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Abstract

Historically, the public sector has served as an equalizing institution through the expan-
sion of job opportunities for minority workers. This study examines whether the public
sector continues to serve as an equalizing institution in the aftermath of the Great Re-
cession. Using Current Population Survey data, I investigate changes in public sector
employment and unemployment between 2003 and 2013. My results point to a post-
recession double disadvantage for black public sector workers: they are concentrated
in a shrinking sector of the economy, and they are substantially more likely than other
public sector workers to be without work. These two trends are a historical break for
the public sector labor market. I find that deteriorating employment outcomes for black
public sector workers cannot be explained by differences in education, occupation, or
any of the other measurable factors that are typically associated with employment.
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Introduction

After recessions, government employment usually expands (Elsby et al. 2011). But after

the Great Recession of 2007 - 2009, government employment contracted. Aside from the

two week shutdown of the federal government in 2013, most of the layoffs were made

by state and local governments (Stevenson and Langan 2011).1 Severe cuts were made to

police forces, fire departments, social service agencies, and school districts (Dewan and

Rich 2012). Despite the billions allocated to preserve jobs through the American Reinvest-

ment and Recovery Act of 2009, total government employment fell three percent between

December 2008 and December 2013. Why did the government shrink after the Great Re-

cession? Similar to previous recessions, the Great Recession led to a decrease in sales and

income tax receipts. The drop in tax revenue after the Great Recession, however, was es-

pecially deep and long-lasting (Gordon 2012). Compared to earlier recessions, workers

stayed unemployed for longer and the transition rate of workers leaving the labor force al-

together was lower (Kroft, Lange, Notowidigdo, and Katz 2014). As a result of heightened

demand for unemployment benefits and other government subsidies, budgets at both the

federal and state level were stretched thin.

There are also political forces that contributed to the contraction of public sector em-

ployment. After the 2010 midterm election, the Tea Party and its supporters were vo-

cal about their intent to cut public sector employee benefits and slash public spending

(Skocpol and Williamson 2012). With tax revenues in freefall, political constraints against

raising taxes, and a growing number of high-profile political attacks against public sector

employees (including those led by governors in Wisconsin and Indiana), many states and

municipalities resorted to drastic measures. In 2011, approximately 40% of state and lo-

cal governments reported layoffs; more than half implemented pay freezes or furloughs

(Center for State and Local Government Excellence 2012).

The effects of public sector decline will be uneven simply because black workers –

1The majority of public sector workers are employed by local government; less than a fifth are employed by the
federal government.
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black women in particular – are over-represented in the public sector. In 2010, when

state budget shortfalls reached their peak, 17% of black women in the Current Population

Survey (CPS) worked in the public sector, compared to 15% of white women, 13% of black

men, and 12% of white men (Oliff, Mai, and Palacios 2012). Yet there is also evidence that

inequality increased within the public sector. Among women in the CPS who reported that

their current or most recent job was in the public sector, there was a dramatic increase in

the black / white unemployment gap from less than a percentage point in 2008 to a peak

of 5.5 percentage points in 2011.

What accounts for the sudden increase in public sector employment inequality? This

study considers potential explanations based on theories about human capital and occu-

pational sorting. I examine black / white differences in public sector employment and

unemployment after taking into account compositional differences in education and occu-

pation. The dynamics of public sector stratification are important for at least two reasons.

First, social scientists consider the public sector to be a major source of economic mobility

for black workers, particularly black women (Parks 2011; Zipp 1994). Understanding pub-

lic sector decline should inform debates about between-race and within-race inequality in

the United States. Second, by clarifying the link between public sector decline and racial

inequality, this analysis advances the literature on the social and economic consequences

of the Great Recession (Grusky, Western, and Wimer 2011).

Theoretical Framework

Similar to Wilson’s (1996) contention that industrial restructuring led to black em-

ployment disadvantages after the 1970s, the recent restructuring of the public sector may

have led to black employment disadvantages after the Great Recession. Faced with sudden

pressure to downsize, public sector managers might try to protect high-skill workers who

would be difficult to replace once tax revenues and personnel budgets start to rebound.

Data from the CPS suggest that educational credentials reduce the likelihood of becom-
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ing unemployed in both the private and the public sectors. Among public sector teachers

(roughly a third of the female public sector labor force), holding a master’s degree signif-

icantly decreases the odds of being laid off (Goldhaber and Theobald 2013). In the CPS,

45% of white teachers hold a master’s degree or higher, compared to just 36% of black

teachers.

On the other hand, public sector layoffs may be decided based on the type of job rather

than the type of worker. If black women are concentrated in the type of public sector jobs

that tend to be eliminated or scaled back during a budget crisis – net of their individual

levels of human capital – then their employment and earnings disadvantage may be linked

to occupational sorting (Tomaskovic-Devey 1993). Since the early 1940s, the public sector

has been a major source of clerical employment for black women (King 2003). Data from

the CPS indicate that these positions may have been targeted during the recent downsizing

of the public sector. Compared to employed public sector workers in the CPS, unemployed

public sector workers between 2009 and 2013 are more likely to have worked in adminis-

trative and secretarial occupations.

Trends in public sector employment and unemployment

During the latter half of the 20th century, the public sector provided an employment

boom for groups that had been historically underrepresented in the labor market. Between

1961 and 1965, blacks gained 28% of new positions in the federal government despite the

fact that they only made up a little more than 10% of the U.S. population (Krislov 1967).

The share of female government workers rose by nearly 70% between 1964 and 1974, and

by another 28% by 1981 (Abramovitz 2012; U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau

1983; U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau 1975). Since 1960, the proportion of

blacks working for the government has surpassed the proportion of blacks in the popula-

tion (Hellriegel and Short 1972; Pitts 2011).

There are both political and structural reasons for the over-representation of blacks and
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women in government jobs. In the decades following World War II, a series of executive

orders and court decisions established equal opportunity employment procedures for gov-

ernment workers. On June 25, 1941 – a week before a scheduled “March on Washington”

by civil rights leaders – President Roosevelt established the Committee on Fair Employ-

ment Practices. The order was the first of its kind, but the committee had little power (it

had no authority over military personnel, for example). President Kennedy’s Committee

on Equal Employment Opportunity arguably had the largest impact on the enforcement

of non-discrimination employment policies (Krislov 1967, p. 30). Rather than focusing

on grievances, Kennedy’s committee implemented a plan of “positive compliance” based

on an annual census of employment. In 1965, President Johnson signed an executive or-

der prohibiting federal contractors from discriminating in employment decisions on the

basis of race. Responding to pressure from the National Organization of Women, Johnson

amended the order in 1967 to prohibit federal contractors from discriminating on the basis

of sex.

In addition to building political pressure to enforce equal opportunity in the pub-

lic sector, there was a structural component that expanded public sector opportunities

for blacks and women. The demand for government labor expanded significantly during

World War II. As a result, there was a sharp increase in the overall number of public sector

jobs (Grandjean 1981; Hellriegel and Short 1972; Krislov 1967). With a large supply of

jobs and a small supply of workers, government managers could change the composition

of the public sector workforce without having to displace white men (Krislov 1967). The

number of federal employees peaked again during the Vietnam War. After the mid-1980s,

the number of federal employees declined as the federal government increased the amount

of work outsourced to contractors (Caplow, Hicks, and Wattenberg 2001). The number of

state and local jobs, however, continued to increase through the late 2000s (U.S. Census

Bureau 2012).

The public sector has not only provided blacks and women with equal opportunities
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for employment – it has provided blacks and women with equal opportunities for good

employment. Until the recent past, working for the government often meant having a

pension, long-term job security, and regularly scheduled opportunities for upward mobil-

ity. Compared to the private sector, the public sector has offered black and female workers

with better pay, job stability, and more professional and managerial opportunities (Blank

1994; Blank 1985; Hout 1984; Carrington, McCue, and Pierce 1996; Hollister 2011; Pitts

2011; Smith 1977). Historically, black-white and male-female income inequality has been

significantly lower in the public sector, even after controlling for public / private differ-

ences in occupation and education (Gornick and Jacobs 1998; Grodsky and Pager 2001).

That was all before the Great Recession. Figure 1 below shows the black/white unem-

ployment gap among public sector workers before, during, and after the Great Recession:
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Figure 1: Public sector unemployment 

Men Women
Raw data Loess smoother

Source: Data come from the CPS-MORG files.
Note: Sample restricted to individuals in the labor force between 16 and 64 in their fourth interview.

Black men

White men

Black women

White women

Black women appear to be among the workers most affected by public sector layoffs. The

race gap in female public sector unemployment rates increased dramatically from less

5



than a percentage point in 2008 to a peak of 5.5 percentage points in 2011. Compared to

their male counterparts, both black and white women in the public sector experienced a

steeper rise in post-recession unemployment.

The gaps in unemployment do not capture the full extent of the gaps in labor force

participation. During recessions, there is a greater tendency for individuals who desire

work to stop looking (i.e., to become discouraged workers). As the economy improves and

more jobs become available, individuals re-enter the labor market, temporarily increasing

the ranks of the unemployed. The prime-age employment ratio captures trends in labor

force participation without being affected by temporary changes in job search behaviors.

Among working-age individuals who report that their current or most recent job is in

the public sector, there was a large increase in the female black /white employment gap

(Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Public sector employment, ages 25 - 54. 
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Raw data Loess smoother

Black men

White men

Black women

White women

Source: Data come from the CPS-MORG files.
Note: Sample restricted to individuals between 25 and 54 in their fourth interview who reported that their current or most recent job was in the public sector.

Between 2009 and 2011, there was a steep decline in the employment rates for black

women in the public sector. There also appears to be a lag in the recovery for women.
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By 2013, employment rates for black men had rebounded to the pre-recession range. Em-

ployment rates for black women in the public sector bottomed out in 2011. As of 2013,

prime-age employment rates for black female public sector were still 4.6 percentage points

lower than the 2008 peak.

Whether the public sector will continue to serve as an equalizing institution depends

on the mechanism driving recent changes in public sector inequality. It may be that blacks

are over-represented among the types of government workers or in the types of govern-

ment jobs that are the most vulnerable to elimination following a recession. If this is the

case, then only high skill workers in recession-proof jobs are benefiting from the equaliz-

ing effects of the public sector.

Data and Methods

I examine stratification in employment and unemployment using data from the merged

outgoing rotation group of the Current Population Survey (CPS-MORG). The CPS, the

source of the official U.S. monthly unemployment rate, is a monthly survey of approxi-

mately 60,000 households conducted by the Census Bureau for the Bureau of Labor Statis-

tics. I use the 2003 - 2013 CPS MORG files (prior to 2003, there are major changes to the

Census occupation scheme). I use the MORG files of the CPS instead of the CPS Annual

March Demographic survey for two reasons: the MORG samples are larger, and the March

samples may be subject to seasonal or recall bias because they are administered once a

year rather than monthly (Akerlof and Yellen 1985; Horvath 1982; Morgenstern and Bar-

rett 1974). I restrict the sample to working-age men and women between the ages of 16

and 64.2

The CPS is a monthly survey, although new households are not interviewed each month.

Households that enter the CPS are typically interviewed for four months, then ignored for

2Members of the military who reside in military barracks are excluded from the CPS. Because the CPS is designed
to measure unemployment in the civilian labor force, members of the armed forces are not part of the universe
for many employment-related questions. For these reasons, members of the armed forces are not included in
this analysis.
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eight months, then interviewed again for four more months. Households in months four

and eight are considered the “outgoing rotation groups” because they are about to leave

the observation sample (temporarily or permanently). I drop CPS respondents in their

eighth interview to avoid observing respondents twice in one sample. Because the CPS

models include occupation as a control, I further restrict the sample to those from whom

the CPS collects occupation information. The CPS collects occupation information from

those who report one of the four following conditions the week prior to the survey: 1) em-

ployed, 2) laid off / unemployed / looking and ever worked, 3) retired and worked within

last 12 months, or 4) disabled and worked within last 12 months or otherwise not in the

labor force and worked within last 12 months.3 I use the BLS definition of unemployment:

not currently working, have actively looked for work in the prior four weeks, and currently

available for work.

My race/ethnicity categories are: non-Hispanic white, non-Hispanic black, Hispanic,

and other non-Hispanic race. The variable I use to examine variation by sector is “class

of worker,” an indicator of whether the respondent’s current job (or most recent job if

the respondent is unemployed or out of the labor force) is in the private or public sector.

Public sector workers can be further disaggregated by type of public sector employment

(federal, state, or local).

I run the models separately by gender and sector based on the assumption that path-

ways to employment and opportunity structures vary by gender and by sector. In the full

model, I control for education, occupation, age, age squared, marital status, parental sta-

tus, and veteran status.4 Educational attainment, age, and being married are all associated

3Those who are not working, available for work, have looked for a job during the past year but not during
the past four weeks are considered by the BLS to be discouraged workers. Approximately 77% of the 3,885
discouraged workers in the CPS sample have missing occupation information and are therefore dropped from
this analysis. Given that discouraged workers are disproportionately male and black, the CPS results most likely
underestimate employment disadvantages among men and among blacks.

4I use the 22-category CPS “two-digit” detail occupation recode. The 22 categories are: management, business
and financial operations; computer and mathematical science; architecture and engineering; life, physical, and
social science occupations; legal occupations; education, training, and library occupations; arts, design, enter-
tainment, sports, and media occupations; healthcare practitioner and technical occupations; healthcare support
occupations; protective service occupations; food prep and serving occupations; building and grounds clean-
ing and maintenance; personal care and service; sales; office and administrative support; farming, fishing, and
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with a lower risk of unemployment for both men and women (Farber 2005; Johnson and

Mommaerts 2011). Men living with children tend to have lower unemployment rates than

men not living with children. Among unmarried women in the CPS, living with children

increases the probability of unemployment. I include the control for veteran status be-

cause veterans tend to have higher unemployment than non-veterans (Kleykamp 2013;

Bureau of Labor Statistics 2012).5

The dependent variable in all of the employment models represents three outcomes:

employed, unemployed, and not in the labor force.6 Because my dependent variable con-

sists of multiple unordered nominal categories, I estimate the outcome probability for

individual i using a multinomial logit model:

ln
Pr(y =m|Xi)
Pr(y = n|Xi)

= Xi(βm − βn),

where Xi is the matrix of explanatory variables and the β coefficients correspond to out-

comes m and n.7 I include state, metro/non-metro, year and month fixed effects to control

for observed and unobserved geographic and temporal factors that give rise to differential

rates of employment and unemployment.

CPS sample sizes and descriptive statistics for sector and employment are presented in

forestry; construction and extraction; installation, maintenance, and repair; production; transportation and ma-
terial moving. I use this occupation scheme because it identifies occupation groups that were disproportionately
affected by the recent recession (e.g., construction and extraction). With several hundred categories, the more
detailed Census occupation scheme would yield cell counts that are too small to quantify race differences within
sectors.

5For public sector workers, veteran status should theoretically reduce the odds of unemployment because pref-
erence for veterans is commonly used in in the civil service hiring process (Ban 1995; Lewis 2013). In none
of my models (even those restricted to the public sector) did I find that veteran status reduced the odds of
unemployment.

6“Not in the labor force” includes discouraged workers (with non-missing occupation information).
7The independence of irrelevant alternatives assumption of multinomial logit requires that an individual’s prob-

ability of being in one outcome category relative to another outcome category should not change if a third
(irrelevant) category is added to or dropped from the analysis (e.g., there is a chance that an individual’s proba-
bility of voting for a Democrat versus a Republican will change if a third-party candidate is added to the ballot).
Under the IIA assumption, there should be no systematic change in the coefficients if one of the outcomes is
excluded from the model. I performed a Hausman test for a violation of IIA, comparing the results from the full
model and a model that excludes those who are not in the labor force. According to the results of the Hausman
test (available upon request), there is no evidence that the IIA assumption is violated in this analysis.
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Table 1:

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics for sector and employment by race and sex, 2003 - 2013.

Black White Hispanic Other Black White Hispanic Other
Percent public sector 21.2% 17.5% 13.4% 15.2% 15.4% 11.8% 7.1% 11.7%

Public Sector 
     Percent employed 92.0% 93.7% 93.0% 92.1% 91.9% 94.7% 94.5% 92.0%
     Percent unemployed 4.9% 2.4% 3.5% 4.3% 5.0% 2.2% 3.0% 4.1%
     Percent out of labor force 3.1% 4.0% 3.5% 3.6% 3.1% 3.1% 2.5% 3.9%
Sample size 12,129 70,848 7,576 6,608 7,163 52,068 5,219 5,355
Total sample size

Private Sector
     Percent employed 85.0% 90.6% 87.1% 90.1% 83.0% 91.1% 89.7% 90.8%
     Percent unemployed 10.7% 5.0% 8.2% 5.6% 13.2% 6.0% 7.8% 6.2%
     Percent out of labor force 4.4% 4.4% 4.7% 4.3% 3.8% 3.0% 2.5% 3.1%
Sample size 42,957 318,744 49,272 30,667 36,852 370,606 67,640 33,530
Total sample size
Source: Data come from CPS MORG supplements, 2003-2013.
Note:  Weighted percentages presented. Sample excludes those with any missing  information about their current or most recent job. Sector refers to the 
respondent's job at the time of the survey if the respondent is employed. For those who are unemployed or out of the labor force, sector refers to the respondent's 
most recent job. Sample restricted to men and women ages 16-64.  Unlike the official unemployment rate which excludes those not in the labor force, the 
denominator in the above estimates of percent unemployed also includes respondents who are not in the labor force.

Women Men 

97,161 69,805

441,640 508,628

Table 1 shows the composition of the labor force by sector and the disparities in employ-

ment status by sector, sex, and race. Among both public and private sector workers, black

men have the highest rates of unemployment and the lowest rates of employment. Black

women are clearly over-represented among government employees: roughly one in five

works in the public sector.

Results

In Table 2 below, I present the results of multinomial regression models that test whether

education or occupation can account for differences in the probability of unemployment

among public sector workers. In the Appendix, I include results predicting the odds of

not being in the labor force, as well as the results for the private sector. The coefficients

in the Appendix tables show that the race gaps in unemployment cannot be attributed to

differential likelihoods of being out of the labor force.
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Among both male and female public sector workers, blacks have higher odds of unem-

ployment (versus full-time employment) than whites or Hispanics. The second model

takes into account differences in educational attainment. Including education only slightly

reduces the differences between groups, suggesting that public sector unemployment dis-

parities by race are not attributable to differences in educational attainment. The third col-

umn of Table 3 includes education and the 22-category occupation variable (see the Data

and Methods section for a list of all the occupations). Again, there are only minor changes

in the race effects. It is clear from Table 3 that public sector unemployment disparities by

race are not a function of educational attainment or a concentration of white-workers in

recession-proof occupations.

The coefficients for the control variables are generally consistent with prior research.

As expected, the odds of unemployment decrease with each education level. Age is neg-

atively associated with unemployment (at a decreasing rate). Being married reduces the

odds of unemployment, although the effect is much stronger for men. Among women,

veterans have significantly higher unemployment but only after the onset of the recession.

Being a parent with children at home increases the odds of unemployment for women. The

parent effects may reflect a household specialization model, in which women’s household

obligations take away time that could be spent looking for a job.

At first glance, the direction of the effects of working for state and local governments

(versus the federal government) appear to be inconsistent with media accounts of public

sector layoffs being concentrated at the state and local level. However, less than a fifth

of public sector workers are employed by the federal government. Unemployment may

be higher among federal workers simply because jobs with the federal government are

relatively scarce.8

To get a more complete picture of how race gaps in public sector unemployment and

8Who is the typical federal, state, or local government employee? Approximately one quarter of state employees
and one third of local government employees are teachers. Nearly a third of federal employees work in office or
administrative support occupations; 50% of federal administrative support workers are postal workers. Among
all public sector employees, half work for local governments, 30% work for state governments, and nearly 20%
work for the federal government.
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employment have changed over time, I also ran models with a race x year interaction (no

year fixed effects). Figures 3 - 5 below show the predicted probabilities of unemployment

and employment from the models with the interaction. I generate the predicted prob-

abilities by holding the control variables at their mean, thereby creating a hypothetical

situation in which blacks and whites have the same distribution across the covariates (in-

cluding education and occupation).
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Figure 3: Predicted probabilities of unemployment by sex and race for public sector workers, 2003 - 2013. 

Black men

White men

Black women

White women

Source: Author’s calculations. Data come from the CPS MORG supplements.
Notes: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Models includes controls for education, age, marital status, occupation, interactions between year and
race, as well as state and month fixed effects. Sample restricted to individuals ages 16-64 in their fourth interview. 

The shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Unemployment probabilities in-

creased for all public sector workers as a result of the Great Recession; however, black

workers experienced a much larger increase than white workers. For men in the public

sector, the black / white disparity decreased substantially after 2012. Considering the

extent of the financial shock to the public sector, white workers appear to have been well-

protected.

Unemployment rates only reflect the population of active job-seekers. The trends in

Figure 3 could understate or overstate labor force participation depending on whether

14



there are race differences in the propensity to stop looking for a job. Figure 4 below shows

predicted probabilities of employment among those who reported that their current or

most recent job was in the public sector.
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Figure 4: Predicted probabilities of employment by sex and race for public sector workers, 2003 - 2013. 

Men Women

Black men

White men

Black women

White women

Source: Author’s calculations. Data come from the CPS MORG supplements.
Notes: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Models includes controls for education, age, marital status, occupation, interactions between year and
race, as well as state and month fixed effects. Sample restricted to individuals ages 16-64 in their fourth interview. 

The trends in Figure 4 are consistent with Figure 3. Among public sector workers, black

workers experienced a much larger drop in employment, even after controlling for edu-

cation, occupation, and other observable factors associated with employment. The unem-

ployment and employment probabilities together suggest that the public sector shed black

workers – particularly black women - at a disproportionate rate following the Great Re-

cession.9 Figures 3 and 4 show that 1) observable employment-related factors in the CPS

cannot account for the increase in black-white employment and unemployment dispari-

ties in the public sector, and 2) for black women, the rise in unemployment and the fall in

employment persisted even after the recession was over.

To what extent are the trends in public sector inequality consistent with theories about

9Unfortunately the CPS does not allow me to identify workers previously employed in the public sector who have
dropped out of the public sector labor force (either by switching to the private sector or by no longer reporting
a public sector occupation). In the Discussion section, I address the potential implications of this limitation on
my findings.
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public / private sector convergence? Figure 5 below shows the gaps between public and

private sector predicted probabilities of employment (with all of the covariates held at

their mean). With a few exceptions, the controls for the private sector model are the same

as the controls in the public sector model. All of the models used to generate the pre-

dicted probabilities include year X race interactions. Instead of controlling for type of

government employment (federal, state, or local), the private sector model includes dum-

mies for non-profit employment, incorporated self-employment, and non-incorporated

self-employment (all of which reduce the odds of unemployment). See the appendix tables

for the model coefficients.
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Figure 5: Predicted probabilities of employment by gender, race, and sector.

Black (non-Hispanic) White (non-Hispanic)

black women
private sector

black women
public sector white women

private sector

white women
public sector

black men
private sector

black men
public sector white men

private sector

white men
public sector

Women

Men

0.8 0.8

0.8 0.8

Source: Author’s calculations. Data come from the CPS MORG supplements.
Notes: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Models includes controls for education, age, marital status, occupation, interactions between year and
race, as well as state and month fixed effects. Sample restricted to individuals ages 16-64 in their fourth interview. 

Although black workers in the public sector are at a disadvantage relative to white work-

ers, private sector blacks have a much larger disadvantage relative to public sector blacks

– even after the public sector started downsizing. Black men have the largest gap between

public and private sector probabilities of employment. The trends in Tables 2 and 3 and

Figures 3 - 5 are consistent with Couch and Fairlie’s (2010) finding that black workers tend
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to be the first fired as the business cycle weakens (Couch and Fairlie do not disaggregate

their findings by sector or sex). What this analysis reveals is that while race differences

in employment across the business cycle are attenuated in the public sector, black public

sector workers continue to experience unemployment at a disproportionate rate compared

to their white public sector counterparts.10

Discussion

This study examines whether the public sector continues to serve as an equalizing in-

stitution in the aftermath of the Great Recession. I document changes in employment and

unemployment – both within the public sector and relative to the private sector. Contrary

to recent accounts of public / private sector convergence, I find no evidence of sector con-

vergence with respect to employment (Figure 5). Within the public sector, new patterns of

employment stratification emerged after the recession. Black women are over-represented

in a shrinking sector of the economy, and they are more likely than other public sector

workers to be without work. These two trends are a historical break for the public sec-

tor labor market. I consider explanations based on compositional differences in education

and occupational sorting. Models results show that even after controlling for education,

occupation, and a host of other measurable factors associated with labor force attachment,

there are significant race gaps in public sector unemployment and employment probabil-

ities – particularly among women (Tables 2 and 3, Figures 3 - 5).

If education and occupational sorting are insufficient explanations, then what are the

mechanisms driving recent change in public sector employment inequality? There are a

number of state-level policies that are likely having unequal effects. Wisconsin, for ex-

ample, implemented sharp and immediate funding cuts for municipalities in 2011. Black

public sector employment started to rebound after 2011 in most states, but in Wisconsin,

10Compared to the private sector, the public sector has historically provided black workers with relatively high
wages (Heywood 1989; Heywood and Parent 2012; Smith 1980). Despite widespread budget shortfalls in the
public sector following the Great Recession, working for the government continues to provide a sizeable earn-
ings premium - for both black and white workers (results of weekly earnings models available upon request).
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black public sector employment continued to plummet into 2012. It may be that black

workers are more likely to be laid off when the layoffs are triggered by a sudden and sig-

nificant reduction in funding. When the number of layoff decisions increases, managers

have more opportunities to discriminate. Unfortunately the CPS does not have enough

public sector workers to conduct a representative multivariate analyses at the state level.

While this is the most comprehensive study to date of public sector inequality after

the Great Recession, there are limitations to cross-sectional data. Specifically, my analysis

does not control for differential rates of sector switching. Some of the within-sector differ-

entials in employment and unemployment may reflect group differences in the likelihood

of leaving one sector for another. Prior research on sector switching is limited. In their

study of public sector and nonprofit managers from 2006, Su and Bozeman (2009) find no

effect of gender or race on the odds of switching from the private sector to the public sector

(their study was limited to managers from the public sector and non-profit organizations,

so they could not estimate the odds of leaving the public sector for the private sector). Us-

ing data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) from 1985 to 2007, Wilson et

al. (2013) report that whites are more likely than blacks to leave the public sector for the

private sector, although sector switching does not account for widening race disparities in

the risk of downward mobility within the public sector.

Even if employment and earnings disparities are affected by differential rates of sec-

tor switching, the ultimate conclusions of this article remain unchanged. First, the public

sector continues to offer more job security than the private sector. Second, the protective

effect of working in the public sector decreased substantially for black workers – especially

black women – after the Great Recession, while white workers were relatively insulated.

The preceding analyses suggest that without a course correction, further efforts to dis-

mantle the public sector will most likely have a negative effect on the workers who have

historically gained the most from public sector employment.
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2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013 2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013
Black      .74***       .92***        .61*** .10 -.07 .11

(.11) (.12) (.16) (.11) (.16) (.18)
Hispanic      .10     .26 .01       -.36*      -.09      -.41***

(.15) (.16) (.21) (.15) (.18) (.07)
Other      .88***      .41**        .82***     .42*** .30       .22**  

(.11) (.16) (.17) (.11)  (.17)  (.08)
Sample size 38,716 19,033 12,056 38,716 19,033 12,056
Total sample size

2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013 2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013
Black       .55***      .68***      .69***      -.18*          -.09            -.07       

(.09) (.10) (.12) (.08) (.12) (.15)
Hispanic      -.02           .05           .41**       -.17             -.12             -.0001        

(.12) (.13) (.15) (.10) (.14) (.17)
Other      .59***      .48***       .49**       .02           .04           -.03        

(.11) (.13) (.16) (.10)  (.15)  (.18)  
Sample size 53,964 26,567  16,630 53,964 26,567  16,630
Total sample size
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

Not in the Labor Force

97,161

Unemployed

97,161

Public sector men

Table A1. Logit coefficients from multinomial logistic regressions predicting unemployment and not in the labor force 
(vs employment), public sector workers only.

Source: Author's compilations. Data come from CPS MORG supplements, 2003-2013.
Note: Model includes controls for education, occupation, age, age-squared, veteran status, marital status, parental status, as well as year, state, metro, and 
month fixed effects. Sample restricted to individuals ages 16-64 in their fourth interview. 

Public sector women
Unemployed Not in the Labor Force

69,805 69,805

21



2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013 2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013
Black       .79***       .69***        .80***       .25***       .25***      .17*  

(.03) (.03) (.04) (.04) (.06) (.08)
Hispanic      -.15***      -.09**   -.10*      -.36***      -.37***      -.41***

(.03) (.03) (.04) (.04) (.06) (.07)
Other      .27***      .18*** .09         .22***          .17***        .22**  

(.04) (.04) (.06)   (.05)    (.07)  (.08)
Sample size 283,256 137,082 88,290 283,256 137,082 88,290
Total sample size

2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013 2003 - 2008 2009 - 2011 2012 - 2013
Black       .71***       .52***       .57*** .06 .005      -.03       

(.03) (.03) (.05) (.04) (.06) (.07)
Hispanic       .16***        .08*           .11*      -.10**          -.20***         -.16       

(.03)  (.04) (.05) (.03) (.05) (.06)
Other      .21***      .14** .07 .09*      .10        -.003  

(.04) (.05) (.06)   (.04)  (.06)  (.08)  
Sample size 245,229 119,514 76,897 245,229 119,514 76,897
Total sample size
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

Not in the Labor Force

441,640

Unemployed

441,640

Private sector men

Table A2. Logit coefficients from multinomial logistic regressions predicting unemployment and not in the labor force 
(vs employment), private sector workers only.

Source: Author's compilations. Data come from CPS MORG supplements, 2003-2013.
Note: Model includes controls for education, occupation, age, age-squared, veteran status, marital status, parental status, as well as year, state, metro, and 
month fixed effects. Sample restricted to individuals ages 16-64 in their fourth interview. 

Private sector women
Unemployed Not in the Labor Force

508,628 508,628

22



References

Abramovitz, Mimi. 2012. “The Feminization of Austerity.” New Labor Forum 21:32–41.

Akerlof, George A. and Janet L. Yellen. 1985. “Unemployment through the Filter of
Memory.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics 100:747–773.

Ban, Carolyn. 1995. How Do Public Managers Manage? San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass
Publishers.

Blank, Rebecca M. 1985. “An Analysis of Workers’ Choice Between Employment in the
Public and Private Sectors.” Industrial and Labor Relations Review 38:211–224.

Blank, Rebecca M. 1994. “Public Sector Growth and Labor Market Flexibility: The
United States versus the United Kingdom.” In Social Protection versus Economic Flex-
ibility: Is There a Trade-Off?, edited by Rebecca M. Blank, pp. 223 – 264. National
Bureau of Economic Research.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2012. “Employment Situation of Veterans – 2011.” U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor, February, Washington, DC.

Caplow, Theodore, Louis Hicks, and Ben J. Wattenberg. 2001. The First Measured Cen-
tury: An Illustrated Guide to Trends in America, 1900-2000. Washington: AEI Press.

Carrington, William J., Kristin McCue, and Brooks Pierce. 1996. “Black/White Wage
Convergence: The Role of Public Sector Wages and Employment.” Industrial and
Labor Relations Review 49:456–471.

Center for State and Local Government Excellence. 2012. “State and Lo-
cal Government Workforce: 2012 Trends.” http://slge.org/publications/

state-and-local-government-workforce2012-trends.

Couch, Kenneth A. and Robert Fairlie. 2010. “Last Hired, First Fired? Black-White Un-
employment and the Business Cycle.” Demography 47:227–247.

Dewan, Shaila and Motoko Rich. 2012. “Public Workers Face New Rash of Layoffs, Hurt-
ing Recovery.” The New York Times. June 19.

Elsby, Michael W., Bart Hobijn, Aysegul Sahin, and Robert G. Valletta. 2011. “The Labor
Market in the Great Recession - An Update to September 2011.” Brookings papers
on economic activity, Brookings Institution Press.

Farber, Henry S. 2005. “What Do We Know About Job Loss in the United States? Ev-
idence From Displaced Worker Survey, 1984-2004.” Economic Perspectives, Federal
Reserve Bank of Chicago.

Goldhaber, Dan and Roddy Theobald. 2013. “Managing the Teacher Workforce in Aus-
tere Times: The Implications of Teacher Layoffs.” Education Finance and Policy 8:494–
527.

Gordon, Tracy. 2012. “State and Local Budgets and the Great Recession.” Stanford, CA:
Stanford Center on Poverty and Inequality, December 2012.

Gornick, Janet C. and Jerry A. Jacobs. 1998. “Gender, the Welfare State, and Public
Employment: A Comparative Study of Seven Industrialized Countries.” American
Sociological Review 63:688–710.

23

http://slge.org/publications/state-and-local-government-workforce2012-trends
http://slge.org/publications/state-and-local-government-workforce2012-trends


Grandjean, Burke D. 1981. “History and Career in a Bureaucratic Labor Market.” Amer-
ican Journal of Sociology 86:1057–1092.

Grodsky, Eric and Devah Pager. 2001. “The Structure of Disadvantage: Individual and
Occupational Determinants of the Black-White Wage Gap.” American Sociological Re-
view 66:542–567.

Grusky, David B., Bruce Western, and Christopher Wimer. 2011. The Great Recession.
New York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Hellriegel, Don and Larry Short. 1972. “Equal Employment Opportunity in the Federal
Government: A Comparative Analysis.” Public Administration Review 32:851–858.

Heywood, John S. 1989. “Wage Discrimination by Race and Gender in the Public and
Private Sectors.” Economics Letters 29:99–102.

Heywood, John S. and Daniel Parent. 2012. “Performance Pay and the White-Black Wage
Gap.” Journal of Labor Economics 30:249–290.

Hollister, Matissa. 2011. “Employment Stability in the U.S. Labor Market: Rhetoric Ver-
sus Reality.” Annual Review of Sociology 37:305–324.

Horvath, Frances E. 1982. “Forgotten Unemployment: Recall Bias in Retrospective
Data.” Monthly Labor Review 150:40–43.

Hout, Michael. 1984. “Occupational Mobility of Black Men: 1962 to 1973.” American
Sociological Review 49:308–322.

Johnson, Richard W. and Corina Mommaerts. 2011. “Age Differences in Job Loss, Job
Search, and Reemployment.” The Program on Retirement Discussion Paper 11-01,
The Urban Institute, Washington, D.C.

King, Mary C. 2003. “Black Women’s Breakthrough into Clerical Work: An Occupa-
tional Tipping Model.” In Women and the Economy: A Reader, edited by Ellen Mutari
and Deborah M. Figartl, pp. 221–233. M.E. Sharpe.

Kleykamp, Meredith. 2013. “Unemployment, Earnings, and Enrollment Among Post
9/11 Veterans.” Social Science Research 42:836–851.

Krislov, Samuel. 1967. The Negro in Federal Employment: The Quest for Equal Opportunity.
University of Minnesota Press.

Kroft, Kory, Fabian Lange, Matthew J. Notowidigdo, and Lawrence F. Katz. 2014. “Long-
Term Unemployment and the Great Recession: The Role of Composition, Duration
Dependence, and Non-Participation.” National Bureau of Economic Research Work-
ing Paper 20273, National Bureau of Economic Research, Cambridge, MA.

Lewis, Gregory B. 2013. “The Impact of Veterans’ Preference on the Composition and
Quality of the Federal Civil Service.” Journal of Public Administration Research and
Theory 23:247–265.

Morgenstern, Richard D. and Nancy S. Barrett. 1974. “The Retrospective Bias in Un-
employment Reporting by Sex, Race, and Age.” Journal of the American Statistical
Association 69:355–357.

Oliff, Phil, Chris Mai, and Vincent Palacios. 2012. “States Continue to Feel Recession’s
Impact.” Washington, DC: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities.

24



Parks, Virginia. 2011. “Revisiting Shibboleths of Race and Urban Economy: Black Em-
ployment in Manufacturing and the Public Sector Compared, Chicago 19502000.”
International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 35:110–129.

Pitts, Steven. 2011. “Research Brief: Black Workers and the Public Sector.” University
of California, Berkeley Center for Labor Research and Education. April 4.

Skocpol, Theda and Vanessa Williamson. 2012. The Tea Party and the Remaking of Re-
publican Conservatism. Oxford University Press.

Smith, Alton D. 1980. “Government Employment and Black / White Relative Wages.”
Journal of Human Resources 12:77–86.

Smith, Sharon. 1977. Equal Pay in the Public Sector: Fact or Fantasy. Princeton, NJ: Prince-
ton University.

Stevenson, Betsey and Andrew Langan. 2011. “Comment on The Labor Market in the
Great Recession – An Update to September 2011.” Brookings Papers on Economic Ac-
tivity pp. 372–384.

Su, Xuhong and Barry Bozeman. 2009. “Dynamics of Sector Switching: Hazard Models
Predicting Changes from Private Sector Jobs to Public and Nonprofit Sector Jobs.”
Public Administration Revew 69:1106–1114.

Tomaskovic-Devey, Donald. 1993. Gender and Racial Inequality at Work: The Sources and
Consequences of Job Segregation. Cornell University Press.

U.S. Census Bureau. 2012. “Annual Survey of Public Employment and Payroll Summary
Report: 2010.”

U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau. 1975. “1975 Handbook on Women Work-
ers.” Bulletin 297, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office.

U.S. Department of Labor Women’s Bureau. 1983. “Time of Change: 1983 Handbook on
Women Workers.” Bulletin 298, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office.

Wilson, George, Vincent J. Roscigno, and Matt L. Huffman. 2013. “Public Sector Trans-
formation, Racial Inequality and Downward Occupational Mobility.” Social Forces
91:975–1006.

Wilson, William Julius. 1996. When Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban Poor.
Knop.

Zipp, John F. 1994. “Government Employment and Black-White Earnings Inequality,
1980 - 1990.” Social Problems 41:363.

25


