more 
than half live below twice 
the poverty line, compared 
to 44 percent nationally.viii  

The share of Louisiana work-
ers earning below pover-
ty-level wages also surpasses 
the national level — 31 per-
cent compared to 26 percent.  
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Louisiana was fortunate 
to dodge some of the worst 
economic pain. ... But wage 

growth was still anemic.

“

”

Wage and employment disparities
In Louisiana, like most states, there are wide 
economic gaps between men and wom-
en, whites and blacks, and people with dif-
ferent educational backgrounds. These dis-
parities undermine shared prosperity and 
weaken economic opportunity and growth.

The gaps persist even though Louisiana’s work-
force has become considerably more diverse 
over the last few decades. Women and racial 

minorities make up a larger portion of the la-
bor force today than in the past, as do work-
ers over age 55. Overall educational attain-
ment has risen over time, with fewer high 
school dropouts and more college graduates. 

Women now make up slightly less than half of the 
labor force, but continue to earn substantially less 
than men. While the median wage for women in-
creased 16 percent since 1979 and the median 

Some economists have re-
ferred to the first decade of 
the 21st century as a “lost de-
cade,” when low- and moder-
ate-income families saw their 
wages stagnate and house-
hold wealth decreased.   Lou-
isiana was fortunate to dodge 
some of the worst econom-
ic pain and benefited from 
post-Katrina rebuilding and 
oil and gas production. But 

wage growth was still anemic. 

Median wages today are less 

than 3 percent higher than at 
the turn of the century, adjust-
ed for inflation, while income 
inequality has grown since 
2000 after declining for much 
of the 1990s. Looking ahead, 
most of the job growth pre-
dicted to occur in Louisiana 
by 2020 will be in lower-wage 
work.vii  Absent major changes, 
the state’s economy could be in 
store for a second lost decade.



wage for men fell 4 percent over the same period, 
the typical man still makes $4.30 an hour more 
than the typical woman — a gap of 34 percent. 

Racial disparities in pay are even more pro-
nounced. In 2012, the typical white worker made 
$5.10 more an hour than the typical black worker 
— a difference of 43 percent. Since 1979, wage 
gains for whites have steadily outpaced gains 
for black workers — 10 percent compared to 6 
percent.ix  Black Louisianans also consistent-
ly face higher levels of unemployment wheth-
er the economy is growing or in a recession.

The wage gap is likely due to differing job pros-
pects. White men are more likely to be employed 
in relatively higher-paying industries like oil and 
gas, manufacturing and financial services, while 
women and racial minorities are disproportion-
ately employed in lower-paying service industries.

But the largest disparities are in terms of educa-
tion. The typical worker with at least a bachelor’s 
degree makes $8.26 an hour more than those 
without one. Since 1979, the median wage for 
workers with a college degree has risen 14 per-
cent. For workers without a college degree, wages 
are actually lower today than three decades ago. 

Workers with only a high school diploma saw a 
9 percent decrease in their median wage since 
1979, while workers with some college expe-
rience (but not a bachelor’s degree) saw a 12 
percent drop. Though the unemployment rate 
rises for workers at every education level during 
recessions, those who have a college degree are 
much less likely to be laid off during a downturn. 

While the educational attainment of Louisi-
ana’s workers has improved over the last few 
decades, the state’s workforce still remains 
among the least educated in the nation. Only 
25.5 percent of Louisiana workers have a four-
year college degree, compared to 32.7 per-
cent nationwide. That puts Louisiana 47th out 
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Policy prescriptions

Turning things around
There are no quick, easy ways to fix the problems 
that ail Louisiana’s workforce and rebuild the mid-
dle class. But there are concrete steps state poli-

cymakers can take that would bolster the econo-
my and support workers and their families in the 
face of troubling wage and employment trends. 
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of the 50 states and the District of Columbia.

Finally, the condition of Louisiana’s workforce 
depends in part on where one lives. In recent 
years, unemployment has been consistent-
ly lower in South Louisiana, especially the La-

fayette and Houma metro areas, and higher 
up north in the Shreveport and Monroe met-
ro areas. And while some parishes have un-
employment rates below 5 percent, others 
in the impoverished Mississippi Delta region 
have unemployment rates above 15 percent. 

• Increasing the state Earned Income Tax 
Credit (EITC) would help make low-wage 
work pay and has been shown to im-
prove educational success and the fu-
ture earnings of  children who grow up 
in households that receive the credit.

• Strengthening school readiness tax cred-
its that help families pay for quality child 
care — a growing problem for many 
middle-class families that can be a bar-
rier to employment — would help sup-
port working parents and their children. 

• More funding for early childhood edu-
cation — up to age 5 — would help set 
Louisiana’s next generation on a path for 
future academic and economic success.

• A state minimum wage that is higher 
than the national rate and grows au-
tomatically with inflation would give 
workers and employers alike more 
certainty and help reduce poverty.

• Increase public investment in educa-
tion at all levels, with special attention to 

need-based aid for students who cannot 
afford college or other training after high 
school. Measures to help keep college af-
fordable, especially for first-generation 
students and those from low-income 
families, is a must in an economy where 
a post-secondary degree is increasingly 
necessary to get a good, well-paying job. 

• Controlling the rapid growth of tax-code 
spending, and ensuring that business 
incentives don’t drain state resourc-
es, is critical to growing state invest-
ments in education and infrastructure. 

• Finally, extending Medicaid coverage to 
low-income adults would bring Louisiana 
$15 billion in federal funding over the 
next decade, creating new health care 
jobs in every parish. It also would provide 
economic security to low-income work-
ers, who would no longer have to fear 
being wiped out financially if they suffer 
a major illness, and benefit the economy 
as a whole, because a healthier work-
force is a more productive workforce.
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ix.   If median wages have risen 10 percent for black workers 
and 6 percent for white workers since 1979, how has the 
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