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LEARNING TARGETS
1. Trace the COVID-19 economic impact from the March 2020 lockdown through the 2024 recovery: GDP collapse, stimulus, V-shape rebound, inflation surge, and rate-hike cycle
2. Identify the lasting economic changes from the pandemic: remote/hybrid work as a permanent shift, supply-chain reshoring, and the 2021-2024 inflation surge
3. Evaluate the policy response across the cycle (CARES Act, ARP, Fed zero-rate + QE, then 2022-2023 rate hikes) and compare it to the 1929 and 2008 playbooks

SECTION 1
March 2020: The Sharpest Recession Ever
The 2020 Recession Timeline
In March 2020, lockdowns began as non-essential business shut nationwide.
In Q2 2020, U.S. real GDP fell 9.1% - the sharpest quarterly drop in modern records.
In April 2020, U.S. unemployment hit 14.7% - the highest since the Great Depression.
Initial unemployment claims spiked to 6.9 million in one week - many times the typical pre-pandemic week.
The NBER called the recession just 2 months long - the shortest in their history.
Key Vocabulary
A lockdown - government-mandated stay-at-home orders that began in mid-March 2020 and closed non-essential businesses, schools, and travel - triggered a real GDP drop of about 9.1% in Q2 2020.
The COVID-19 recession was the two-quarter U.S. recession of Q1-Q2 2020 - the sharpest single-quarter GDP contraction in modern records and the shortest NBER recession in history at just 2 months.
SECTION 2
The Unprecedented Stimulus Response
Fiscal and Monetary Stimulus
CARES Act 2020 totaled $2.2 trillion - the largest single stimulus law ever.
American Rescue Plan 2021 added another $1.9 trillion in stimulus.
The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) sent $800B to small businesses to keep workers on payroll.
The Fed cut rates to 0-0.25% in March 2020 - the same playbook as 2008.
The Fed balance sheet grew from $4.2T to $9 trillion via quantitative easing (QE).
Total stimulus was about 25% of one year of 2020 GDP - bigger than the New Deal as a share of GDP.
Key Vocabulary
The CARES Act - the $2.2 trillion stimulus law signed in March 2020 - included $1,200 checks, expanded unemployment, and Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) loans for small businesses.
The American Rescue Plan (ARP) - the $1.9 trillion stimulus law signed in March 2021 - included $1,400 checks and the expanded Child Tax Credit and took total pandemic stimulus over $5 trillion.
Quantitative easing (QE) - large-scale Federal Reserve purchases of Treasury and mortgage bonds - expanded the Fed balance sheet from $4.2 trillion to about $9 trillion between 2020 and 2022.
SECTION 3
The 2021 Recovery Rocket
The Fastest Recovery in U.S. History
Real GDP regained the pre-pandemic level in Q1 2021 - just 9 months after the trough.
Unemployment fell from 14.7% in April 2020 to 3.9% by December 2021.
The S&P 500 gained 27% in 2021 alone after the Q1 2020 crash and rapid 2020 rebound.
First COVID vaccine doses were administered in December 2020; broad availability came in April 2021.
Stimulus + savings + reopening drove pent -up demand back above pre-pandemic trend.
SECTION 4
Supply Chain Crisis 2021-2022
A Demand-Stimulated Economy Hits Supply Constraints
In March 2021, the Ever Given grounded in the Suez Canal for 6 days, blocking 12% of global trade.
The Port of Los Angeles backlog peaked at 109 ships waiting in October 2021.
A semiconductor shortage cut auto production by 7.7 million vehicles in 2021.
Container shipping rates spiked 5-10x above pre-pandemic levels.
The NY Fed GSCPI hit +4.3 standard deviations - the all-time peak.
SECTION 5
The Inflation Surge 2021-2024
The Highest Inflation Since 1981
CPI inflation peaked at 9.1% YoY in June 2022 - the highest since November 1981.
Three drivers: supply chain shock + stimulus demand + energy prices (Russia/Ukraine 2022).
The Fed raised the funds rate from 0-0.25% to 5.25-5.50% by July 2023.
The Fed's 'transitory' framing failed - they dropped the term in November 2021.
By end-2024, CPI was back near 2.5% and a soft landing was achieved without recession.
Key Vocabulary
CPI inflation - the year-over-year change in the Consumer Price Index - peaked at 9.1% in June 2022, the highest reading since 1981, and drove the Fed's rate-hike cycle.
The federal funds rate - the interest rate banks charge each other for overnight lending - rose from 0-0.25% to 5.25-5.50% between March 2022 and July 2023, the fastest hiking cycle in 40 years.
Transitory inflation was the Federal Reserve's 2021 framing that the price surge would be temporary as supply chains normalized; the Fed dropped the term in November 2021 as prices kept rising.
SECTION 6
Remote Work as Permanent Shift
A 25-Percentage-Point Step Change
Pre-pandemic remote work share was about 5% of U.S. workers.
In April 2020 the peak share reached about 60% during full lockdown.
By 2024, remote/hybrid had settled near 30% - a permanent step change.
Surveys show 90+% of office workers prefer hybrid arrangements.
Major-city commercial real estate vacancy rose above 20% by 2024.
Key Vocabulary
Remote work - performing job duties from home rather than the employer location - became a permanent hybrid pattern after the 2020 lockdowns, with major-city commercial real estate vacancy rising above 20% by 2024.
SECTION 7
Takeaways and What's Still Changing
Capstone Lessons from 2020-2024
Stimulus size matters: $5T+ kept the recession to 2 months - the 1929 and 2008 playbooks worked at scale.
Supply matters too: demand stimulus into broken supply chains caused the worst inflation since 1981.
Soft landing achieved: Fed hikes 2022-2023 cooled inflation without triggering recession.
Reshoring is here: CHIPS Act ($52B) and IRA ($370B) shift U.S. industrial policy.
Remote work is permanent: 30% hybrid is the new baseline.
Key Vocabulary
The Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) - the $370 billion 2022 climate and clean-energy law - was part of the post-pandemic reshoring push alongside the CHIPS Act and also let Medicare negotiate drug prices.
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