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OVERVIEW: 
The Ludwig Institute for Shared Economic 
Prosperity (LISEP) has issued its monthly 
True Rate of Unemployment (TRU) for March 
2022, in conjunction with the quarterly True 
Weekly Earnings (TWE) report for Q1 2022. 
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 23.5% for the month of March. 
This is an increase of 0.9 percentage points 
over the February 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 down from 
Q4 2021 to Q1 2022, falling $8, and now 
stands at $873 a week.

• Inflation-adjusted earnings for the first quarter 
of 2022 show that American workers are losing 
ground, forcing a larger percentage of the workforce 
out of living-wage job status for the month of March 
and into the ranks of the “functionally unemployed.” 
Overall median weekly earnings are down over the 
fourth quarter of 2021, dropping from $881 to $873. 
Likewise, the percentage of workers seeking but 
unable to find a full-time, living-wage job increased 
nearly a full percentage point, from 22.6% to 23.5%.

• The increase in functional unemployment was 
universal across all demographics, male and female, 
while earnings dropped for all demographics with 
the exception of Black workers, who saw a modest 
increase, from $723 a week to $725. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS:
• Both of these numbers moved in the opposite direction 

from the metrics released by the U.S. Bureau of 
Labor Statistics. TRU went up 0.9% while the official 
BLS unemployment rate went down 0.2%, and TWE 
decreased by 0.9%, with the BLS reporting an inflation-
adjusted earnings increase of 0.5%. 

• Inflation may be just beginning to take its toll on low-
income earners. Q1 median earnings for those in the 
25th percentile of the distribution did not drop, remaining 
unchanged at $538 a week. But the 0.9 percentage point 
increase in the March TRU indicates that more recently, 
workers with earnings near the poverty level ($20,000 a 
year in 2020 dollars) are being hit the hardest by inflation 
and thus will be unable to sustain a wage level conducive 
to a minimal standard of living.


