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B R I E F I N G

The most recent data indicate that the pandemic 
exposed underlying structural economic problems 
in Rhode Island, and that the path to recover  
from the historic economic downturn resulting  
from the COVID-19 pandemic will be long  
and potentially turbulent. 

The Rhode Island Gross Domestic Product  
(GDP) is projected to have reduced by 2.0 percent 
(annualized rate) in the fourth quarter of 2020, 
compared to an expansion of 35.5 percent in the 
third quarter and reductions of 32.4 and 5.2 
percent in the second and first quarters, respectively. 
The Regional Current Economic Indicator estimates 
that the New England economy expanded 2.8 
percent in the fourth quarter and 34.2 percent in  
the third quarter, compared to reductions of 32.3 
percent in the second quarter and 4.8 percent in 

the first quarter. The U.S. economy expanded  
at an annualized rate of 4.0 percent in the fourth 
quarter of 2020 and 33.4 percent in the third 
quarter, compared to reductions of 31.4 percent  
in the second quarter and 5.0 percent in the first 
quarter. Figure 2 shows that, since at least 2015,  
the growth of economic output (GDP) has been 
slow in Rhode Island relative to the region and 
nation, and that the pandemic is further slowing 
down output growth in the state.  

Rhode Island’s strong job recovery in the  
third quarter of 2020 was followed by a  
reduction in jobs in the fourth quarter. Total  
nonfarm employment increased sharply, from 
410,300 jobs in April to 468,200 in November, 
but then reduced to 461,900 jobs in December. 
Total employment in December was 9.1 percent 

below the pre-pandemic February 2020 
employment level of 508,400. The unemployment 
rate increased to 8.1 percent in December,  
compared to 7.3 percent in November. On a 
quarterly basis, however, the unemployment  
rate declined from 11.6 percent in the third quarter 
of 2020 to 7.5 percent in the fourth quarter.  
Figure 3 reports a job-creation index over the last 
five years and shows that, both before and during 
the pandemic, the rate of job creation in Rhode 
Island was about the same as that observed in the 
New England Region, but slower than that of the 
nation.

Figures 2 and 3 together show that the  
pandemic hurt Rhode Island’s economy, but that  
the state’s slow job and output growth is not  
a new phenomenon; demographic headwinds, 

Q4 2020

Mixed data in Q4 2020 suggest a protracted economic 
downturn and recovery

Winter 2021 | Vol. 9, No. 4

• •

FIGURE 1: RHODE ISLAND ECONOMIC INDICATOR, Q4 2020

About the RI CEI
The Current Economic Indicator (CEI) combines 

several key gauges of economic activity in a 

single statistic that measures the overall current 

economic conditions in Rhode Island. The Current 

Economic Indicator is calibrated to grow at the 

rate of the Real Gross State Product; therefore, it 

can be interpreted as the underlying growth rate 

of the state economy. The CEI is calculated using 

the most current available data for the state.

In Figure 1, the Rhode Island Leading Economic 

Indicator is the forecasted growth rate of the 

Rhode Island CEI for the quarter ahead. 
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•  The Rhode Island Economic Briefing is published quarterly by The Rhode Island Public Expenditure Council and the Center for Global and Regional  
Economic Studies at Bryant University. For information, contact Edinaldo Tebaldi, Ph.D., at etebaldi@bryant.edu.

•  The Current and Leading Economic Indicators are revised periodically to incorporate changes in the data used to calculate the index. 

•  To learn more about the Center for Global and Economic Studies at Bryant University and about RIPEC: www.bryant.edu/ces | www.ripec.org

* Figures are annualized percentage changes from previous quarter. All data series are seasonally adjusted.
AActual GDP growth from the U.S. BEA.    BGDP growth estimate.

VARIABLE 2020.Q1  2020.Q2  2020.Q3  2020.Q4  
Rhode Island Current Economic Indicator (RI CEI)* -5.2A -32.4A 35.5A -2.0B

Components of the RI CEI:

Regional Economic Conditions (GDP)* -4.8A -32.3A 34.2A 2.8B

National Economic Conditions (U.S. GDP)* -5.0A -31.4A 33.4A 4.0A

Construction Employment 2.2 -10.8 3.4 3.6

Manufacturing Employment -0.3 -4.2 3.4 -0.3

Trade, Trans., and Utilities Employment 0.3 -14.3 6.4 3.3

Information Services Employment -5.1 -5.9 0.0 1.9

Prof. and Bus. Services Employment -0.3 -13.1 3.9 3.5

Financial Services Employment 0.7 -4.2 4.4 -0.4

Leisure and Hosp. Employment -1.2 -49.6 53.3 -3.5

Education and Health Services Employment 0.2 -13.7 9.8 -1.3

Wage and Salary Disbursements 1.0 -7.3 5.6 0.0

Avg. Weekly Initial Unemployment Claims 370.3 80.2 -53.8 -15.7

General Sales and Gross Receipt Taxes* 10.4 -11.8 6.2 6.8

Total Non-Farm Employment -0.1 -15.5 8.8 0.4

TABLE 1: PERFORMANCE OF KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS (% CHANGE)

including an aging and slow growing population, 
as well as low labor productivity have long 
impacted economic performance in the state.  

Internal factors impact growth 
Four industries negatively impacted economic 
activity in the fourth quarter of 2020. The leisure 
and hospitality sector continues to be severely 
affected by the coronavirus, causing the already 
low level of employment in this sector to decline  
by 3.5 percent in the fourth quarter of 2020. The 
leisure and hospitality industry employed 41,900 
workers in December 2020, compared to 60,600 
workers in December 2019, a 36.5 percent 
year-over-year decline. Employment in education 
and health services reduced from an average  
of 104,000 jobs in the third quarter of 2020 to 
102,600 jobs in the fourth quarter, which 
represents a 1.3 percent decline. Employment in 
education and health services is 7.0 percent below 
pre-pandemic first quarter of 2020 levels. In the 
fourth quarter of 2020, employment in financial 
services and manufacturing also decreased, by a 
respective 0.4 and 0.3 percent. Initial unemployment 
claims decreased by 15.7 percent in the fourth 
quarter of 2020 and by 53.8 percent in the third 
quarter. There was a spike, however, in initial 
unemployment claims in December 2020, which 
reached an average of 5,800 new claims per 
week, compared to an average of 3,200 claims  
in November and October, and an average of 
1,075 new weekly claims in 2019. 

There was some positive news in the fourth quarter 
data. General sales and gross receipt taxes, a 
proxy for aggregate state demand, increased by 
6.8 percent in the fourth quarter of 2020 and  

by 6.2 percent in the third quarter (seasonally 
adjusted, year-to-year), compared to an 11.8 
percent decrease in the second quarter. In Rhode 
Island, there were small job gains in several industries 
in the fourth quarter of 2020; there was employment 
growth of 3.5 percent in professional and business 
services, 3.6 percent in construction, 3.3 percent  
in trade, transportation and utilities, and 1.9 percent 
in information. Real wages and salary disbursements, 
however, are projected to have stayed constant  
in the fourth quarter of 2020, compared to a 5.6 
percent increase in the third quarter.

Data revisions and corrections 
This issue of the Briefing presents a growth rate  
of employment that has not been annualized 
(standard practice) as annualized figures would  
be hard to interpret because of the unusually large 
rate of change observed in the second and third 
quarters of 2020. It also incorporates revisions to 
employment data by the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics and to the quarterly GDP data by the U.S. 
Bureau of Economic Analysis. 

FIGURE 2: ECONOMIC INDICATORS: RI, U.S., AND REGIONAL (2015 Q1=100) FIGURE 3: TOTAL NON-FARM EMPLOYMENT INDEX (2015 Q1=100)


