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One out of every 25 factory workers in 
the United States is employed in the blast 
furnaces, steel works, and rolling mills in
dustry. With a total of nearly 650,000 work
ers in* 1957, this industry was the third larg
est employer in the manufacturing sector of 
the economy, outranked only by aircraft and 
parts and motor vehicles.

The blast furnaces, steel works, and 
rolling mills produce the basic materials for 
most other metalworking industries. Pig iron 
and blast-furnace ferro-alloys are manufac
tured from iron ore and scrap? pig iron, scrap 
iron, and scrap steel are converted into steel; 
and iron and steel are hot-rolled into basic 
shapes. The industry also produces ferro and 
nonferrous additive alloys by electrometal
lurgical processes, although the latter proc
esses are relatively minor components in terms 
of volume of production and employment.

The plants in the industry are character
istically large —  87 percent of all workers 
are in establishments with more than 1,000 
employees, two-thirds in plants with more 
than 2,500 workers. In addition to the large 
size of the average primary iron and steel 
works, there is a high degree of geographic 
concentration, with most major centers located 
in 5 States bordering on the Great Lakes. 
Half of the industry’s jobs are in 2 States, 
Pennsylvania and Ohio, which in 1957 accounted 
for 205,000 and 114,000 workers, respectively.

The nature of its product makes the in
dustry sensitive to changes in demand for 
durable goods. The defense requirements of 
the Korean War period, coupled with the gen
eral prosperity of the times, generated rising 
employment in iron and steel production. Fol
lowing the retrenchment of 1954, employment 
in the industry again approached record highs, 
in response to the booming demand for auto
mobiles and other consumer durables, and the

concurrent expansion and modernization of 
producer’s capital equipment.

A slackening in demand again became evi
dent during 1957 and continued into the first 
part of 1958, reducing employment in the in
dustry to a level nearly 25 percent lower in 
the spring of 1958 than at the beginning of 
1957. The average workweek of production 
workers also fell during this period, down 
about 10 percent from early 1957 levels. 
Since the spring of 1958, however, both em
ployment and weekly hours in the industry 
have shown greater strength. If conditions 
in the industry continue to improve, it will 
be possible in coming months to observe whether 
certain long-term trends in employment, man- 
hours, and earnings described in this article 
will resume.

Production Outpaces Man-Hours In Steel

Between 1950 and 1956, average monthly 
production of ingots and steel for castings 
moved upward each year, except for periods 
affected by work stoppages and the 1954 re
cession. The 1955 and 1956 production lev
els surpassed the previous record year of 
1953. (See chart 1.) This long run upward 
trend ended with 1956, however, as monthly 
steel production was already showing signs of 
slowing down in the first quarter of 1957.

Aggregate weekly man-hours of production 
workers showed about the same percentage in
crease as production in 1950-51, but after 
that, never quite attained the 1951 level —  in 
1956, aggregate man-hours were actually 
slightly less than the 1951 average. Over 
these 5 years of little change in man-hours, 
average monthly production advanced 18 percent.

This increase in output, with relatively 
little change in man-hours, can be traced to 
the billions of dollars spent in recent years
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on new, more efficient plants, modernization 
of existing facilities, and improvements in 
technology. Particularly impressive has been 
the increase in capacity of older iron and 
steelmaking equipment, where technological 
improvements have resulted in obtaining more 
quality and quantity without replacement of 
the basic unit.

Increasing Proportion of Nonproduction 
Workers

Production-worker employment in the pri
mary iron and steel industry has fluctuated 
in a relatively narrow range since 1950, ex
cept for the periods of recession in 1953-54 
and 1957-58. Job opportunities in nonproduc
tion activities, on the other hand, have shown 
a definite pattern of growth during the en
tire period. The sharp contrast in trends 
between the two groups of employees is evi
dent from the indexes in chart 2. The actual 
number of nonproduction workers is, of course,

considerably smaller than the production- 
worker total, averaging 78,100 in 1950, the 
base year for the indexes, as compared with 
532,900 production workers. In 1957, the 
production-worker total, at 537,000, was only 
slightly above the 1950 count, but the non
production force had expanded 35 percent to 
105,600.

Even during recessions, nonproduction 
workers on the industry'spayrolIs fared better 
than production workers. Prom the high point 
preceding the 1353-54 downturn to the month 
of lowest employment, the number of nonproduc
tion workers fell off about 12 percent while 
the number of production workers dropped 16 
percent. In the 1957-58 recession, the con
trast was even greater, 9 percent and 28 per
cent, respectively. The high and low points 
for each series are shown on chart 3, which 
also indicates that during the two business 
declines in the 1950’s, production-worker
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employment in the industry has led nonproduc
tion employment in both downturns and recov
eries.

The increasing proportion of nonproduc
tion workers in the blast furnaces, steel 
works, and rolling mills industry is by no 
means unique; a similar trend can be observed 
for manufacturing industries as a whole.1 
Some of the broad factors behind this changing 
relationship in the manufacturing sector are 
expansion in research and development activi
ty, technological improvement in manufacturing 
processes, and expansion in overhead functions 
such as safety education, employee counseling, 
labor relations, legal work, engineering, and 
quality control.

Average Earnings Rank Among Highest In 
Manufacturing

Production workers in the blast furnaces, 
steel works, and rolling mills industry en
joy substantially higher earnings than do 
such workers in all manufacturing industries, 
as shown in the accompanying table. According 
to 1957 gross average hourly earnings data 
for 318 separate manufacturing industries and 
groups published in the July 1958 Annual Sup
plement issue of Employment and Earnings, 
production workers in the primary iron and 
steel industry ranked fifth from the top. The 
$2.68 average hourly earnings figure for the 
industry was exceeded only by earnings in 
flat-glass manufacturing, petroleum refining, 
and two industries in the printing and pub
lishing group.

A study of changes in hourly earnings be
tween 1950 and 1957 reveals that the earnings 
position of the production worker in primary 
iron and steel manufacturing improved steadily 
in relation to that of the average factory 
worker. The differential between gross aver
age hourly earnings for all manufacturing 
production workers and those in the primary 
iron and steel industry was 22 cents in 1950, 
placing earnings of steelworkers 15 percent 
above the manufacturing average. (See table.) 
By 1957, the absolute difference had expanded 
to 61 cents, which represented an advantage 
of 30 percent, twice that of 7 years earlier.

The net gain in earnings per hour of the 
production worker in primary iron and steel 
amounted to 99 cents from 1950 to 1957. Only 
one other manufacturing industry experienced 
so great an absolute increase in earnings, 
primary refining of aluminum, where the gain 
was $1.

Labor Turnover Rates Low

Labor turnover rates for all employees in 
the blast furnaces, steel works, and rolling

*See Nonproduction Workers in Factories, 1919-56 (in Monthly Labor Review, April 1957, 
p. 435).
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Gross average hourly earnings* of production workers in manufacturing industries 
and the blast furnaces, steel works, and rolling mills industry, 1950-57

Gross average hourly earnings Di fference
Year All Blast furnaces, steel works, Net Percentmanufacturing and rolling mills

1950--- $1.47 $1. 69 $0. 22 15.0
1951--- 1. 59 1.89 .30 18.9
1952--- 1.67 1.99 .32 19. 2
1953--- 1.77 2. 16 . 39 22.0
1954--- 1.81 2. 20 .39 21.5
1955— 1.88 2. 37 . 49 26. 1
1956— 1.98 2. 52 .54 27. 3
1957— 2.07 2.68 .61 29.5

^Reflects both basic wage rates and premium pay.
mills industry are among the lowest in manu
facturing. Both the hiring and separation 
rates (the latter include layoffs, quits, 
discharges, and miscellaneous separations) 
run considerably below the average for all 
manufacturing industries. (See chart 4. )

Labor turnover rates for durable goods, 
also included in chart 4, show that the rates 
for this sector follow the pattern of manu
facturing as a whole. It is apparent that 
labor turnover in the blast furnaces, steel 
works, and rolling mills industry is low even 
among producers of hard goods.

Since this industry is particularly sen
sitive to changes in demand for durable goods, 
the layoff rate sometimes jumps above the 
level for all manufacturing for a few months 
during general business declines. Other than 
these periods, however, the number of layoffs 
in relation to the work force is usually only 
a fraction of that for industry in general.

As the layoff rate is so insignificant 
under favorable business conditions, the quit 
rate is generally the most important single 
factor in total separations, but again, the 
situation in this industry is much more favor
able than for all manufacturing. For example, 
in 1957, the average monthly quit rate in this 
industry was 0.6 per 100 employed, compared 
with 1.4 per 100 for all manufacturing. Only

4 industries, among the more than 100 in manu
facturing for which the Bureau of Labor Statis
tics publishes labor turnover data, had lower 
quit rates in 1957 than blast furnaces, steel 
works, and rolling mills.

The few layoffs and quits maybe accounted 
for in part by occupational specialization; 
many of the jobs are unique to this industry. 
From the employer’s point of view, layoffs 
are undesirable because the specialized nature 
of jobs in'blast furnaces, steel works, and 
rolling mills makes it difficult to obtain 
satisfactory replacements for those workers 
who have found employment elsewhere during 
layoffs. Quits, which are on the initiative 
of the employee, are also influenced by the 
uniqueness of the industry's occupations, as 
the worker does not have a wide choice of 
alternate job opportunities. However, the 
high earnings in this industry doubtless have 
a somewhat greater bearing on the modest num
ber of quits than the uniqueness of the in
dustry's occupations has. As indicated earlier, 
the earnings level compares very favorably 
with all manufacturing, and this is true of 
the beginning worker as well as of the long
time, highly skilled employee.

Another important factor in the low quit 
rate is probably the seniority system. In 
processing jobs, the worker who has spent a 
number of years advancing to more skilled and

vi
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C hart 4 . Labor Turno ver Rates in A ll M anu facturing , D u rab le  G oods, and  
Blast Furnaces, Steel W o rk s , and Rolling Mills  

Annual Averages of Monthly Data, 1950-57
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higher paid occupations (and this is the typi
cal manner of progression) obviously has a 
strong motivation to maintain his job attach
ment. Other factors which tend toward a low 
quit rate are the worker's interest in pen
sion plans and other fringe benefits offered 
by the industry. Even the geography of the 
industry is bound to have an influence on the 
quit rate; production is relatively concen
trated and in some cases the industry is the 
only major source of jobs in the area.

One final point can be made concerning 
the minor number of layoffs in blast furnaces, 
steel works, and rolling mills. In a con
tinuous process industry, i.e., one which 
must operate around the clock 7 days a week, 
the size of the work force is inherently 
somewhat inflexible. Accordingly, the layoff 
rate among workers in iron and steel plants, 
as would be expected, is approximately that 
for other continuous process industries such 
as chemicals and petroleum refining.
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