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The COVID-19 recession will have a deep and long-lasting impact on the city of Detroit, where 
payroll employment will not recover to its 2019 level until 2022. We estimate that payroll employment in 
the city declined by 7.8 percent in calendar 2020, while employment among Detroit residents declined 
even further, by 10.9 percent. The larger estimated job losses among Detroit residents reflect the different 
composition of the jobs held by people who live in Detroit compared to those who work in Detroit but may 
live elsewhere; Detroit residents tend to work in industries and occupations that were harder hit by and 
have been slower to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. Accordingly, we estimate that the city’s 
unemployment rate rose from 8.8 percent in 2019 to an average of 20.0 percent in 2020.  

We forecast the city’s payroll job growth to rebound by 5.3 percent in 2021 and 3.4 percent in 
2022 before decelerating to a more moderate pace. Household employment growth among city residents 
follows a similar pattern in our forecast, but because of the larger job losses in 2020, it takes until 2023 
for employment among Detroit residents to return to 2019 levels. We forecast that the city’s 
unemployment rate will fall to 14.3 percent in 2021 and 12.2 percent in 2022, and we expect that the 
city’s unemployment rate will return to the 2019 average level of 8.8 percent in 2025. 

Our forecast illustrates the contrast between the economy as experienced by people who work 
at, or for, business and government establishments physically located in the city of Detroit, and the 
economy as experienced by the city’s residents, who may work in or outside the city. In 2019, the average 
nominal wage at business and government establishments in Detroit was $66,803, while the average 
wage earned by city residents was barely half that amount, $35,048. We believe that much of that 
difference reflects a gap between the educational attainment of residents of the city and its suburbs. In 
2019, only 16.9 percent of the city’s residents aged 25 or older had a bachelor’s degree or more, 
compared to 35.1 percent in the rest of the Detroit Metropolitan area. Nonetheless, we forecast average 
wages among Detroit residents to increase by $3,500 from 2021 to 2025, bringing the average annual 
wage per employed city resident to $37,500 at the end of our forecast period. 

The current economic outlook remains extremely uncertain. Going forward, we expect the major 
drivers of the economic recovery to be the individual responses to the course of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
corresponding changes in government restrictions on economic activity, and the federal macroeconomic 
policy response. 

Although our forecast points to an enduring impact of the pandemic on Detroit’s economy, we 
project a stronger recovery for the city than for the state overall. One reason for our expectation of a 
relatively strong bounce back in the city’s economy is that many long-term projects in the city remain 
underway. Those projects include Bedrock’s redevelopment plans for the former Hudson’s site and other 
locations in the city, Ford’s redevelopment plan for Michigan Central Station, Stellantis’ conversion of its 
Mack Avenue Engine Complex and retooling of its Jefferson North Assembly Plant, the development of 
Amazon’s distribution center at the Michigan State Fairgrounds, and construction of the Gordie Howe 
International Bridge. 
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