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COVID-19 Impact on the San Diego Region: Black and Hispanic 
Communities Hardest Hit 
Analysis completed by the SANDAG Data Science and Analytics team finds that as the COVID-19 pandemic shattered 
the San Diego regional labor market overall, the region’s Black and Hispanic communities were most impacted. Blacks 
and Hispanics account for a significant portion of essential workers who continued to go to work, and they account for a 
significant portion of those who became unemployed due to the pandemic. This report aims to inform policymakers 
about the disproportionate impact to Black and Hispanic communities in the labor market and to help decision makers 
develop equity-focused relief and recovery strategies. 

The San Diego region is suffering from a devastating health and economic crisis due to the pandemic. During the past 
three months, mobility has been restricted (including our international land border crossings that normally register over 
150,000 people entering from Mexico), and businesses and schools have shut down. The ensuing economic crisis will 
have long-lasting effects as businesses struggle to regain customers and as many businesses and consumers 
experience significant financial uncertainty. As of June 7, 2020, over 8,600 San Diegans have been infected with 
COVID-19 and 430,000 have lost their jobs. 

All communities have been severely impacted by the pandemic and subsequent economic crisis. It is the Black and 
Hispanic communities that have been disproportionally impacted by COVID-19 and have been the hardest hit as 
explained in the bullets below. This is in sharp contrast to White and Asian communities where respectively only 14% 
and 24% live in the high unemployment and COVID-19 case areas. 

• More than two-thirds of Black (67%) and Hispanic (70%) residents live in ZIP codes with higher than 
average unemployment rates  

• Approximately half of Black (52%) and Hispanic (49%) residents live in ZIP codes with higher than 
average COVID-19 cases 

• Nearly half of Black (45%) and Hispanic (42%) residents live in ZIP codes that have higher than 
average COVID-19 cases and higher than average unemployment rates 

• When compared to the White population, Black and Hispanic populations are four times as likely to 
live in areas that have been impacted by COVID-19 and unemployment. When compared to the 
Asian population, they are twice as likely to reside in areas with high COVID-19 cases, and high 
unemployment 

Figure 1: Impacts by Ethnicity and ZIP Code 

 
Source: SANDAG Annual Estimates 2019; Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California; County of San Diego, 
Health and Human Services Agency 
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In the weeks since the stay home order was issued on March 19, the number of unemployed residents in the San Diego 
region is estimated to have reached about 430,000 workers for an unemployment rate of 28.5%. As the region slowly 
reopens, the data available continues to fluctuate.  

The crisis has affected various sectors of the economy differently. Businesses in high-contact industries, such as 
restaurants, retail, transportation, and tourism, were impacted first while those working in frontline essential activities 
have been physically present at work during the stay home order amid public health risks. 

In San Diego County, according to Census data, 33% of the population is Hispanic, 5% is Black, 12% is Asian, and 46% 
is White. Each ethnic group has been impacted differently by the crisis, depending on their respective share in the high-
contact and essential sectors.  

For instance: 

• Hispanic employees account for 32% of the overall workforce in the region but represent 46% of those working in the 
food service industry, and 37% of those working in the retail sector (excluding grocery and drugstore).1 They are 
therefore overrepresented in these two sectors.  

• Hispanic employees also make up the largest percentage of the essential workforce in building cleaning services 
(65%), grocery and drug stores (44%), and childcare and social services (39%).  

• Black employees account for nearly 5% of the overall workforce in the region but represent a larger percentage of 
the essential workforce--more than 7% of the childcare and social services, 9% in trucking, warehouse, and postal 
service, and nearly 20% of public transit workers.  

 
• Asian employees account for about 12% of the overall workforce in the region but represent 22% of those working in 

the health care sector.  
 

• White employees, which account for 48% of the region’s workforce, account for only 40% of the pool of workers in 
high-contact and essential occupations. 

Young workers have also been disproportionately affected by the crisis. While only 14% of workers in the region are age 
16 to 24, 38% of the workers in the food service industry belong to that age group, and 22% are from retail. 

Before the pandemic began, many of the ZIP Codes highlighted in Figure 2 on the next page reported household 
incomes of less than $45,000 annually and had a relatively large share of families with children. 

 

1 SANDAG estimates based on Census Bureau ACS PUMS 5 Year 2014-2018 and the methodology by Hye Jin Rho, Hayley 
Brown, and Shawn Fremstad (2020) approach. See cepr.net/a-basic-demographic-profile-of-workers-in-frontline-industries/.  
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Figure 2: Hardest Hit ZIP Codes - Unemployment and COVID-19 Cases 

 

As displayed in Figure 2, 
SANDAG analysis shows the 
pandemic has mostly 
affected residents in the 
southern part of the county.  

This map shows the areas 
most affected, with both the 
highest unemployment rates 
and highest percentage of 
COVID-19 cases in the 
region.  

ZIP codes most affected: 
• 91910 (Chula Vista N) 
• 91911 (Chula Vista S) 
• 91917 (Dulzura) 
• 91932 (Imperial Beach) 
• 91950 (National City)  
• 91977 (Spring Valley) 
• 91978 (Rancho San Diego) 
• 92020 (El Cajon) 
• 92021 (El Cajon) 
• 92102 (Golden Hill) 
• 92105 (City Heights) 
• 92113 (Logan Heights) 
• 92114 (Encanto) 
• 92115 (College) 
• 92139 (Paradise Hills) 
• 92154 (Nestor) 
• 92173 (San Ysidro) 

Source: Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California, Weekly Release June 1, 2020; County of San Diego, Health 
and Human Services Agency. 
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Figure 3 helps to further break down this information. 

The red lines represent the average percent of cases in the county (vertical line) and the average unemployment rates 
in the region (horizontal line). Each bubble represents an individual ZIP Code and the size of the bubble represents the 
relative size of the populations in each ZIP Code. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: COVID-19 Cases and Estimated Unemployment by ZIP Code 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Source: SANDAG Annual Estimates 2019; Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California, Weekly Release 
June 8, 2020; County of San Diego, Health and Human Services Agency, Public Health Services, Epidemiology and 
Immunization Services Branch, San Diego County COVID-19 Statistics by ZIP Code. See Appendix A.  
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Demographic Analysis: Where People Live 
Like all large population centers, the San Diego region has areas where ethnic groups tend to live. Figure 
4illustrates the areas in the San Diego region that are the most and least affected by unemployment. The red areas 
on the maps represent the ZIP Codes (top 25%) with the highest unemployment rates in the region; the blue areas 
represent the ZIP Codes (bottom 25%) with the lowest unemployment rates; the purple boundaries represent 
census tracts that have been designated as disadvantaged communities by the California CalEnviroScreen tool. 
Each green dot represents 50 people. 

Figure 4: Population and Unemployment in San Diego Region 
Black Hispanic 

  
White Asian 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: SANDAG Annual Estimates 2019; Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California, Weekly Release 
June 1, 2020; CalEnviroScreen 3.0 (2018) 
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As the economy 
starts to reopen and 
people go back to 
work, unemployment 
rates will begin to 
improve. This should 
be reflected in the 
data released in the 
next few weeks.  

As of May 30, the 
data does not yet 
reflect people 
returning to work in 
large numbers. The 
unemployment rate 
in the region 
remains high and is 
estimated to be 
28.5%. 

Though more 
businesses are 
allowed to reopen, it 
is still too soon to 
assess the 
magnitude of the 
economic impacts 
from this crisis. (see 
Appendix B)  

Currently, there is 
still an average of 
20,000 residents 
filing for 
unemployment every 
week. As of May 30, 
the region has an 
estimated 480,000 
unemployed 
residents. Of the 
unemployed, nearly 
430,000 lost their 
jobs after March 7, 
when the pandemic 
began. 

 

Source: Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California, Weekly Release June 8, 2020 
* These estimates were revised by AGS from the May 18, 2020 weekly release. See Appendix B.  

 

 

Figure 5: Estimated Unemployment Rate by ZIP Code 
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Measuring Unemployment During the Pandemic  
The analysis in this report is based on unemployment estimates that continue to fluctuate during the COVID-19 
pandemic. These estimates are essential for policy purposes but extremely challenging to produce in real-time due to 
lags in the official data publication.  

Under normal circumstances, there is nearly a two-month lag in the publication of official statistics. This is typically not 
a problem, as historically, unemployment has not changed much from month to month. As reference, the largest 
previous unemployment increase in a single month for the San Diego Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA) since 1990 
was 1.4 percentage points in January 2000.  

During the pandemic, the unemployment rate has changed drastically from week to week. The stay home order and 
business shutdowns pushed the unemployment rate to a historic high not seen since the Great Depression. Figure 6 
represents the estimated unemployed workers in the region by week. By March 28, the estimated unemployed 
residents reached about 20 times pre-COVID-19 rates. From week to week, there was a gradual decline in the number 
of newly unemployed, and by the end of May, it remained four times higher than the annual average. 

Figure 6: Estimated New Unemployed Workers in San Diego County 
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Source: Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc., Thousand Oaks, California, Weekly Release June 8, 2020*; California Employment 
Development Department (EDD), Claimants by County, January-March 2020 
* These estimates were revised by AGS from the May 18, 2020 weekly release. See Appendix B. 
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Appendix A 
The following information is intended to provide the methodology behind calculating ZIP Codes and associated 
demographics within the most and least impacted areas of the region. SANDAG utilized three sources for 
race/ethnicity analysis in the San Diego region. 

Data sources: 

1. SANDAG retrieved the San Diego County COVID-19 statistics by ZIP Code data from the County of San Diego 
Health and Human Services Agency, Public Health Services, Epidemiology and Immunization Services Branch. 
The number of COVID-19 cases are cumulative totals since the start of the stay home order to June 7, 2020. 
SANDAG calculated the rate of COVID-19 cases per person per ZIP Code and displayed this information on the x-
axis. For example, in the ZIP Code 91911 (Chula Vista S), 0.63% of the population has a confirmed COVID-19 
case. 

2. Unemployment data by ZIP Code for the San Diego region come from the Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc. 
June 8, 2020 weekly release. More information on this dataset can be found in Appendix B. SANDAG used the 
May 30, 2020 unemployment rate by ZIP Code data on the y-axis. 

3. The SANDAG 2019 Estimates are produced annually and include population and housing characteristics for small 
geographic areas. These estimates are controlled to the California Department of Finance January 1, 2019, 
jurisdiction-level estimates. The 2019 estimates were used to determine the percentage of each of the four 
race/ethnicities provided in the analyses (Asian, Black, Hispanic, White) of the total population by ZIP Code, which 
was graphed on the z-axis. 

Using these datasets in combination, SANDAG created four “bubble” charts to determine which race/ethnicity was 
most and least impacted by the global pandemic and the current economic turbulence. The number of COVID-19 
cases for the County of San Diego is 0.26% and is displayed as a red vertical line. The average unemployment rate for 
the region is 28.5% which is displayed as a red horizontal line. These lines create four quadrants on the chart.  

The upper right quadrant reflects ZIP Codes that have higher rates of COVID-19 as a percentage of the population and 
have higher unemployment rates than the region. These ZIP Codes are considered the most impacted by the COVID-
19 and unemployment crisis. The bottom left quadrant includes ZIP Codes that have both lower rates of COVID-19 as 
a percentage of the population and have lower unemployment rates than San Diego County, classifying these ZIP 
Codes as the least affected by the current crisis. The axis is the same for each race/ethnicity, while the size of the 
“bubbles,” representing the size of the population for each race/ethnicity, is the variable factor. 

SANDAG used the SANDAG 2019 Estimates to determine the percentage of the total population each race/ethnicity 
within each of the four quadrants in the chart to compare which race/ethnicity was the most and least affected. 

The 91 San Diego ZIP Codes that represent the urbanized areas of San Diego (the western one-third of the County) 
are taken into account in the analysis. 
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The table below ranks the most affected 34 ZIP Codes by the level of unemployment rate (highest is ranked 1) and the 
percent of COVID-19 cases (highest is ranked 1). The ZIP Codes displayed in red denote both above average 
unemployment rate and above average percentage of COVID-19 cases as identified in Figures 2 and 3.  

ZIP Codes 
 Rank Unemployment 

rate  
(highest to lowest) 

Rank COVID cases  
(highest % of the population 

to lowest) 
92113 Logan Heights 1 4 
92115 College 2 22 
92105 City Heights 3 14 
92102 Golden Hill 4 8 
92173 San Ysidro 5 1 
91950 National City 6 3 
92054 Oceanside S 7 48 
92020 El Cajon 8 6 
92114 Encanto 9 7 
92096 CSUSM 10 89 
92111 Linda Vista 11 44 
92070 Santa Ysabel 12 64 
91917 Dulzura 13 10 
92021 El Cajon 14 15 
92081 Vista S 15 71 
92025 Escondido S 16 24 
92154 Nestor 17 2 
91911 Chula Vista S 18 5 
91932 Imperial Beach 19 11 
92083 Vista W 20 35 
92056 Oceanside E 21 67 
92069 San Marcos N 22 53 
92093 UCSD 23 88 
92010 Carlsbad  NE 24 62 
92027 Escondido E 25 39 
92057 Oceanside N 26 58 
92058 Oceanside (Central) 27 34 
92036 Julian 28 86 
91977 Spring Valley 29 13 
92109 Pacific/Mission Beach 30 59 
91978 Rancho San Diego 31 18 
91910 Chula Vista N 32 9 
92107 Ocean Beach 33 74 
92139 Paradise Hills 34 12 
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Appendix B 
The following is intended to provide detailed information about unemployment data and how SANDAG utilized various 
sources for employment analyses of the San Diego region.  

Unemployment Rate 
• Measures percentage of those in the labor force who are not working but are actively looking for, and available to 

work. 

• Data comes from monthly current population survey conducted by the Census and Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS) in the second week of the month. 

• Usually a two-month lag in publication of San Diego region data. The U.S. unemployment rate for May measured 
between May 10-16 was released on June 5. State unemployment data for May will be released on June 19. 
San Diego County data will be released on July 1. The BLS will apply seasonal adjustments to the San Diego 
County series in the weeks that follow. 

• An additional challenge during the pandemic was presented with non-eligible share of workers (about 3% in May) 
recorded as employed but absent from work instead of being classified as furloughed. 

As shown in Figure 7, the pre-COVID-19 unemployment rate for March (reflecting the situation just before mid-March 
and not adjusted for seasonality) was released on April 29. As of June 3, the latest official unemployment rate 
available for the county was 4.1%. On June 3, it was revised to 4.2% with the April unemployment rate of 15%. Overall 
unemployment increased by an unprecedented 10 percentage points in just one month.  

Figure 7: Timeline of Unemployment Rate Data 
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Unemployment Insurance Claims 
Weekly Claims for National and State Level 

It is possible to get a weekly pulse on the U.S. and California labor markets using the weekly unemployment claims. 
Weekly unemployment claims consist of two series: 

• Initial Claims - claims filed right after separation from an employer to request determination of basic eligibility for 
the unemployment insurance (UI) program. Initial claims are used as a leading economic indicator of labor market 
conditions in the country. UI Claims are released every Thursday for the week ending on the preceding Saturday. 
Initial claims for the U.S. and California for the week ending on May 30 were released on Thursday 28. 

• Continued Claims/Insured Employment - a person who has already filed an initial claim and who has experienced 
a week of unemployment then files a continued claim to receive benefits for that week of unemployment. 
Continued claims measure the current number of insured unemployed workers filing for UI benefits. They are 
released on Thursday for the week ending on the Saturday before the preceding Saturday. Continued claims for 
the US and California for the week ending on May 30 were released on Thursday June 4. 

Claims differ from the BLS unemployment data in several ways. The number of unemployed is usually higher than the 
number of people receiving unemployment insurance. Some do not apply, because they are not eligible. For instance, 
in January and February 2020, the BLS unemployment for California was 3.9%, while only 2.1% of the labor force 
received unemployment insurance. During the pandemic, unemployment insurance services were unable to quickly 
process claims, and some people were not even able to submit their claims due to the extraordinary load on 
unemployment claims centers throughout the country.  

However, sometimes the number of insured workers can exceed the number of unemployed, as one can be eligible for 
unemployment insurance benefits while working on reduced hours and hence not be counted as unemployed. The 
CARES act has broadened eligibility conditions to receive unemployment benefits affecting the number of people 
receiving UI benefits by more than the number of people that the BLS usually counts as unemployed.  

The divergence between the June 5 employment report (which showed a decline in the US unemployment rate from 
April to May) and the new weekly UI claims published the day before (which are still very high) show a fluctuation in 
underlying trends. Economists believe it will likely take a few months to get a clear idea of the magnitude of the overall 
hit to employment during the COVID-19 crisis.  

AGS Estimates 
In order to track the fast-moving unemployment data over the last two months at the county and ZIP Code levels, the 
SANDAG Data Science and Analytics team has relied on the unemployment estimates produced by AGS. AGS uses 
weekly claims to assess the level of unemployment at national and state levels and redistribute to the ZIP Codes 
based on the occupations, residence, and how the various sectors have been affected by the crisis. Estimates are 
revised with official unemployment rates for the Metropolitan Statistical Areas, and when national and state rates are 
published. For instance, the unemployment in the San Diego region has been revised down twice in recent weeks to 
ensure consistency with the official April unemployment data for San Diego and with the May national data. 


