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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION
“Timelines of recession and recovery” was born out of conversations with the 
leadership teams of financial institutions around the country and here internally 
at Experian. What started off as a piecemeal approach to answering questions 
around the potential business-line impacts of a recession has turned into 
a broader collation of data points. By pulling together what happens to key 
segments of our economy (including employment, consumer spending, lending 
and delinquency) before, during, and after recessions, my hope is that banks, 
credit unions, fintechs and others will be able to better establish a framework for 
what to expect when the next downturn inevitably arrives. 

The first rebuttal of this effort will no doubt be “every recession is different” and 
“especially, this time”, but as you will see throughout the report, trends begin to 
emerge in the data, which, I believe, will prove useful in assessing the potential 
timing and impact to your business — both within and outside of recessionary 
periods. The point of this project is not to tell you what will happen, but to give 
you a starting point from which to anchor key assumptions. 

Cheers and happy reading.

Economist’s note

Joseph Mayans | Director of U.S. Economics
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Executive teams spend a significant amount of time anticipating and 
planning for the next recession, even as these stress events occupy 
a relatively short time in our economic history. Since 1980, the U.S. 
economy has spent roughly 155 quarters (~38 years) in expansion, 
and only 20 quarters (5 years) in recession. However, recessions can 
sometimes be generation-defining events that significantly impact the 
financial health of households and businesses and leave long-lasting 
scars on the broader economy.

While there have been recent discussions of “rolling-mini recessions” or 
“sector-specific recessions”,  these characterizations obscure what has 
historically been considered a recession in the United States and the 
specific impacts they carry. The official arbiter of U.S. recessions, the 
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), defines them as:

“… a significant decline in economic activity that is spread across the 
economy and that lasts more than a few months.”

Some of the key data points NBER considers when determining a 
recession has occurred are:

Real personal income less transfers, nonfarm payroll employment, 
real personal consumption expenditures, wholesale-retail sales 
adjusted for price changes, employment as measured by the 
household survey and industrial production

The duration of a recession is measured from peak to trough, which 
means they begin in the period (month or quarter) after the economic 
peak has been reached and end at the trough (low point) of the cycle — 
at which point the next expansion begins (Chart 1).

While NBER’s criteria for measuring recessions are important for 
determining the impact to the broader economy, for the purposes of 
this resource, we will be focusing primarily on the correlated effects for 
consumers and the lending industry.
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The following chartbook is designed to be a reference and review of 
publicly available economic data that pieces together what happens 
to key variables in the time periods surrounding a recession. Because 
the focus is for financial institutions and those industries that rely on 
consumers, the segments of the economy that will be assessed are the 
labor market, lending and delinquencies, and consumer spending. 

The data (other than gross domestic product) are presented in nominal 
terms, rather than real (inflation-adjusted), as that is the basis by which 
financial institutions operate. This report covers the 1981, 1990, 2001, 
2008 and 2020 recessions, but there are times in which a shorter 
horizon is assessed for certain data points given the lack of historical 
information. All data is presented on a quarterly basis. Due to the unique 
dynamics created by the pandemic lockdowns in the 2020 recession, the 
impact charts show both the average with 2020 included and excluded. 
Unless otherwise noted, the overall average (which includes 2020) is 
what is referenced in the text. 

Much of the information is presented in the form of heatmaps that cover 
the two years leading up to a recession through the two years after. 
Heatmaps are used help show the timing of impact and are useful for 
determining general relationships and answering questions, such as: 
when do delinquencies tend to peak relative to unemployment? How 
long after institutions begin tightening credit does it show up in overall 
credit growth? Some of these relationships should prove useful both 
within and outside of recessionary times.

Because of the number of data points presented, this chartbook is split 
into two sections. The first section provides a look at the “average” 
recession and the summary heatmaps for the last five downturns. 
This should provide a good overview and may be enough information 
for most readers. The second section of the report will dive deeper into 
several of the areas presented in the summary. 

Organization and notes on the data

Timelines of Recession and Recovery    |    Page 5
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION
The following summary provides a look at how key economic variables develop surrounding the prior five 
recessions in 1981, 1990, 2001, 2008, and 2020. The first section of charts show the average impact and 
timeline of when those impacts are most acute. The heatmaps then provide a broader view of the two years 
leading up to each recession, the recession, and the two years after. Pink in the heatmaps represents slower 
growth for most data points and higher rates for unemployment, interest rates, and delinquencies. The darker 
the pink, the greater the impact. The most acute hits to unemployment, lending and delinquency, do not occur 
until after the recession has officially ended. Because of this dynamic, the impact charts show the totality of 
effect, not just what happens during the recession itself. And while the charts show the two years after the 
recession, in some cases, it can still take much longer for some segments of the economy to fully recover.

Since 1981, recessions have lasted an average of four quarters, during which economic growth fell to a quarterly average of -4.8% (charts 2, 3). The hit 
to the labor market resulted in the loss of 3.9% of jobs and caused the unemployment rate to rise by 4.3 percentage points (pp) (charts 4, 5). The impact 
resulted in quarterly growth of consumer spending to ease from 1.8% to 0.7% (excluding 2020), lending growth to contract by -0.1% (the year after a 
recession), and total delinquencies to rise by 1.6 pp (charts 6, 7, 8).

In terms of timing, the 10-year treasury and 30-year mortgage rates tend to peak roughly 5 quarters prior to the start of a recession, with the fed funds 
rate peaking a quarter after that — a year out from the downturn. During a recession is when credit conditions tend to be at their tightest, job losses are 
the most acute, and consumer spending is slowest. Delinquencies peak, on average, two quarters after the end of a recession, with unemployment peaking 
three quarters out. The year after a recession is when overall lending activity is at its weakest (chart 9).

The average recession
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Length of prior recessions (in quarters)

Source: National Bureau of Economic Research and author’s calculation

Real gross domestic product: average quarterly growth

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Decrease (%) in nonfarm payrolls

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Increase (pp) in unemployment rate 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation
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Total consumer spending: average quarterly growth

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Total loans and leases, commercial banks: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Increase (pp) in delinquency: all loans

Source: Federal Reserve and author’s calculation
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Two years prior to recession Recession First-year postrecession Second-year postrecession

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4

• Weakest consumer spending
• Largest declines in employment
• Tightest credit conditions

Fed funds rate peaks

Weakest lending activity

• 10-year treasury peaks
• 30-year mortgage rate 

peaks

30+ DPD delinquency 
peaks

Unemployment 
peaks

The “average” recession timeline
CHART 9
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census, Federal Reserve, Freddie Mac

1981 recession
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census, Federal Reserve, Freddie Mac

1990 recession
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census, Federal Reserve, Freddie Mac

2001 recession
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census, Federal Reserve, Freddie Mac

2008 recession
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THE “AVERAGE” RECESSION

Sources: Bureau of Economic Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Census, Federal Reserve, Freddie Mac

2020 recession
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA

When people lose their jobs, it reduces their ability to spend or access credit and increases their 
likelihood of delinquency. That’s why the unemployment rate has remained front and center for 
the financial services industry and organizations that serve consumers. While there are other 
predictors of delinquency, the unemployment rate has historically served as a key indicator 
(chart 10).

The unemployment rate is one of the economic variables that does not peak during a recession, 
but after. In the last five downturns, unemployment peaked an average of 3 quarters after the 
recession ended. During that time, the unemployment rate rose an average of 4.3 pp, and took 
an average of 19 quarters (excluding the 2001 downturn as it did not recover before the next 
recession) to return to its pre-recession level (charts 11, 12). The greatest increase among the 
demographic groups was seen among 16 to 19-year-olds, Hispanics or Latinos, and men (charts 
13, 14, 15). Unemployment for part-time workers tends to be less impacted by recessions than 
full-timers, with the one major exception being during the 2020 recession (chart 16). In terms 
of overall timing, initial claims, which measure when someone first files for unemployment 
benefits, tends to peak first, followed by continued claims, which measures when someone 
continues to file for benefits, and then by the overall unemployment rate.

UnemploymentLABOR MARKET
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Unemployment rate and credit card charge-off rate

Source: Federal Reserve and Bureau of Labor Statistics

Increase (pp) in unemployment rate 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Recession recovery: unemployment

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Percentage point increase in unemployment rate from prepecession peak by age 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation
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Percentage point increase in unemployment rate from prepecession peak by race 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Percentage point increase in unemployment rate from prepecession peak by gender 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Unemployment for full-time workers

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation
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1981 recession
Unemployment
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1990 recession
Unemployment
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2001 recession
Unemployment
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2008 recession
Unemployment
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2020 recession
Unemployment
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA

Similar to the unemployment rate, the level of nonfarm employment is a vital determinate for 
the health of the labor market and economy. Industry employment, especially, can provide a 
view into how state- or regional-level economies may perform during downturns as some areas 
have high levels of industry concentration.

In the prior five recessions, the labor market lost an average of 3.9% of all nonfarm jobs (charts 
17, 18), with the largest impact falling on the goods-producing industries of manufacturing, 
mining and logging, and construction, which declined on average by -11.5%, -14.5%, and -11.8%, 
respectively (chart 19). The industries that have fared the best are education and health 
services (+0.5%) — the only industry that tend to grow during recessions — government (-0.6%) 
and financial activities (-1.9%). Overall, job losses take an average of 14 quarters to recover, 
with some industries failing to recover at all (charts 20, 21).

While the goods-producing sectors have historically borne the brunt of recession job losses, 
longer run shifts are also to blame. As the United States has moved to a service-based 
economy, the composition of jobs has shifted in tandem. Employment in goods-producing 
industries sits 13% lower than it did in 1980, while government employment has risen by 40%, 
and jobs in the service sector have more than doubled over the same time period (chart 22).

Total nonfarm jobs and industry employmentLABOR MARKET
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Decrease (%) in nonfarm payrolls

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Total nonfarm payrolls: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations
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Recession to recovery: nonfarm payrolls

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

Nonfarm payrolls: services versus goods versus government

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculation

CHART 20

CHART 22

Quarters from prerecession peak to recovery

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics and author’s calculations

CHART 21
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1981 recession

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Employment growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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1990 recession

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Employment growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2001 recession

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Employment growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2008 recession

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Employment growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2020 recession

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics

Employment growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA

In times of stress, financial institutions begin to tighten lending standards while consumers 
and businesses take more precautionary measures to protect their finances. This two-sided 
relationship results in fewer loans being made and an overall softening of lending activity 
around periods of recession (charts 23, 24). Because of the key role that credit serves in the 
economy, weaker lending activity can also drive a slowdown and elongate a recession — such 
as what occurred after the Great Recession of 2008. 

In the prior five recessions, quarterly credit growth slowed from 1.9% in the two years lead up 
to the recession to -0.1% in the year following a recession (chart 25, 26). Lending activity tends 
to slow the most for consumer loans during recessions, while it slows the most for business 
loans and real estate loans in the year after (charts 27, 28, 29, 30).

Credit growth for consumer loans, business loans, and real 
estate loans

LENDING 
ACTIVITY
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Credit tightening and demand

Source: Federal Reserve Senior Loan Officer opinion survey

Total loans and leases and real GDP: 12-month % change

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and  Bureau of Economic Analysis

Average quarterly growth across loan types surrounding periods of recession

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Total loans and leases, commercial banks: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation
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Consumer loans, commercial banks: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Commercial and industrial loans, commercial banks: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Real estate, commercial banks: average quarterly growth

Source: Federal Reserve H.8 (data retrieved June 2023) and author’s calculation

Recessionary change in lending (prerecession peak to 2 years after recession ends) 

Source: Federal Reserve Board of Governors – H.8, and author’s calculation
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA
TIMELINE HEATMAP

Source: Federal Reserve

1981 recession
Loan growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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TIMELINE HEATMAP

Source: Federal Reserve and Freddie Mac

1990 recession
Loan growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA
TIMELINE HEATMAP

Source: Federal Reserve and Freddie Mac

2001 recession
Loan growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA
TIMELINE HEATMAP

Source: Federal Reserve and Freddie Mac

**Removed from impact calculations due to break in the data

2008 recession
Loan growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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A DEEPER DIVE INTO THE DATA
TIMELINE HEATMAP

Source: Federal Reserve and Freddie Mac

2020 recession
Loan growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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Delinquency serves as a key metric in tracking the health of households and businesses and is 
one area that can show the actual effects of financial hardship for consumers. Expected higher 
levels of delinquency and default can also cause lenders to tighten credit standards and reduce 
their overall exposure to more sensitive segments of the market.

In the last four recessions, 30+ DPD delinquency on all loans increased by an average 1.6 pp 
(chart 31). The largest percentage point increase was seen in real estate (2.3 pp), followed by 
business (1.4 pp) and consumer loans (0.5 pp) (charts 32, 33, 34, 35). In terms of timing, overall 
delinquencies tend to peak two quarters after the end of a recession; however, consumer loans 
exhibited their peak, on average, during the recession.

30+ DPD and charge-offs for consumer, business and real 
estate loans

DELINQUENCY
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Recession recovery: delinquency on consumer

Source: Federal Reserve and author’s calculations

CHART 33

Increase (pp) in delinquency: consumer loans
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Source: Federal Reserve and author’s calculations

Recession recovery: delinquency on real estate loans
CHART 35

Increase (pp) in delinquency: business loans Increase (pp) in delinquency: real estate loans
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1990 recession

2001 recession

Source: Federal Reserve and Bureau of Labor Statistics

Delinquency rate

Delinquency rate
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2008 recession

2020 recession

Source: Federal Reserve and Bureau of Labor Statistics

Delinquency rate

Delinquency rate
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Consumer spending is the primary driver of the US economy, making up more than two-thirds 
of gross domestic product (charts 36, 37) and is vital for the financial services industry. In 
good times, consumers are able to take out loans to travel, furnish and buy a new home, and 
generally maintain their spending habits. However, as stress in the economy increases and job 
losses mount, consumers pull back on expenditures, putting downward pressure on lending and 
overall economic activity. This dynamic can become exacerbated by tighter credit conditions, 
which limits access to credit and the ability to smooth consumption during hardship.

Across recessionary periods since 1981 (excluding 2020), average quarterly consumer spending 
growth slowed from 1.8% in the lead up to recession to 0.7% during the recession (chart 38, 39). 
This impact fell more acutely on goods spending, which fell to 0% growth during a recession 
and took longer to recover than spending in the service sector (39, 40, 41, 42).

Goods versus servicesCONSUMER 
SPENDING
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Consumer spending as a share of gross domestic product

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Services versus goods share of consumer spending

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Total consumer spending: average quarterly growth

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation
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Consumer spending on goods: average quarterly growth

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Consumer spending on services: average quarterly growth

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

Recession recovery: goods spending

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis and author’s calculation

CHART 40 CHART 41

CHART 42
Recession recovery: services spending
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1981 recession

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Spending growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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1990 recession

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Spending growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2001 recession

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Spending growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2008 recession

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Spending growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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2020 recession

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Spending growth:  
Quarter-over-quarter % change
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