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THE LABOR MARKET IN MID-1954

Since the first quarter of this year the labor
market has tended to stabilize as output of
goods and services has leveled off and prices
have continued to show little change. The
rate of decline in seasonally adjusted em-
ployment in nonagricultural establishments,
which was sharp last fall and winter, has
moderated considerably, and further reduc-
tions have been largely confined to durable
goods manufacturing activities. The work-
week in manufacturing has shown about the
usual seasonal changes. Unemployment did
not rise seasonally in June and July.

At midyear, however, demands for labor
were considerably easier than a year earlier,
while the labor force was at a new high.
The number of employees on nonfarm pay-
rolls was 4 per cent, or 1.9 million persons,
below the record level of a year earlier. Over-
time work was curtailed in many industries,
and involuntary part-time work was more
frequent. Agricultural employment also was
down, continuing the decline of the postwar
period, and the armed forces were reduced.
Unemployment in July, at 3.3 million per-
sons, was more than double the very low
level of a year earlier, and substantial labor
surpluses were reported in a number of im-
portant industrial centers.

Manufacturing and closely related activi-
ties, which tend to respond most quickly and
sharply to changes in the economic situation,
accounted for almost the entire reduction in
nonfarm employment over the past year.
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The downturn in activity after mid-1953
stemmed mainly from reduced spending for
military hard goods and a shift from accu-
mulation to liquidation of business inven-
tories. Reduced outlays for producers' dur-
able equipment and consumer durable goods
were also contributing factors. Durable
goods employment was therefore hardest hit,
as may be seen from the chart, with a reduc-
tion of 1.3 million. Large declines occurred
in steel, ordnance, machinery, motor vehicles,
and other fabricated metal products. Reflect-
ing mainly developments in durable goods
lines, employment was sharply curtailed in
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coal mining and on the railroads. In non-
durable goods industries, much of the reduc-
tion in employment from mid-1953 to mid-
1954 was accounted for by textiles and
apparel.

An appreciable cut occurred over the year
in Federal Government employment. Em-
ployment in State and local governments, in
construction, and in most other nonmanu-
facturing industries, however, either ex-
panded to new highs or remained close to
earlier peaks.

WAGES

Wages have advanced over the past year,
but the increases have been smaller and more
selective than earlier in the postwar period
except possibly during the moderate 1949 re-
cession. Among the factors operating toward
limiting increases in wage rates have been
the reduced demand and easier supply condi-
tions for labor and pressures on both manage-
ment and labor resulting from more intensi-
fied competition in product markets. Rela-
tively steady consumer prices have moderated
the role of the cost of living in wage bargain-
ing. The fact that numerous increases have
been granted, however, largely reflects the
maintenance of vigorous demands for the
output of some industries, further gains in
productivity, and continuation of relatively
high after-tax profits for many corporations.

Collective bargaining agreements made
in a number of mass production industries
this year have provided for some advance in
wage rates. These increases have been fre-
quently reported—as in the steel industry in
late June—at about 5 cents an hour, or close
to the amount received by workers as annual
"productivity" increments under contracts
containing such provisions. In some indus-
tries, such as construction, wage increases
have exceeded this amount. In a few others

employees have agreed to reductions in wage
rates in order to improve the competitive
position of their companies and to maintain
employment. Improvements in fringe bene-
fits, including pension and other welfare pro-
grams, have also been incorporated in a num-
ber of agreements.

In manufacturing, average hourly earnings
increased to the end of 1953 and subsequently
leveled off at about $1.80. The increase of
about 2 per cent from July 1953 to July 1954
compares with an advance of 7 per cent in
the preceding 12 months. The smaller rise
in the past year is attributable mainly to the
more moderate increases in wage rates, but
it reflects also a decline in over-time and other
premium payments, particularly in durable
goods industries. With the average work-
week down by about an hour in manu-
facturing, average weekly earnings, at $70.92
in July, were slightly below the year-ago
level, as may be seen from the chart.

In most nonmanufacturing industries,
however, weekly earnings were moderately
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earnings by the changes in the consumer price index. Latest
figures shown are for July 1954.
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larger than a year ago, with the largest gains
occurring in the contract construction, crude
petroleum, and communications industries.
In agriculture, average wage rates, reflecting
further reductions in prices of farm products
and fewer job opportunities in other activi-
ties, declined slightly to about the mid-1952
level

Total wage and salary payments in June,
at a seasonally adjusted annual rate of 195
billion dollars, were 3 per cent, or 6 billion
dollars, below the record rate of July 1953.
Such payments have been fairly stable this
year after declining steadily in the pre-
ceding six months. With weekly earnings
on the whole close to the levels of a year ago,
contraction in aggregate wages and salaries
resulted mainly from reduced employment.
The reduction was offset to some extent
by a rise in unemployment compensation
benefits. Total personal income declined by
less than one per cent and, with tax rates
reduced, personal disposable income has been
maintained at record levels this year.

LABOR FORCE

The total labor force, including the armed
services, was at an estimated 68.8 million per-
sons in July, almost 600,000 larger than a year
ago and more than 2.5 million above the com-
parable month of 1950. For the most part,
these additions have represented growth of
the population of working age. From the
outbreak of Korean hostilities to mid-1953
the armed forces increased from about 1.5
million to 3.6 million persons—an expansion
about equal to the growth in total labor force
—and the civilian labor force showed little
over-all change. In the past year, however,
the armed forces declined 250,000. Thus,
the civilian labor force increased more than
800,000 persons.

About 59 per cent of the working age

population was in the labor force in July,
roughly the same as in the comparable
month of 1950. In the age groups at both
ends of the scale, however, labor force partici-
pation declined sharply. For males 65 years
of age and over, earlier retirement ages and
expansion in private and public pension plans
may be major factors accounting for the
lower proportions. More difficult to explain
is the relatively sharp decline, especially in the
past two years, in the participation rate of
teenage youth of both sexes. The proportion
of women in the labor force, which rose
sharply during the immediate post-Korean
upsurge in employment, has declined fairly
steadily and is now back to about the mid-
1950 level.

Civilian employment, including the self-
employed, domestic servants, and unpaid
family workers, totaled 62.1 million persons
in July and was somewhat below the high
levels of the preceding three years. Both non-
farm and farm employment declined from
mid-1953 to mid-1954. Farm employment,
which has fallen steadily in the postwar
period, was 1 million lower in July 1954
than in July 1950. This year farm em-
ployment showed about the usual large
seasonal increase—2.5 million persons—be-
tween the winter low and the summer peak.
Seasonal demands for agricultural labor are
largely met by temporary additions to the
labor force rather than by persons already
in the labor market. When seasonal de-
mands decline, many of these workers with-
draw from the labor force.

NONAGRICULTURAL EMPLOYMENT

Seasonally adjusted employment in non-
agricultural establishments, at 48 million
in July 1954, was 4 per cent, or 1.9 million
persons, below the record reached a year
earlier, but 3.5 million above the mid-1950
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IN NCMWIGRICULTURE ESTABLISHMENTS

Industry division.

Total

Manufacluring
Durable.
Nondurable

WonmaMufacturing

Contract construct ion. . . . .
Transportation.
Public utilities
Trade

Service.

Federal
State and local

July 1954
(in thousands

of persons)

48,037

15,813
8,980
6>833

32,224
734

2,659
2.676

\ 1CK511
2,096
5,561
6,659
2,174

i 4,485

Percentage increase,
or decrease (—),
July 1954 from:

Jan.
1954

- 2

-4
—6
- 1

' (9
—9

3
- 4

i (*>

' 2
1

— 1
- 3

1

July
1953

- 4

-10
- 1 3

- 5

-1
—13

2
-&
f1)
0)

3
1
s- 5
4

July
1950

7

5
10

- 1

8
—21

11

9
8

17
9

12
20

1Less than .5 per cent.
NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates adjusted far

seasonal variation by Federal Reserve. Self-employed and do-
mestic servants are excluded. July 1954 figures are preBminaiy.

level. The rate of decline has slackened re-
cently. In May, June, and July the decline
averaged less than 80,000 a month compared
with 275,000 a month from October 1953
to February 1954.

The magnitude and general industrial
composition of the 1953-54 decline in employ-
ment is roughly similar to that of the 1948-49
recession. The percentage reductions over
the past year in employment in nonagricul-
tural establishments as a whole, in manufac-
turing, in transportation, and in mining are
almost identical with declines in the earlier
period. Total nonmanufacturing employ-
ment showed relatively small declines in
both periods. In neither of the two postwar
recessions were declines as sharp as in 1937-
38, when manufacturing employment over
a shorter period of time declined more than
one-fifth.

Manufacturing, The bulk of the reduc-
tion in total nonfarm employment in the
past year has been at factories. The number
of manufacturing jobs dropped 1.7 million
from June 1953 to July 1954, but was still
about 1 million above the pre-Korean level.

Seasonally adjusted manufacturing employ-
ment continued to decline into July—for the
13th consecutive month. In recent months,
however, reductions have been smaller and
less widespread than earlier, with part of
the July decline representing work stoppages
in the lumber and rubber industries. All
major manufacturing groups except print-
ing had fewer workers in July 1954 than a
year earlier, but relative declines varied sub-
stantially among industries, as may be seen
in the table on the following page.

Within manufacturing, most of the drop
in employment has been in the hard goods
industries which in July 1954 had 13 per
ccnty or 1.3 million, fewer employees than
a year earlier. Employment in primary
metals declined until spring", tended to stabi-
lize in the second quarter, and fell again
in July, with changes over the year to a large
extent reflecting those at steel plants. Reduc-
tions have also been very sharp in such
metal working industries as ordnance, elec-
trical and other machinery, and automobiles
and trucks, and employment in the metal-
working area continued to decline into July.
Strength in construction activity was re-
flected in a rise in employment in the lum-
ber industry, prior to work stoppages in
late June and July, and in recent stability
in the stone, clay, and glass industry. Em-
ployment also tended to level off after early
spring in the furniture industry.

In July the durable goods industries, de-
spite sharp declines over the year, provided
almost 3 out of 5 jobs in manufacturing and
almost 1 out of 5 jobs in nonagricultural estab-
lishments—proportions substantially higher
than in 1939 and above those in mid-1950.

In the nondurable goods industries em-
ployment fell 5 per cent, or 370,000 persons,
in the past year, and in July 1954 was only
moderately above the mid-1949 postwar low.
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EMPLOYEES IN MANUFACTURING

Industry group

All manufacturing . . '

Durable goods
O r d n a n c e . - . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Lumber1

Furniture...
Stone, clay, and glass......
Primary metals.. \
Fabricated metals
Machinery (excluding

electrical) . . . * . . . . .
Electrical machinery
Transportation equipment.
Instruments
Miscellaneous

Nondurable goods .. . . . .
Foods
Tobacco...
Textile-miH products
Apparel
Paper
Printing and publishing. . .
Chemicals . . . . i
Petroleum and coal . '
Rubber*
Leather

July 1<9$4
(in thousands
off persons)

15,813

8,980
164
673 i
343
518

1,173
1,032

1.S3S i
1,100
l,67i

304
467 {

6,833
1,526

102
1,077
1,155

526
808
781
256
227
373

INDUSTRIES

Percentage iw
or decrease
Jury 1954

Jan.
1*954

- 4

-a
—29

- 7
(2) .'
(2) ;
- 6
—4

- 5
- 4

—11
- 8
- 4 ,

—1

C8)
- 3

co
- 2

1
1

—2
(*) '

- 1 3
1 i

July
1953 j

- 1 0

-13
—36
- 1 4
- 1 0
- 5

- 1 4
—12 ]

- 1 1
- 1 2
-16
- 1 0
- 9

- 5
- 2
- 3

-11
j

- 2
2

—4
- 3 '

- 2 0
—4

crease,
<-),

from:

July
1953

5

m
4S6- 1 8
- 8
- 1
- 4

4

13
25
30
24

4

-1
-I
-2

- 1 6
- 3

9
9

14
10

—9
- 5

1 Employment reduced in July 1954 because of major work stop-
2 Less than .5 per cent.
NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates adjusted for

seasonal variation by Federal Reserve. July 1954 figures are
preliminary.

Since early this year employment in most
nondurable industries has been relatively
steady. Textile employment has shown little
further change this year following a sharp
reduction in the second half of 1953; employ-
ment this year, however, has been the lowest
since before World War II. In the petro-
leum, printing, and paper industries, on the
other hand, employment has changed only
moderately in the last 12 months and in July
was at or near the record 1953 levels.

The average workweek in manufacturing
in July 1954 was 39.4 hours, about an horn-
less than in July of last year and the short-
est for July since 1949. Reduction in the
workweek began in the second quarter of
1953, before the turndown in employment.
In recent months, however, changes have re-
flected mainly seasonal influences. The de-
cline in average hours of work apparently
reflected both curtailment of over-time work

and an increase in part-time employflacnt.
In June about 13 per cent of those employed
in manufacturing were working less than
35 hours a week as compared to only 7 per
cent a year earlier.

The number of manhours worked by pro-
duction workers has declined more sharply
than total manufacturing employment. This
has reflected not only reduction in the work-
week but also the fact that lay-offs have been
concentrated among production workers
rather than salaried and clerical employees.
In July there were 14 per cent fewer man-
hours worked than a year ago, with a re-
ported decline in durable goods industries
of 17 per cent and in nondurables of 8
per cent.

Nonmanufacturing. Nonmanufacturing
employment in July, seasonally adjusted, to-
taled 32.2 million persons, double the num-
ber in manufacturing. Employment in non-
manufacturing activities declined less than
1 per cent, or 175,000 persons, over the year,
notwithstanding sharp reductions in mining
and on the railroads and an appreciable de-
crease in Federal civilian employment-

Maintenance of high employment levels
in most nonmanufacturing industries has
helped to limit the downturn in personal in-
comes and in over-all activity. In finance^
service, and public utilities, employment con-
tinued its postwar expansion and was at rec-
ord highs in mid-1954. In construction k
was up moderately from a year earlier.
Trade employment was down slightly for
the year but substantially above the level oi
all years prior to 1953.

Total Government civilian employment in
July 1954 was somewhat larger than a year
earlier and at a peak level for July. An in-
crease in State and local more than offset a
decline in Federal employment. State and
local activities accounted for a record 93 per
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Bureau of Labor Statistics data. Data are adjusted for sea-
sonal variation, except for bituminous coal mining and Class I
railroads. Latest figure shown for Class I railroads is June
1954, for other groups, July 1954.

cent of all nonagricultural employment, re-
flecting continued expansion since the end of
World War II. Federal civilian employment
was 120,000 lower than a year ago and almost
270,000 below the post-Korean peak in the
fall of 1952.

Employment declines over the past year
were severe on the railroads (12 per cent)
and in bituminous coal mining (30 per
cent). Employment in the coal industry has
been adversely affected for some time by
shifts of industrial and domestic consumers
to other fuels and more recently by reduc-
tions in economic activity; the number min-
ing soft coal in July 1954 was about half that
in mid-1950. Work forces in other fuel and
energy-producing industries are generally
above earlier employment levels.

UNEMPLOYMENT

Easing demands for labor and further
growth in the labor force resulted in a
marked rise in unemployment in late 1953

and early 1954, as may be seen from the
chart on the following page, to 3.7 million
in February and March. This compares with
a postwar low of 1.2 million in August 1953
and a postwar high of 4.7 million in Febru-
ary 1950, after recovery from the 1949 reces-
sion was under way. After declining season-
ally in April and May, unemployment failed
to show the usual increase in June and July,
when it totaled 3.3 million.

About 1.2 million of the increase in the
past year occurred among men and 600,000
among women, but the relative increase was
the same for both groups. Because reduc-
tions in demands for labor were heaviest in
manufacturing, mining, and railroads, un-
employment rose more sharply for male
workers 20-54 years of age than for other
workers.

About 5 per cent of the civilian labor
force was unemployed in July 1954. As is
usual, the rate of unemployment was higher
for youths—12 per cent for teenagers and
8 per cent for those 20-24 years of age. These
age groups include both those looking for
jobs for the first time and workers with lit-
tle experience or seniority. The unemploy-
ment rate for nonwhite male workers was
10 per cent.

The number of persons who in July had
been unemployed for a relatively long period
was considerably larger than a year earlier.
About 850,000, or 25 per cent, of the un-
employed had been out of a job for 15 weeks
or more in July 1954, compared to 150,000,
or 10 per cent, the year before. In March,
April, and May of this year about 1 million
persons were reported in this category.

In late July almost 2 million persons were
receiving unemployment benefits, more than
twice as many as a year earlier but some-
what fewer than in April and May of this
year. The recent decline reflects both greater
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UNEMPLOYMENT
Millions of persons
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Bureau of Census data unadjusted for seasonal variation.
Latest figure shown is for July 1954.

stability in employment and an increase in
the number of persons who have exhausted
their rights to benefits. About 470,000 per-
sons exhausted benefit rights in the second
quarter of 1954 as compared with 190,000 in
the corresponding quarter of last year.

The average weekly unemployment bene-
fit paid to eligible workers is currently about
$25, compared with $20.50 in 1949. For the
first half of calendar year 1954, total unem-
ployment benefits were being paid at an
annual rate of 2.2 billion dollars, about
double the rate of a year earlier. The reserve
fund reached a peak of 8.9 billion dollars
at the end of 1953 and declined 0.5 billion
by June 30, 1954.

AREA DEVELOPMENTS

By May 1954, one-third of the 149 major
labor market areas and a number of smaller
areas were classified by the Bureau of Em-

ployment Security in Group IV—that is,
areas with substantial labor surpluses. The
number of major areas so classified had more
than tripled in 10 months, but there was
little change from May to July.

CLASSIFICATION OF MAJOR LABOR MARKET AREAS

Nature of supply in relation
to demand

Group I. Shortage
Group II. Balanced supply
Group III. Moderate surplus
Group IV. Substantial surplus, total

A. Substantial surplus
B. Very substantial surplus1

Total number of areas

July
1954

0
16
80
53

45
8

149

May
1954

dumber

0
16
82
51

44
7

149

March
1954

of area

0
20
95
34

149

July
1953

s)

5
65
63
16

149

1 Classification introduced in May 1954.
SOURCE.—U. S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Employment

Security.

Labor market areas where textiles and
coal mining predominate, in which employ-
ment opportunities have been lagging for
some years, continued to have substantial la-
bor surpluses. Industrial areas in the North
Central and Middle Eastern States, where
defense and metal working activities are
heavily concentrated, reported sharp increases
in unemployment in the past year and many
were classified in Group IV. They include
such important areas as Detroit, Michigan;
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania; South Bend, Indi-
ana; Peoria, Illinois; Buffalo, New York;
Toledo, Ohio; and Racine, Wisconsin. In
contrast, in the South Central, Mountain,
and Pacific States employment in most areas
declined only moderately. The decline in
nonfarm employment in the past year was
also smaller than average in areas with
highly diversified industries and in such cen-
ters for trade and services as New York City,
Los Angeles, and Boston.
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