
LABOR MARKET CONDITIONS have im-
proved a great deal since business turned up
a year ago. In recent months increases in
employment have been large, and in many
industries a record number of persons are at
work. The workweek has lengthened and
involuntary part-time work has declined.
The civilian labor force has been growing
at a rapid rate, partly in response to rising
demands for labor.

Recovery in employment has been wide-
spread, but has varied among industries,
occupations, and geographic areas. Non-
industrial lines, paced by further growth in
State and local government activities, have
continued to expand job opportunities. In
the industrial sector, where recession cut-
backs were most severe, employment is still
below pre-recession levels. As is usual during
recovery periods, employment has grown less
rapidly than output, because of a longer
workweek and large gains in productivity.

Unemployment in April, at 3.6 million,
was 1.5 million less than a year earlier. The
number of jobseekers, however, is still above
the 1955-57 level. Unemployment has been
acute, in terms of both extent and duration,
in a number of industrial areas.

Labor income has been rising since last
spring, as both wage rates and hours worked
have increased. With consumer prices rel-
atively stable, the purchasing power of aver-
age money earnings has advanced to record
levels. For an extended period prior to
1958, much of the increase in money earn-
ings had been absorbed by higher prices.

N0NA6IICULTUIAL EMPLOYMENT
Seasonally adjusted, millions of parsons
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NOTE.—Bureau of Labor Statistics data. Industrial repre-
sents manufacturing, mining, construction, transportation,
and public utilities. Nonindustrial represents trade, service,
finance, and government. Domastic service and unpaid
family workers and the self-employed ate excluded. Latest
figures shown are for April.

EMPLOYMENT AND HOURS

Nonf arm employment turned up in May last
year, along with general economic activity,
and advanced during the summer. Expan-
sion in employment slackened later in the
year although output continued to increase
vigorously. This spring, gains in employ-
ment have been sizable. Rising demands for
steel and other metals, improvement in retail
sales, increased spending for producers' dur-
able goods, and record levels of construction
activity have strengthened demands for
labor. In April, employment in nonfarm
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establishments (BLS series, seasonally ad-
justed), at 51.8 million, was 1.7 million
larger than at the cyclical low a year earlier.

Short workweeks have become far less
common titan they were a year ago and the
number of full-time nonfarm employees
working less than 35 hours a week because
of slack work is only half as large as it was
then. In manufacturing, average weekly
hours reached a cyclical low of 38.4 in Feb-
ruary 1958 and began to rise earlier than
either employment or production. In April
of this year the workweek averaged more
than 40 hours, about the same as in 1956.

Industrial activities. More than half the
increase in nonfarm employment since April
1958 has been in manufacturing. Employ-
ment in construction is also much higher
than it was in the spring of 195 8. In mining
and on railroads, on the other hand, employ-
ment is still below last year's sharply reduced
levels despite substantial increases in busi-
ness activity.

Manufacturing establishments employed
16.1 million persons in April, 900,000 more
than at the recession low a year earlier. Pro-
duction workers accounted for most of the
increase. With the workweek also length-
ened, production-worker manhours were up
13 per cent. Nonproduction staffs, having
been well maintained during recession, have
not required much expansion for the subse-
quent sharp increase in output. Total manu-
facturing employment in April was one
million below the late 1956 high, and 1.4
million below the postwar peak of mid-1953.

Gains in manufacturing employment since
April 1958 have been widespread among
industries. The largest over-the-year in-
creases have been in the steel, automobile,
and other metal-working industries, where
much of the recession decline was centered.

Employment in machinery-producing indus-
tries moved upward this spring, as demands
for capital goods increased. In nondurable
goods lines, which are less volatile cyclically,
gains in employment have been less marked.

Nonindustrial activities. Employment in
trade, service, and government has risen by
700,000 over the past year. State and local
government activity is the only major line
in which employment continued to expand
during the recession. Such employment was
more than half a million higher in April
than it had been before the recession in mid-
1957. In private service industries employ-
ment is also at a new high, but recent gains
have been at a much slower rate than in
earlier years. In wholesale and retail trade,
employment is considerably higher than a
year ago. Federal civilian employment has
changed little over the past six years.

The growth in job opportunities during

YOUNG PERSONS EMPLOYED
CHANOI IN INDUSTIT DISTRIBUTION, 1»4» TO 19S9
Per cent

SERVICE OTHER

NOTE.—Bureau of the Census data for persons 14-24 years
of age Who are employed in nonagricultural activities;
domestic service, and unpaid family workers and the self-
employed are included. Service represents private and
domestic services and government educational and health
services.

Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

May 1959



RECOVERY IN THE LABOR MARKET 473

the postwar period has been mainly in non-
industrial activities. Employment in these
activities is one-third or 7 million higher
than in 1947, while industrial employment
is up only slightly.

This shift in the structure of employment
has resulted in changes in the age distribu-
tion of workers in the major nonfarm indus-
tries. An increasing proportion of young
workers have been finding their initial jobs
in trade and private and government serv-
ices. In contrast, industrial activities, where
employment has been drifting down and
where seniority rules prevail, have become
less important sources of jobs for new work-
ers. As may be seen in the chart, the larg-
est proportion, one-third, of those 14-24
years of age were in manufacturing indus-
tries in 1948, compared with one-fourth in
1959. Private and government services have
become the largest employers of younger
workers. There was little change in the in-
dustrial distribution of older workers over
the period.

UNEMPLOYMENT

Unemployment has declined sharply from
the postwar high reached in 1958. On a
seasonally adjusted basis, 5.3 per cent of the
civilian labor force was unemployed in
April, compared with 7.5 per cent a year
earlier and a range of 3.9 to 4.4 per cent
between mid-1955 and mid-1957. Although
unemployment has declined about as rapidly
as in previous postwar upturns, the unem-
ployment rate is higher than in the corre-
sponding phases of the 1949-50 and 1954-
55 periods of economic recovery.

The reduction in unemployment has been
greatest among men 25 or more years of age,
the group that had been hit hardest by the
recession layoffs. Since there has been little

increase in the labor force among men in
this age group, the decline in unemployment
has been directly related to the increase in
jobs. Among women 25 or more years of
age, unemployment has declined relatively
less as employment gains have been partly
offset by large additions to the labor force.

The unemployment rate has been rel-
atively high for workers under 25 years of
age, reflecting in part large additions to the
labor force as a result of the increasing birth
rates of the early 1940's. Additional in-
fluences include low seniority, lack of skill
and experience, and frequent shifting of
jobs. On the other hand, younger people
have generally experienced shorter periods
of unemployment than older workers.

Improvement in the labor market is
indicated by a decline in the number of long-
term unemployed from 2.0 million last sum-
mer to 1.1 million in April, after allowance
for seasonal influences. Unemployment for
15 weeks or more has been more extensive
during the recent contraction and recovery
than in either 1949-50 or 1954-55.

Another favorable development this spring
has been the significant reduction in lay-
offs. New claims for unemployment bene-
fits have been declining more than season-
ally and in April were sharply below last
year's levels and about the same as in April
1955 and 1957. If this trend in new layoffs
continues, the seasonally adjusted unemploy-
ment rate can be expected to decline further
in the months ahead.

LABOR FORCE

Recent changes in the labor market have re-
flected longer run forces as well as shorter
run cyclical influences. The labor force has
grown continuously throughout the postwar
period and demands for labor have generally
been strong.
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An expanding labor force has continued
to find increasing job opportunities in pro-
fessional, managerial, and other white collar
occupations. The upward trend of employ-
ment in these occupations has been little
affected by contractions in business activity.
In contrast, employment of unskilled and
semiskilled production and maintenance
workers has shown large cyclical swings and
has tended downward since its postwar high
in 1953.

The civilian labor force in April amounted
to almost 70 million persons, or 57 per cent
of the population 14 or more years of age-
Labor force growth in any year depends on
economic conditions, differential rates of
population growth by age-sex groups, num-
bers attending school, and changes in social
security and pension programs. Additions
to the labor force so far this year have been
at a higher rate than in either 1957 or 1958.

Annual additions to the labor force since
World War II have averaged about 900,000.

Growth this year and next may be more
rapid, possibly one million annually, as
increasing numbers of those born dur-
ing the war period reach working age. From
1961 to 1965, the labor force is expected to
increase by more than 1.2 million a year.

The composition of the labor force con-
tinues to show marked changes. The num-
ber of men in the labor force who are 25 ox
more years of age has not increased appreci-
ably since 1955, as the chart shows. In part,
this lack of expansion reflects the reduced
birth rates of the late l920*s and the 193O's.
Another f aeter has been the downward trend
in labor force partieipatibtt rates by men 65
or more years of age. This decline acceler-
ated during the recession. Only a third of
this oldest age group is now in the labor
force, compared with almost one-half in the
immediate postwar period.

The number and proportion of women in
the labor force have continued to grow,
along with expansion in employment in

CIVILIAN LABOR FORCE

. TOTAl

LA»O« FORCE Millions
of persons

EMPIOYMINT Millions
of persons

UNEMPLOYMENT Millioni
of persons

MEN 25 AND OVER

69 -

6 8

40

39

1956 '57 '58 '59 1956 "58 '59 1956 '57 '58 '59

NOTE.—Bureau of the Centos data, adjusted for seasonal ice, and unpaid family workers and the self-employed,
variation. Employment includes agricultural, domestic serv- Latest figures shown are for April.
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white collar and service occupations. In
April, women accounted for 33 per cent of
the civilian labor force compared with 28
per cent in 1947. Increases in labor force
participation and employment have been
greatest among older married women.

LABOR INCOME

In most nonfarm activities, weekly earnings
have risen steadily over the past year to a
new high in April, reflecting lengthening of
the workweek and further advances in hourly
earnings. Aggregate wage and salary in-
come in April reached an annual rate of
$253 billion, $12 billion above the pre-
recession high in 1957 and $21 billion
above the recession low in April 1958.

Increases in average earnings have accom-
panied rapid growth in productivity. Con-
sistent with the pattern of other recovery
periods, the rise in hourly earnings in the
past year has been less than the gain in out-
put per manhour. The recent decline in
unit labor costs has contributed to a widen-
ing of profit margins from their reduced re-
cession levels and to a limiting of upward
price pressures.

Consumer prices have been relatively
stable over the past year, and wage advances
under escalator clauses have been unneces-
sary or have been small. During the first
four months of 1959, for instance, workers
in the railroad, electrical machinery, air-
craft, chemical, and automobile industries
received no upward cost-of-living adjust-
ment, whereas an increase of 2-4 cents an
hour was given in the comparable period
of 1958.

Recent increases in earnings. In manu-
facturing, average hourly earnings of pro-
duction workers have risen at a more rapid
rate over the past year than during the pre-
ceding recession months. Overtime and

other premium payments have increased and
employment gains have been largest in the
higher paying durable goods industries. In
addition, negotiated wage gains have been
reported in a number of industries, such as
petroleum and textiles, in which no general
increases were granted during 1958.

Average hourly earnings in manufactur-
ing were $2.23 in April, 5.5 per cent higher
than a year earlier compared with a
2.5 per cent increase during the preceding
year. Owing to a lengthening of the work-
week, weekly earnings have increased much
more than hourly earnings and at $90 in
April were 11 per cent higher than a year
earlier. In the preceding year, when hours
were curtailed sharply, weekly earnings had
declined.

Earnings in the nonindustrial sector, much
of which is outside the sphere of direct union
bargaining, have also advanced steadily since
last April, but the rate of advance has not
been much different from that in 1957-58.
The response of earnings to cyclical changes
has been less marked in the nonindustrial
area than in manufacturing because employ-
ment and weekly hours have been less vola-
tile. The postwar uptrend in earnings,
however, has been similar to that in manu-
facturing.

About 3 million workers—mostly in trans-
portation and electrical equipment indus-
tries, trucking, and construction—will re-
ceive automatic wage increases in 1959 on
the basis of labor-management contracts
negotiated earlier. In most instances, these
increases will be in the range of 6-10 cents
an hour. Negotiations are scheduled this
year on expiration of long-term contracts in
such important industries as steel, nonfer-
rous metals, metal mining, railroads, and
meatpacking.
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AVEIAGE HOURLY EARNINGS
t f l l C T E D INDUSTRIES

INDUSTRY
APRIL
1959

PERCENTAGE INCREASE,
1953 - 59

MIMAUr MiTAlS

UTILITIES

PfTtOlCUM

FOOD

PAPit

•UILOIHO CONSTIUCTION

TELEPHONE

BITUMINOUS COM
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3.17

1.11

1.1*

TKANSPOtTATION COUIPMENT I.»4

ItUSSIl IM

MACHINEUT 2.4S

• ETAIL HADE 1.74

PtINTINO 2.«7

IUMBEI 1.93

LAUNDHIES 1.15

FUlNITUtE 1.91

APPAtEL 1.52

TEXTILE-MIll 1.57

10 40

NOTE.—Burean of Labor Statistics data. Embus for non-
mannfactiirliit industries are for March 1959. Percentage

for manufacturing are from April to April; for
from Bfardi to Mardi.

, The advance in hourly
earnings in both industrial and nonindus-
trial activities during this recovery is about
in line with average annual increases of 4-5
per cent since the end of the Korean War.
Gains have tended to be largest in periods
of rising consumer prices or low unemploy-
ment, and smallest in recession. There is
little indication that this uptrend is being
either accelerated or dampened.

Over the past six years, workers in a large
proportion of nonfarm activities have re-
ceived increases in hourly earnings averag-
ing between 25 and 30 per cent. Gains
exceeding 30 per cent have occurred in
primary metals, utilities, petroleum, and
food. Earnings in these industries have
been influenced in varying degree by
strongly rising product demands, large
productivity gains, and effective labor or-
ganizations. The smallest gains have been
in industries where demands for products
and workers have been relatively weak.
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