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HIGH UNEMPLOYMENT
MEANS NATIVE AMERICANS
ARE STILL WAITING FOR AN

ECONOMIC RECOVERY
B Y A L G E R N O N  A U S T I N

The Great Recession has kept the American Indian

unemployment rate above 10 percent for five years. The

American Indian unemployment situation is particularly

bad in the Midwest, Northern Plains, and Southwest. If

policymakers make wise investments in infrastructure, it

could greatly improve the jobs picture for American Indi-

ans as well as for all other Americans.

This issue brief presents unemployment rate estimates for

American Indians nationally and by region. It uses data

from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Current Population

Survey, the source of the “official” national unemploy-

ment rate statistics. In this issue brief, the terms “Amer-

ican Indian,” “Native American,” and “Native” refer to

individuals identifying as American Indian or Alaska

Native alone or in combination with other racial cat-

egories. The white and American Indian categories both

include Hispanics. Different definitions of these categor-

ies would yield different unemployment rate estimates.

In the first half of 2013:

The American Indian unemployment rate was 11.3

percent. American Indians have endured five years of

unemployment rates over 10 percent.

American Indians had the highest unemployment

rates in the Midwest (16.8 percent), Northern Plains

(15.0 percent), and Southwest (15.0 percent).

The highest ratio of American Indian to white unem-

ployment rates was 3.3-to-1, in the Northern Plains.

The lowest ratios were in the Northeast (1.2-to-1)

and Southern Plains (1.2-to-1).
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FIGURE A

Unemployment rates for American Indians and whites, 2007‒2013

Note: "American Indian" refers to individuals identifying as Amerian Indian or Alaska Native alone or in combination with some other

racial category. Both American Indian and white data include Hispanics.

Source: EPI anlaysis of basic monthly Current Population Survey microdata

National unemployment rates

Four years after the technical end of the Great Recession,

American Indians are still experiencing unemployment

rates in the double digits. The unemployment rate for

whites peaked in the single digits, at 9.1 percent, in the

first half of 2010. Three years later, the American Indian

unemployment rate was still much higher than this peak.

In the first half of 2013, the American Indian unem-

ployment rate was 11.3 percent. American Indians have

endured five years of unemployment rates over 10 per-

cent (Figure A).

As Figure A shows, the Native American unemployment

rate follows the same trend as the white rate. This pattern

indicates that broad economic trends can harm or benefit

both whites and Native Americans. Policies that help the

economy generally can help American Indians. However,

it is also true that the Native American unemployment

rate far exceeds the white unemployment rate, and has at

times approached nearly twice the white rate. Ensuring

that American Indians fully participate in the American

economy will require policies that target American Indi-

ans. Given similarities between African American and

American Indian labor market conditions, the policies

for reducing African American unemployment explored

by Austin (2011) would also benefit American Indians.

Regional unemployment rates

Because of the relatively small American Indian sample in

the Current Population Survey, we cannot produce reli-

able estimates of American Indian unemployment rates

by state except for Alaska. We do provide unemployment

rates by region. The region definitions are presented in

Table 1.
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T A B L E  1

States by Region

Region States

Alaska Alaska

Midwest Arkansas, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, and Wisconsin

Northern
Plains Idaho, Montana, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming

Northeast
Connecticut, Delaware, the District of Columbia, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New
Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, and Vermont

Southern
Plains Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas

Southeast
Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee,
Virginia, and West Virginia

Southwest Arizona, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and Utah

West California, Hawaii, Oregon, and Washington

In the first half of 2013, American Indians had the

highest unemployment rates in the Midwest (16.8 per-

cent), Northern Plains (15.0 percent), and Southwest

(15.0 percent) regions (Table 2). The lowest rates were in

the Southern Plains (6.8 percent) and the Northeast (8.3

percent).

Although the Northern Plains had a high Native Amer-

ican unemployment rate, it also had the lowest white

unemployment rate (4.6 percent), giving the Northern

Plains the highest American Indian-to-white

unemployment-rate ratio (3.3-to-1). The lowest ratios

were in the Northeast (1.2) and Southern Plains (1.2)

where the American Indian unemployment rate was only

about 1 percentage point higher than the white rate.

Table 3 allows us to examine whether regions have

returned to the unemployment rates they had just before

the start of the Great Recession. The most positive pic-

ture is in Alaska. In the first half of 2007, American Indi-

ans in Alaska had a very high unemployment rate, 15.1

percent. This was the highest rate for American Indians

of all the regions at the time. In the first half of 2013,

the American Indian unemployment rate in Alaska had

fallen to 11.7 percent‒not the highest rate for American

Indians of all the regions.

In the Southern Plains and the Northeast, the unem-

ployment rates of American Indians as of the first half

of 2013 are fairly close to where they were in the first

half of 2007. Compared with the first half of 2007, the

American Indian unemployment rate is down 0.8 per-

centage points in the Southern Plains and up 0.9 percent-

age points in the Northeast.

The largest increases in the American Indian unemploy-

ment rate from 2007 to 2013 are in the Midwest, where

the American Indian unemployment rate is up 7.8 per-

centage points, and in the Southwest, where it is up 7.7

percentage points.
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T A B L E  2

American Indian and white unemployment rates and American Indian-to-white unemployment
rate ratio by region, 1st half 2013

American Indian White
American

Indian-to-White Ratio

Alaska 11.7% 5.5% 2.1

Midwest 16.8% 7.0% 2.4

Northern Plains 15.0% 4.6% 3.3

Northeast 8.3% 7.1% 1.2

Southern Plains 6.8% 5.7% 1.2

Southeast 11.5% 6.4% 1.8

Southwest 15.0% 6.9% 2.2

West 10.8% 8.5% 1.3

Note: "American Indian" refers to individuals identifying as Amerian Indian or Alaska Native alone or in combination with

some other racial category. Both American Indian and white data include Hispanics.

Source: EPI analysis of basic monthly Current Population Survey microdata
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Change in American Indian and white unemployment rates from the first half of 2007 to the first
half of 2013

2007 1st Half 2013 1st Half
Percentage-point

change

American Indian

Alaska 15.1% 11.7% -3.4

Midwest 9.0% 16.8% 7.8

Northern Plains 9.6% 15.0% 5.4

Northeast 7.4% 8.3% 0.9

Southern Plains 7.6% 6.8% -0.8

Southeast 5.1% 11.5% 6.4

Southwest 7.2% 15.0% 7.7

West 7.1% 10.8% 3.7

White

Alaska 5.3% 5.5% 0.2

Midwest 4.8% 7.0% 2.1

Northern Plains 3.0% 4.6% 1.6

Northeast 4.1% 7.1% 3.0

Southern Plains 3.9% 5.7% 1.9

Southeast 3.4% 6.4% 3.0

Southwest 3.3% 6.9% 3.7

West 4.9% 8.5% 3.6

Note: "American Indian" refers to individuals identifying as Amerian Indian or Alaska Native alone or in combination with

some other racial category. Both American Indian and white data include Hispanics.

Source: EPI analysis of basic monthly Current Population Survey microdata
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Conclusion

American Indians have endured very high levels of unem-

ployment in the wake of the Great Recession. The Amer-

ican Indian unemployment situation is worse than aver-

age in the Midwest, Northern Plains, and Southwest

regions.

One way to begin to address this problem is with infra-

structure investments. The country as a whole has great

infrastructure needs (ASCE 2013), and the needs are

even greater in Indian Country (National Congress of

American Indians 2007). Infrastructure investments can

create millions of jobs (for example, see Pollack 2011).

Today, the costs of these projects are relatively low (Pol-

lack 2012). Wisely done programs can also target some

job creation to high-unemployment American Indian

communities (Austin 2011).
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Appendix

How the unemployment estimates in this paper differ from

those reported by the Bureau of Indian Affairs

The unemployment-rate estimates in this issue brief are

based on a different sample and methodology than those

in the American Indian Population and Labor Force Report

from the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). The statistics

from these different reports, therefore, should not be

compared. The BIA Labor Force Report is based on the

American Indian and Alaska Native population that lives

on or near a reservation and is eligible for BIA-funded

services. This population is only about one-third of the

total American Indian and Alaska Native population.

This issue brief uses the total American Indian and

Alaska Native population to generate the statistics for this

analysis. Additionally, the Current Population Survey, the

data source for the analysis in this report, only counts as

unemployed those individuals who are actively looking

for work. The BIA Labor Force Report does not state that

it has this restriction.
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