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It is no secret that we are in the midst of a sluggish recovery. Some have even dubbed it the worst on record; 
one largely characterized by weak job growth, nonexistent wage growth, and an average GDP growth of only 
2.1 percent. It has also not been easy on the average American. A Pew Research poll from last year found that 
26 percent of those surveyed felt the economy was not recovering at all. So, more than six years after the depths 
of the Great Recession, how does our recovery stack up against the rest?

Since World War II, the United States has experienced 11 economic recessions and recoveries as defined by the 
National Bureau of Economic Analysis. The chart below examines GDP growth, concentrating on the last 3 
years of each recession and six years after the start of each recovery. All values were transformed into real, 2009 
dollars and indexed to the worst (trough) quarter of that recession. That way, each recovery starts from an index 
of 100.

The American Action Forum (AAF) averaged GDP growth indexes for each Post-World War II recession and 
recovery excluding the Great Recession. When the current recovery is compared to this average, it is clearly 
substandard. Twenty-five quarters into this recovery, real GDP growth totals 14.2 percent. The average 
recovery, however, brought 25.5 percent growth during the same period of time.
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http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-six-year-slough-1438300451
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/23/five-years-in-recovery-still-underwhelms-compared-with-previous-ones/
http://www.nber.org/cycles.html
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Consumer Spending is another popular way to gauge economic conditions. When personal consumption 
expenditures are similarly indexed to the worst quarter of each recession (below), our shoddy recovery is even 
more apparent. The current recovery has only produced a 14.9 percent increase in consumption, compared to an 
average consumption increase of 25.1 percent.
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Another prevalent question is how women have fared since the Great Recession. The administration has been 
touting its achievements on this front, citing job creation and dropping unemployment numbers for women. 
Others argue that job losses from the recession have primarily occurred in fields that are disproportionally made 
up of women. Which is it?

When trying to determine trends in the female labor force, a useful statistic is the labor force participation rate. 
This measure tracks the proportion of individuals that are in the labor force and is often considered a better way 
to examine the workforce than the unemployment rate. Unlike the unemployment rate, the labor force 
participation rate takes into account individuals that stop searching for work altogether.
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/blog/2014/09/05/5-things-you-need-know-about-women-and-economy
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/07/12/women-economy_n_1668535.html
http://americanactionforum.org/insights/white-house-just-14-months-away-from-the-lowest-unemployment-rate-in-record


Image not found or type unknown

The above chart shows how women have been particularly harmed by the sluggish recovery. Since 1948 (the 
earliest that data is available), the female labor participation rate has been steadily rising. It was not until the 
early 2000’s that it started to level off, and until 2009 that the share of women in the labor force began to drop. 
It should be no surprise then that the “recovery” for female workers after the Great Recession has been dismal: 
the percentage of women in the labor force has decreased by 2.8 points since 2009, compared to an average 
increase of 3.1 percentage points after all other recessions.

Another important indicator of economic health is investment. Investment is made up of four areas: 
nonresidential structures, equipment, intellectual property, and residential structures. The charts below will look 
at each area of investment individually.
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Structures investment (above) was greatly impacted by the Great Recession and has yet to recover fully.  Since 
2009, investment in commercial, manufacturing, health care, and other nonresidential buildings has dropped 
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https://research.stlouisfed.org/fred2/series/LNS11300002


over 5 percent. By this point during other recoveries, structures investment grew by an average of 11 percent. 
This delay in nonresidential investment may be partially explained by the long-term nature of building projects 
and the high costs associated with them. However, the striking difference between structures investment in this 
recovery and in others should not be ignored.

Investment in equipment used by businesses (below) also took a damaging hit after the recession, dropping by 
almost 30 percent from early 2008 to mid-2009. However, it rebounded strongly: since the trough of the great 
recession, equipment investment has grown by 67.9 percent. This is significantly greater than other recent 
recoveries, during which structures investment only increased an average of 47 percent. Investment in 
equipment tends to be highly responsive to changing economic conditions, allowing for strong growth during in 
the last few years.
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A third category of investment, intellectual property (IP), is shown below. This is an important field that can
 include expenditures on the production of new pharmacueticals, software, songs, literary works, or other 
innovative activities. When compared to the average recovery, recent investment in IP has undoudebtly lagged 
behind. IP investment at this point during the average recovery increased by 33.6 percent, while our recovery 
has only produced a 28.2 percent increase.
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The final area of investment is in residential structures. This includes investment in single- and multi-family 
homes, and is strongly tied to the Great Recession and the collapse of the housing market. From mid-2006 to 
mid-2008, residential investment fell by over 50 percent. However, the chart below shows the positive effects of 
the housing market recovery: residential investment has rebounded with 41.1 percent growth since Q2 2009. 
Growth at this point during all other recoveries averaged 28.2 percent.
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https://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-trends/2013-economic-trends/et-20130506-the-delayed-recovery-of-investment-in-nonresidential-structures.aspx
https://www.clevelandfed.org/en/newsroom-and-events/publications/economic-trends/2013-economic-trends/et-20130506-the-delayed-recovery-of-investment-in-nonresidential-structures.aspx
https://blog.bea.gov/tag/intellectual-property/
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When compared to others in recent history, this recovery is lackluster at best. GDP has been slow to expand and 
the American workforce is still suffering. If these charts can teach us anything, it is that our first priority must 
be growth.
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