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OVERVIEW: 
The Ludwig Institute for Shared Economic 
Prosperity (LISEP) has issued its monthly 
True Rate of Unemployment (TRU) for 
December 2021, in conjunction with the 
quarterly True Weekly Earnings (TWE) 
report for Q4 2021. The TRU, which 
measures the percentage of “functionally 
unemployed” Americans – defined as 
those unable to find a full-time job that 
pays above the poverty level – stands at 
23.3% for the month of December. This is 
a decrease of 0.3 percentage points over 
the November rate. TWE, a measure of real 
median weekly earnings after adjusting 
for inflation that includes all participants 
in the workforce (including part-time and 
unemployed job seekers), was basically 
unchanged from Q3 to Q4, falling one 
dollar and now stands at $862 a week.

• Over the past calendar year, there has been a 
significant increase in the percentage of the 
American workforce with living-wage jobs. The 
percentage of Americans defined as “functionally 
unemployed” – that is, seeking but unable to find a 
full-time job paying over the poverty level – showed 
the biggest year-over-year drop in more than 25 
years. The December True Rate of Unemployment, at 
23.3%, fell 2.6 percentage points since January 2021, 
the largest single year decrease since 1995 – the first 
year TRU data are available.

• Likewise, workers saw a significant rise in earnings 
from Q4 of 2020 to Q4 of 2021, with median weekly 
earnings increasing from $844 per week to $862. 
During that time, Black workers saw their median 
weekly earnings rise from $691 to $708, and Hispanic 
workers saw an increase from $657 to $694.

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
• Even though low- and middle-income workers saw a 

general positive trend for most of 2021, both wages 
and living-wage employment growth stagnated in the 
latter part of the year. The TRU for December was 
basically unchanged, with a negligible 0.3 percentage 
point improvement, and TWE in Q4 was basically 
unchanged, and in fact showed a $1 decrease in median 
weekly earnings, decreasing from $863 to $862.

• Inflation seems to be the key factor in limiting growth 
in living-wage job opportunities and weekly earnings 
job growth. While the overall report in terms of living-
wage job opportunities was positive, the December TRU 
combined with the Q4 TWE reports show reasons for 
concern. This implies a need for policymakers to pay 
particular attention to economic issues as they pertain 
to low- and middle-income families, as this is imperative 
to a healthy, sustainable economic recovery.


