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This report offers a brief overview of the U.S. economy

followed by a detailed assessment of the Omaha-

Council Bluffs Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA).

Data was used from a variety of sources such as the

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, the University of

Nebraska-Lincoln’s Bureau of Business Research, and

the Nebraska Department of Revenue, among others.

The goal of this report is to build on existing reports

and offer further insights into the metro’s economy

and projected growth. Included is a forecast of

employment growth by major sector for the MSA and

a special topic section discussing the impacts of

Covid-19 on the labor market in Nebraska and the

MSA.
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There is no doubt that the Covid-19 pandemic wreaked havoc on the economy at all levels. No

country, state, city, or other locality was spared the outcomes. Shutdowns, social distancing,
stay-at-home orders, remote work, etc., disrupted commerce in ways we have not seen in close
to a century. As a result, the nation underwent severe economic pitfalls and will experience
continued turbulence as economies work to recover. 

Three common barometers are used to measure the national economy: real GDP growth,
national employment, and general inflation as measured by the Consumer Price Index (CPI).
Using these measures, we retrospectively discuss how Covid-19 has impacted the economy

while also commenting on the progression of recovery.

Table 1 and Figure 1 characterize real GDP in current dollars along with the annualized percent
change from the preceding quarter. The numerical impact of the Covid-19 shutdown is
apparent in Table 1. The average annualized growth rate in the 5 years leading up to Covid-19
was 4%. During Q1 of 2020, GDP declined 3%, just prior to the stunning 33% decline in Q2, when

Covid-19 impacts were most prominent. We saw recovery in Q3, changing again 38% positively.
Using Figure 1 to compare the impacts of Covid-19 to the Great Recession in 2008, we see just
how exacerbated Covid-19 impacts were.

NATIONAL 
OVERVIEW

Table 1: U.S. Real GDP in Billions of
Current Dollars

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis

Figure 1: U.S. Real GDP

Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
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Figure 2 represents inflation and its
relationship with unemployment in the U.S.
Typically, unemployment and inflation are
seen as inversely related. Expectations are
when the unemployment rate rises,
demand pressures loosen in the economy as
labor and other goods and services are in
surplus. Unemployment peaked at 14.8% in
April while CPI dropped .2% in March and
an additional .7% in April.

"CPI- all urban" price inflation grew 2.7
percent between December 2020 and April
2021. The recent inflationary pressure seen
in Figure 2 may be short-term due to supply
chain disruptions such as the Suez Canal
blockage and other Covid-19 related
interruptions. As demand surges, supply is
returning slowly, leading to shortages and
higher prices. The U.S. Federal Reserve will

continue to monitor these metrics while

striving to remain below the long-run 2%
inflation target. 

Figure 3: Total Nonfarm Employees

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Figure 2: U.S. Inflation and Unemployment Rate
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
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Figure 3 depicts national employment. It
represents total nonfarm, seasonally
adjusted employees from January 2018 to
April 2021 and each month’s net change.
The economy added 315,000 jobs in January
of 2020, a nearly two-year monthly record.
As a result of this addition, employees

peaked in February of 2020 at
approximately 153 million. The impacts of
Covid-19 hit the U.S. quickly, losing roughly 2
million jobs during March 2020. The
historical trend line representing a 1-month

net change appears rather constant until
the shutdown of April 2020. In one month,
the economy furloughed or dropped 21
million jobs from payrolls. As the nation
continues to re-open and vaccination
counts increase, a recovery appears well

intrenched. While the recent data depicts
national improvements we remain about 8
million jobs short of pre-crisis levels.
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The Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA is comprised of three Iowa counties (Harrison, Mills and
Pottawattamie) and four Nebraska counties (Douglas, Sarpy, Saunders, and Washington). The
MSA is an urban population of roughly 843,000 people centered around Omaha, Nebraska (1).
Omaha, a city known for a high quality of life with a low cost of living, is located in Douglas

County. In 2019, the MSA produced nearly 58 billion in GDP with 75% generated from Douglas

County. See Table 2 for a breakdown of GDP by county.

In addition to daily life being catastrophically uprooted due to Covid-19, many of Omaha’s
largest tourism events were impacted; the College World Series was cancelled, and the Olympic

Swim Trials were postponed. Omaha was no exception to enduring Covid-19 challenges,
however the city was fortunate to be less impacted than the nation. The content below uses
building permits, net taxable sales, airport passengers, and employment measures to provide an
analysis on the regional economy.
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Private housing building permits are
considered a strong leading economic

indicator as they represent future building
materials and construction labor demand.
Residential building permits can also
suggest consumer confidence and solvency.
Figure 4 displays the new private housing
units authorized by building permits for the
Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA. Building
permits were relatively lower during 2019
and further plummeted during the Covid-19
shutdown. Private building permits peaked
during the fourth quarter of 2020 averaging
669 monthly permits. The peak came from a
combination of determinates including low
mortgage rates and low housing supply.
They have continued to remain high but are
dropping, likely due to rising inflation rates
for many construction materials.

THE OMAHA-COUNCIL BLUFFS ECONOMY

Table 2: GDP by County
Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis

Figure 4: MSA New Private Housing Units per 
Building Permits (Quarter Averages)
Source: FRED Database

BUILDING PERMITS
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1 Omaha and MSA are used interchangably throughout this report.



Figure 5 represents the gradual growth of net
taxable sales for Douglas and Sarpy counties (2).
The data is cyclical, as summer months and
December spending trend higher. During the
summer, individuals are traveling, socializing
(weddings, concerts, etc.), and paying for
childcare, and as you know December is known

for holiday spending. The economy saw a sizable
drop in net taxable sales when Covid-19 hit, yet it
bounced back relatively quickly. Some of the
recovery can be attributed to stimulus spending.

Expanding the data to include the other
Nebraska counties in the MSA, Table 3 compares

net taxable sales by county over three years. The
data focuses on the single month of March as
more recent data is not yet available. In March of
2021, the counties recovered from declined
spending in 2020 and exceeded 2019 numbers

as well.
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Another characteristic of recovery is passenger
count at Omaha Eppley Airfield. In 2019, the
medium-hub airport served over 5 million

passengers. Table 4 showcases a year-over-year
comparison of airline passengers, recognizing a
57% drop in 2020. Figure 6 conveys a 2021
recovery still trending far below pre-Covid
levels, as expected.

Figure 5: Net Taxable Sales, Non-automotive

Douglas & Sarpy Counties (NSA)
Source: Nebraska Department of Revenue 

Table 3: Net Taxable Sales by County, March 2019, 2020, 2021
Source: Nebraska Department of Revenue

NET TAXABLE SALES

AIRPORT TRAFFIC

Figure 6: Passengers at Omaha Eppley Airfield
Source: Omaha Airport Authority 

Table 4: Eppley Airport Passengers 2019, 2020
Source: Omaha Airport Authority  

4
2 Net taxable sales are for select counties as data was not available for all MSA counties.
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Omaha and Nebraska have historically
held unemployment rates lower than the
U.S. Figure 7 demonstrates the
unemployment rates throughout Covid-19
and the improvements of each measure.
The nation has been slow to return to
pre-Covid levels, however, the MSA has
successfully lowered unemployment to
3.2% in March of 2021, matching the
unemployment rate of February of 2020.

Figure 8 displays weekly unemployment

insurance claims in three Nebraska

counties in the MSA (Douglas, Sarpy, and
Washington). Unemployment claims

peaked at nearly 12,000 during the week

ending March 4th, 2020. Claims remained

high during spring of 2020 but have since
dropped closer to long-term trends.
Historically, Omaha’s weekly claims,
representing about 46 percent of
Nebraska’s, average around 650-to-700 a
week. Since May, 2021, Omaha has
averaged 816 new claims.

Figures 9A and 9B showcase monthly

employment for Nebraska and Omaha,
respectively. We have seen a sharp
recovery but remain short of pre-Covid
levels. Pre-Covid, Nebraska was at 1.026
million employees and Omaha was at
507,000 employees. As of April 2021, the
count was 1.007 million, and 493,000,
respectively.

EMPLOYMENT METRICS

Figure 9A: Monthly Employment, 
Total Nonfarm in Nebraska (SA)
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Figure 9B: Monthly Employment, 
Total Nonfarm in MSA (SA)
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

Figure 8: Weekly Initial Claims for
Unemployment Insurance
Douglas, Sarpy, & Washington Counties
Source: Nebraska Department of Labor

Figure 7: Unemployment Rates, U.S., NE, MSA (SA)
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
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A potential explanation as to how
unemployment rate has recovered, yet
employment numbers have not, is the
fluctuations in the labor force. Figure 10
represents the Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA labor
force. As Covid-19 spread across Omaha, labor
force count declined due to increased childcare
and family responsibilities and health threats of
working in person. In addition, many

companies offered early retirement programs

and some even altered benefit policies.
Hopefully the decline is temporary and the
labor force will improve as child-care facilities
open business and vaccine success lowers the
risks of working in person. The decline helps
explain the low unemployment rate, however, it
may take longer than expected for the labor
force to recover to pre-pandemic levels.

MSA LABOR FORCE

Figure 10: MSA Labor Force
Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics

HISTORICAL SOURCES OF GROWTH

Figure 11 contrasts short- and long-term
growth trends of each sector of Omaha

employment. Short-term (ST) is defined as
the average annual growth rate between

2017 and 2020, whereas long-term (LT) is
average annual growth rate between 1990
and 2020. Q1 shows those sectors with both
LT and ST gains, indicating sustained growth.
Industries such as mining, logging, and
construction; financial activities; professional
businesses; and education and health; all
rank within this quadrant. Q2 holds those
sectors with LT decline and ST gains. These
sectors are important to watch as they could
continue to perform strongly due to their
growth determinates or could fall back to
historical trends. The standout here, is strong
ST growth of the federal government sector
due to hiring for the 2020 census. Q3

indicates those sectors with a historical trend
of decline and remains declining in the ST.
Sectors such as information, retail, and
transportation continue to be weak. Q4

represents LT growth yet ST declines. Leisure
and hospitality was down nearly 6% in the ST.
The big question is how quickly the sector
will bounce back as restrictions continue to
be lifted and Americans feel comfortable

traveling again.

Figure 11: Historical Sources of Growth

Source: Authors’ Calculations based on 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics data
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Our Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA outlook builds upon the national and state of Nebraska forecast
published by the Nebraska Forecast Council, Bureau of Business Research, University of
Nebraska at Lincoln. The latest forecast was published in their April 2021 Business in Nebraska

(BIN) (3). To generate our forecast, we developed a statistical model that captures the MSA’s
share of total state employment, forecasted the shares using our model, and then applied our
forecasted share to the state employment outlook from the BIN (4). This section will summarize

the results from our analysis. 

EMPLOYMENT FORECASTS

Next, we forecasted a baseline, high and low
figure for the MSA's total nonfarm employment.
As seen in Figure 13, we anticipate a baseline of
513,000 jobs. The higher end forecast of
520,000 jobs could be reached if pent up
demand translates into consumer spending
and Omaha has a supreme level of job creation
as a result. The lower end of the range will hold
true if markets recover slowly and job creation
is conservative. Even considering the potential
risks as the economy works to recover from
Covid-19, we expect total nonfarm employment

to rise between 506,000 and 520,000 jobs in
2023. 

Figure 12 represents the MSA’s share of
Nebraska’s total nonfarm employment. The
share has historically been on the rise, It
took a large hit due to Covid-19 but we

anticipate the share of total nonfarm
employment to resume growth during
economic recovery. Based on our forecast,
employment share will recover to its 2019
level of .494 in 2023. However, we do expect
Omaha’s share to remain under .5 for the
foreseeable future.

Figure 12: MSA share of Nebraska’s Total
Nonfarm Employment

Source: Authors’ Calculations

Figure 13: MSA Total Nonfarm Employment

Forecast

Source: Authors’ calculations
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3 The 2021 April BIN report can be found at https://business.unl.edu/research/bureau-of-business-research/bureau-
reports/business-in-nebraska/documents/April2021BIN.pdf. This report also identifies the sector roll-ups (e.g. education
and health falls under services).
4 Details regarding our model, estimation procedure, equation specifications, etc., are described in a technical paper
available upon request.
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Table 5 is a full display of our Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA employment forecasts by sector. The
grey shading represents the sectors expected to grow faster than the state: total nonfarm,
nondurable goods, retail trade, information, financial activities, services, and local government.
We predict durable goods, wholesale trade, and federal government to decline during the next
three years. 

Referring back to Figure 11, mining, logging, and construction; financial activities; professional
businesses; and education and health proved to be both short- and long-term contributors to
the metro's economy. Construction has been booming in Omaha with many large projects
underway, such as the 500-acre Heartwood Preserve development, the Riverfront Revitalization,
the Crossroads Mall transformation, among many others. In addition, Omaha has been a favored
location in the state for financial services (banks, insurance companies, etc.) and for health
services (hospitals, etc.).We expect these sectors' share of total state employment to continue to
increase and be major sources of long-term growth for Omaha. 

MSA SECTOR FORECAST

Table 5: MSA Forecast by Sector 
Source: Authors’ calculations
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SPECIAL TOPIC: COVID-19 IMPACTS ON
NEBRASKA AND MSA EMPLOYMENT

Nowhere were the impacts of Covid-19 more visible than in the job market. We saw historic
numbers of furloughed and laid-off workers file for unemployment insurance in March of 2020
and only in the last few months do we seem to be emerging from this disruption in a
sustainable way. While there have been and will continue to be numerous studies that attempt

to assess the damage done by the pandemic, this section focuses, in what we believe to be a
novel way, on the employment impacts on the state of Nebraska and the MSA.  While both
Nebraska and Omaha seem to have survived the worst of the pandemic comparatively better
than other countries, states, and cities, it certainly was not immune from its impact. Current
estimates suggest that total nonfarm employment fell 3.7 percent in 2020 compared to 2019 in
Nebraska and 4.2 percent in Omaha.  By historical standards, these are dramatic contractions.

That said, our contention is that such year-over-year comparisons do not necessarily measure

the true impact of Covid-19 on jobs. Since the "great recession” of 2008-09, both the state and
the MSA had experienced steady job growth. Presumably, without Covid-19, we would have
continued to see some degree of job growth. True, there were whispers of recession prior to
2020, however there seemed little concern of a severe recession locally prior to the Covid-19
crisis. With this in mind, our approach to measuring the jobs impact on the state and MSA is to
compare actual employment levels recorded for 2020 with “expected” 2020 employment levels
based on the most recent employment forecast constructed before the pandemic hit. 

To this end, we utilized the University of Nebraska-Lincoln Bureau of Business Research’s
December 2019, Business in Nebraska (BIN) outlook (5). BIN forecasts are determined by a panel
of local economists, state government experts, and business leaders called the “Nebraska

Business Forecast Council.” Indeed, these BINs are used to benchmark our Omaha-Council
Bluffs MSA employment forecasts. The December 2019 BIN appears to be the last state-level
forecast published before the pandemic hit. We therefore treat the 2020 jobs forecast as the
most likely prediction for 2020 set by the council prior to Covid-19. At that time, total nonfarm
employment in the state of Nebraska was expected to grow 0.8 percent, led by growth in
mining, logging and construction, as well as, transportation, warehousing, and utilities; and
services. To be sure, there is no guarantee that this 2020 forecast would have been perfectly
accurate without Covid-19. Howbeit, it does represent the best possible prediction made by
state and local experts who have studied the state’s economy for years.

With this state forecast, we then applied our model of MSA employment shares to the Nebraska

jobs forecast for 2020 (as well as 2021 and 2022) to construct what the “expected” 2020
employment figures would have been had Covid-19 not hit the MSA (6).

5 This report can be found at https://business.unl.edu/research/bureau-of-business-research/bureau-reports/business-in-
nebraska/documents/BIN_December_2019.pdf.
6 The December 2019 BIN figures needed to be adjusted for years 2018 and 2019 due to data revisions. We addressed
this by utilizing the revised data for 2018 and 2019 and adjusting the 2020 through 2022 forecast employment levels by
applying the employment growth rates from the December 2019 BIN. So, while the level forecasts for Nebraska are not
the same as published in the BIN, the growth rates are. This allows us to compare forecast results utilizing the same

historical data between the December 2019 BIN and the current report.

9
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7 Note that these are annual averages. It is possible to hit pre-pandemic employment levels for certain months or

quarters prior to 2022.

8 Indeed, one of the reasons gasoline prices are expected to rise this year is due in large measure to the fact that there

are fewer trained truck drivers available to deliver fuel to gas stations and convenience stores.

Table 6 illustrates Covid-19 impacts on Nebraska and MSA jobs by major sector. During 2020,

Nebraska was down about 46,500 jobs, or 4.5 percent, relative to expectation. The MSA was

down roughly 26,000 jobs, or 5.0 percent. The MSA seems to have been hit a bit harder; while

fewer jobs were lost, the percent decline is marginally larger than the state's. The sizable drop is

the result of declines across nearly all sectors. Services stands out as a major contributor to the

drop. This is not surprising as the sector includes bars, restaurants, hotels and leisure (tourism),

the main sectors impacted by partial shutdowns and social distancing requirements. Jobs here

were down roughly 28,000 in the state (6.7 percent), and over 16,000 in the MSA (7.2 percent). In

addition, there was a substantial drop in transportation, warehousing, and utilities. The state is

down roughly 4,500 jobs (8.2 percent), and the MSA is down roughly 2,600 jobs (9.4 percent).

This is also in line with expectations as consumer spending dropped substantially in 2020.

Therefore, fewer products were purchased overall, necessitating fewer transportation-related

workers (8). With these substantial contractions in 2020, it is natural to ask when we will be

back to long-term trend. Figures 14A and 14B suggest it could take some time. However, since

Covid-19 impacted sectors inequitably, jobs in less impacted sectors will recover more quickly.

Figures 14A and 14B show the impact on total nonfarm employment in Nebraska and Omaha

due to the pandemic. The 2020 drop is striking and on an annual basis it is unlikely that we will

reach pre-Covid job levels until 2022 for both the state and the MSA (7). Comparing 2022 levels

to the expected pre-Covid long-term growth trajectory, they are far behind. Although recovery is

underway, it will likely be mid-decade before we return to long-term trend. 
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Figure 14A: NE Total Nonfarm

Source: Authors’ calculations

Figure 14B: MSA Total Nonfarm

Source: Authors’ calculations

Table 6: Covid-19 Impact on 2020 Employment

Source: Authors’ calculations
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9 We could not forecast beyond 2022 because the December 2019 BIN’s last forecast year was 2022.
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Table 7 provides a sector-by-sector depiction of pre- and post-Covid employment forecasts

through 2022 (9). We expect total nonfarm employment to be below pre-Covid long-term trend

by 2022. Nebraska is still down 20,000 jobs and the MSA is still down 11,300.

Both services and transportation, warehousing, and utilities, are the sectors that will continue to

struggle back to pre-Covid long-term trend. This is true for both the state and the MSA. Other

sectors that will also struggle, albeit to a lesser degree, include local government, and retail

trade. The remaining sectors: durable goods, nondurable goods, information, financial services,

and federal government will either be near (within 500-600 or so jobs), at, or, in some cases,

slightly ahead, of pre-Covid long-term trend.

Table 7: Comparative Employment Forecasts

Source: Authors’ calculations
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SUMMARY

The economic disruption from the pandemic is undeniable. As seen in the national overview

section, the U.S. economy was hit in a dramatic manner. GDP and nonfarm employees

plummeted, while unemployment rose to unprecedented levels. Amidst high inflation levels,

we have begun to see sustainable recovery. We hope to see these positive trends continue in

the future.

The Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA has seen an interesting peak in building permits, a continued

rise in net taxable sales, slow recovery at the airport and drastic labor movements. An important

takeaway is the recovery of unemployment due to our declining labor force. We also visually

depicted historical sources of growth by sector while discussing potential explanations to labor

patterns. 

We developed a model to forecast the Omaha-Council Bluffs MSA share of Nebraska’s for each

employment sector and shared our results. We anticipate roughly half of the sectors to

outperform the state’s growth over the next three years. Recovery will be uneven as sectors hit

hard by Covid-19 will take longer to regain strength.

We concluded the report with a special section focusing on Covid-19 employment impacts by

comparing expected 2020 forecasts to actual 2020 employment data. Our initial assessments

suggest widespread but varied impacts, with recovery firmly in place. A recent CNN report

suggested Nebraska is now stronger that it was pre-pandemic (10). Our research of both the

state and the MSA suggests that while we have faired comparatively well during the pandemic,

we still are below pre-pandemic trend growth.  Our analysis indicates we are not necessarily in a

stronger position economically than we were in 2019, as it will require more time to generate

jobs near pre-Covid levels and much more time to return to long-term trends.

We hope this report provided a clear and interesting analysis on the Omaha MSA and Nebraska

economies.

12
10 The referenced report can be found at https://www.cnn.com/2021/06/08/economy/back-to-normal-index-florida-

south-dakota/index.html.


