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Right now, everyone is making sacrifices. But as with any natural disaster, some people and places are 
being hit harder than others.  
  
To better understand these dynamics, UHERO partnered with the Chamber of Commerce Hawaii and a 
dozen other industry associations across the state to field a survey of the impact of the COVID-19 
shutdown on businesses and their employees.  In just a week, we collected data from 623 businesses. 1

Thanks to each of you for taking the time to complete the survey! All business responses are confidential. 
 
These data provide otherwise unavailable insight into the impacts of the economic crisis. They are already 
being used to inform our forecasting work and contain many interesting findings. In this initial post, we 
focus on the number one question: who is most affected by the shutdown? 
 
[[Put this in a box near the end, if possible]] 
A note on the survey analysis process: As noted above, we received hundreds of responses in quite a 
short amount of time. It would be ideal if these responses were entirely random, but the reality of any 
online data collection is that some types of business owners were more likely to hear about the survey and 
fill it out. To correct for differences in industry response rates, we have reweighted responses so that the 
total number of employees reported by businesses in the survey matches the totals for each business 
sector as reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Overall, this weighting was relatively successful: the 
number of layoffs estimated from the weighted data is roughly in line with the number of unemployment 
claims filed over the past several weeks.  
 
In interpreting percentage changes, note that our survey did not collect data on public sector employees or 
any of the large medical systems. Thus, it should not be generalized to all jobs in the state. The goal of the 
survey is to produce rough estimates of policy relevant statistics quickly, not to replace or challenge any 
official data from administrative records. 
[[end box]] 
 
Industry losses are large, and concentrated where you would expect them 
 
The survey collected information on the number of employees each company employed in January of this 
year and the number that were still on payroll in April. We also asked businesses to provide their revenue 
in 2019 and to estimate what it will look like in 2020 – no easy task given the ever-changing nature of the 
virus response. 
 

1 Thanks to Chamber of Commerce Hawaii, The Hawaii Island, Kauai and Maui Chambers of Commerce, The 
Retail Merchants Association of Hawaii, the Pacific Resource Partnership, Hawaii State Bar Association, Hawaii 
Restaurant Association, the Chinese Chamber, Kalihi Business Association, and the Hawaii Food Manufacturing 
Association for help promoting the survey. 
 



In total, businesses reported reducing their workforces by about 220,000 full- and part-time workers 
during the COVID-19 economic shutdown. A shocking figure, but not surprising given the number of 
unemployment claims being processed by the State. 
 

[Table 1 About Here] 
 
As one would expect, these hardships are not evenly spread across industries. The hardest hit in terms of 
full-time employee reductions were accommodations (hotels), down 83%, and retail businesses, down 
76%. Food, educational, and other services all also saw reductions north of 50% of their pre-crisis 
full-time workforces. 
 
The anticipated changes in 2020 revenue, while at best guesstimates at this time, provide a sense of 
employer optimism or pessimism. They tell a similar story to the job loss reports, with a couple of 
important exceptions. Owners of retail businesses, one of the largest losers in terms of employees, were 
more optimistic about overall revenue, estimating just a 19% drop. In contrast, management companies 
are not experiencing large reductions in staff so far, but expect a substantial decline in revenue for the 
year overall. 
 
In total, about a third (31%) of businesses reported that their revenue has been reduced to essentially zero 
during the shutdown, including 56% of hotels, 46% of restaurants, and 44% of retail.  
 
The most vulnerable workers are also the most impacted 
 
Within businesses, there are also differences in which employees have been let go. Unfortunately, the 
trend here suggests that many of the employees who have lost wages during this period are some of the 
most vulnerable – what are sometimes referred to as “ALICE” families (Asset Limited, Income 
Constrained, Employed), who have been shown in recent studies to be the most affected by Hawaii’s cost 
of living even under normal circumstances. 
 

[Table 2 About Here] 
 
Part-time jobs were more likely to have been lost than full-time (56% compared to 43%). Among full 
time employees, those earning less than $50,000 per year were more likely to lose their position (35%) 
compared to 30% of those earning $50-$100k, 26% of those earning $100-$200k, and 16% of those 
making over $200k. 
 
Oahu has the numbers, but tourism is clobbering the Neighbor Islands  
 
Of course the largest absolute number of job losses has been on Oahu, but Oahu job losses as a percentage 
of their January level (38%) were significantly lower than for businesses located on the Big Island (48%), 
Kauai (52%), and Maui (58%).  This is consistent with the larger share of tourism-reliant companies on 
the Neighbor Islands.  
 
What do we know so far? 
 
While this is a first look at the numbers, these statistics suggest several things:  
 



First, businesses are suffering mightily, having already made painful cuts in staff, and they anticipate a 
very rough 2020 financially.  
 
The good news is that most of the businesses surveyed anticipate being able to open and staff-up as soon 
as it is safe to do so. Indeed 60% said they could return to full staff almost immediately, with the rest 
phasing in as tourism returns to the Islands. 
 
Unfortunately, the data we collected suggest that the Small Business Administration PPP forgivable loan 
program may not be enough to sustain many businesses. It will certainly help increase the retention of 
workers, primarily in part-time positions. But 24% of the businesses surveyed said that if no additional 
support is made available to them, they do not see their business surviving, and another 32 percent said 
they anticipate needing to make more staff cuts in order to survive.  
 
Finally, the impact of the crisis will hit hardest the very people and places who are already the most 
vulnerable. While we did not find statistically meaningful differences in outlook based on gender or 
ethnicity of the business owner, we do show that the employees who have lost their jobs are likely those 
already struggling to make it. This will have wide-ranging consequences for these families and the need 
for supportive social services.  



TABLE 1: Employment and Revenue Impacts By Sector

Full Time Employees Revenue
January, 
2020

Change Jan to 
April % Change 2019 (Mean)

Anticipated 
Change 2020 % Change

Accommodation 90.9 27,924 -23,252 -83.3% $2,139,409 -$1,049,091 -49.0%
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting 4.9 4,729 -1,005 -21.3% $2,385,298 $287,919 12.1%
Arts, entertainment, and recreation 89.8 9,603 -7,462 -77.7% $1,916,303 -$1,306,040 -68.2%
Construction 9.7 34,638 -8,276 -23.9% $6,349,500 -$178,731 -2.8%
Educational services 0.8 13,129 -7,121 -54.2% $1,528,375 -$825,000 -54.0%
Finance and insurance 23.4 15,957 -115 -0.7% $7,804,875 -$1,199,361 -15.4%
Food services 38.9 61,906 -35,949 -58.1% $4,489,309 -$2,134,973 -47.6%
Industries not classified 58.9 1,287 -543 -42.1% $1,248,152 -$693,836 -55.6%
Information 10.1 7,587 -931 -12.3% $27,606,250 -$7,865,000 -28.5%
Management of companies and enterprises 0.0 5,473 -952 -17.4% $132,500 -$92,500 -69.8%
Manufacturing 36.2 13,034 -5,879 -45.1% $15,966,677 -$5,432,462 -34.0%
Other services (except public administration) 43.5 12,852 -6,913 -53.8% $2,379,260 -$1,215,716 -51.1%
Professional, scientific, and technical services 10.7 19,805 -1,842 -9.3% $1,461,467 $389,706 26.7%
Real estate and rental and leasing 23.7 8,733 -1,331 -15.2% $875,744 -$214,763 -24.5%
Retail trade 67.0 58,718 -44,787 -76.3% $8,054,555 -$1,502,469 -18.7%
Transportation and warehousing 20.5 28,582 -2,744 -9.6% $7,599,416 -$2,409,262 -31.7%
Utilities 27.6 3,697 -29 -0.8% $43,512,506 -$5,012,502 -11.5%
Wholesale trade 60.3 16,364 -4,576 -28.0% $4,370,444 -$1,456,125 -33.3%
All Sectors 29.55 344,019 -153,705 -44.68% $3,159,147 -$612,288 -19.4%

Percent of 
Revenue from 
Tourism



% Change in Total Jobs
(Jan to Apr 2020)

Full-time 42.8%
Part-time 56.4%

Full-time by Salary Range
<$30k Salary 33.0%
$30-50k 36.4%
$50-100k 30.4%
$100-200k 26.1%
>$200k 16.4%

TABLE 2: Percentage of Jobs Lost by Job Type and 
Salary Range


