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In comparison to earlier periods in U.S. history, a much smaller percentage of men aged 65 and over is now in 
the work force. This study examines the reasons for the shift in labor force participation and considers its possible 
effects on the nation's economy. 

Most men in the United States will retire by 
age 65. Earlier this century, though, men as a 
group remained active in the work force past 
this age. In 1985 only 16 percent of men aged 65 
and older were "officially" working, or working 
outside the home. In contrast 58 percent of men 
aged 65 and older were in the labor force in 
1930, while even as late as 1950,47 percent were 
in the labor force. Social Security, private pen-
sions, a changing mix of occupations, and a large 
supply of younger workers from the baby boom 
have made it easier for older men to leave the 
labor force. The choice for the average male 
worker today is not if he should retire but rather 
how soon he should retire. 

Concurrent with the decreased participation 
in the labor force among older males is the aging 
of the American population. The baby boom 
generation is just entering its years of peak pro-
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ductivity, but the supply of young, entry-level 
workers is the smallest it has been in years.1 In 
20 to 25 years, when the baby boom generation 
begins reaching retirement age, people over 
age 65 will make up a greater percentage of the 
population than at any time in the nation's his-
tory. The labor force participation rates of these 
people will have important implications for 
labor force size and growth, and consequently 
for growth in the economy's capacity to produce. 
The presence of older workers in the labor force 
thus has important macroeconomic ramifi-
cations. 

The fall in the labor force participation rate of 
men aged 65 and older has been one of the most 
dramatic changes in our labor markets. The per-
centage decline since 1900 has been greater 
than the percentage increase in female labor 
force participation. Since our understanding of 
retirement and the role of older persons in our 
society has been influenced by the continued 
withdrawal of older men from the labor force, 
they are the focus of this research. 
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The tendency for older men to retire earlier 
and earlier has not been constant and is a fairly 
recent event. Over the long run, periods of sus-
tained decline in participation have been fol-
lowed by periods of relative stability. Further-
more, the periods of decline coincide with 
changes in federal policy and private attitudes 
towards retirement, aging, and work itself. The 
historical record also suggests possible solu-
tions for some of the future problems presented 
by an aging population and the continued 
withdrawal of older men from the labor force. 

Changing Patterns in Labor Force 
Participation, 1860 to 1980 

Three changes in the labor force between 
1860 and 1980 allowed—and in some cases 
forced—older men to leave work. First, in 1860 
most people lived in rural areas and worked at 
jobs related to agriculture. Being self-employed 

and working in or near one's home was not 
unusual, and a worker in this situation could 
generally set his own pace. Since 1860 the home 
and workplace have become increasingly sepa-
rated, and most jobs are now in or near urban 
areas. Farm households have always provided a 
wide range of jobs with varying degrees of physi-
cal difficulty. Older men had little reason to 
retire completely because repair and main-
tenance work was always needed on a farm, in 
addition to more strenuous work like planting or 
plowing. Rural employment and retirement pat-
terns contrast greatly to retirement from factory 
work, in which withdrawal from the labor force is 
quite distinct and abrupt. 

Second, in the 1860s few private pensions or 
government-sponsored assistance plans aided 
older workers; family support was the main 
source of help for the few who stopped working. 
By the late 1930s Social Security was in place, 
and businesses were starting to offer pensions 
to employees. Pensions became widespread 
after 1950. 
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Chart 1. 
Labor Force Participation Rates of Men Aged 65 and Older: 1860 to 1980 

LFPR 
(percent) 

Source: Jon Moen, "From Gainful Employment to Labor Force: Definitions and a New Estimate of Work Rates of American Males, 1860 to 
1980," Historical Methods, forthcoming, fall 1988, tables 1 and 2. 

A third change in the labor force was the 
change in methods of compensation and pro-
duction, with hourly wages and factories becom-
ing more prevalent than piece rates and working 
at home. Hourly wages and assembly lines 
placed a premium on the ability to do con-
tinuous and repetitive tasks, and employers 
would want to replace older workers who could 
not keep pace. Piece rates were suitable for 
more intermittent and individualized work 
where the worker set his own pace. With piece 
rates, employers would be willing to let older 
workers work less intensively than younger 
workers, thus allowing older workers to avoid 
retirement. The argument assumes that older 
workers would not impede the work of others or 
tie up machines that more productive workers 
could use. 

Labor force data definitions and sources have 
also changed considerably since 1860. To over-
come problems caused by definitional changes, 
this research pieces together a series of labor 
force participation rates that are defined consis-
tently from 1860 through 1980 for men aged 65 
and older. The series is based on an alternative 
measure of the labor force, which allows exam-
ination of labor force participation rates over a 
longer period than had been possible before. 
Details on the construction of the series are pre-
sented in the box on page 26. 

Chart 1 contains the 1860-1980 participation 
rates for men aged 65 and older, estimated with 
both the current and alternative measures of 
labor force participation.2 The figures in Chart I 
show that between 1860 and 1980 the labor 
force participation rate of men aged 65 and 
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Table 1. 
Civil War Pensioners and Their Benefits: 1880 to 1930 

Pensioners Average Payment U.S. 
Year (thousands) ($/veteran) Per Capita Income 

1880 250 — — 

1890 520 162 210 
1900 740 142 231 
1910 560 189 349 
1920 240 460 755 
1930 50 941 857 

The Potential Effect of Civil War Pensions on Labor Force Participation: 
1880 to 1920 

(thousands) 

Change in Change in 
Year Labor Force Population Pensioners Labor Force Pensioners 

1880 — — 250 — — 
1890 888 1,200 520 — +270 
1900 975 1,500 740 +87 +220 
1910 1,160 2,000 560 +185 -180 
1920 1,500 2,500 240 +350 -320 

White Male Labor Force Participation Rates: 1900 

North South 
Age Farm Nonfarm Farm Nonfarm 

65-69 .87 .72 .97 .84 
70-74 .79 .49 .86 .71 
75-79 .64 .38 .88 .56 
80+ .42 .15 .62 .25 
65+ .72 .54 .88 .72 
N 627 1,071 89 69 

Source: Jon Moen, Essays on the Labor Force and Labor Force Participation Rates. The United States from 1860 through 1950, 
unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1987. 

older fell by two-thirds. Labor force participa-
tion held steady at about 75 percent until 1890, 
when the first period of decline began. The 
causes of this decline are not certain, but two 
events seem likely to have contributed to it. Be-
tween 1900 and 1910 over 700,000 Civil War 

veterans became eligible for pensions. Although 
it is impossible to determine at present how 
many of the veterans used their pension benefit 
to retire, the overall number of pensioners 
affected was certainly more than enough to 
account for the decline in labor force participa-
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Table 16. 
Coverage of Public and Private Pensions: 1950 to 1979 

(thousands of persons covered) 

Labor Force Private Federal State/Local Social Security 

1950 62,208 9,800 3,118 2,600 36,500 
1960 69,628 18,700 3,077 4,500 55,300 
1970 82,715 26,100 3,320 7,300 69,200 
1979 102,908 35,200 3,034 11,400 87,600 

Source: Laurence Kotlikoff and Daniel E. Smith, Pensions in the American Economy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,1983): 28; and 
Social Security Administration, Social Security Bulletin, Annual Statistical Supplement, 1983,61. 

tion (see Table l). The fact that the labor force 
participation rate of older men in 1900 was higher 
in the South than in the North lends further sup-
port to this view since veterans of the Confederate 
army were not eligible for federal pensions. 

Related to the increase in coverage of Civil 
War pensions, the growing perception of old age 
itself as a distinct medical condition, regardless 
of one's state of health, also may have con-
tributed to earlier retirement by older men. Old 
age was increasingly being viewed by employ-
ers and the federal government as a debilitating 
state. For example, for many years veterans were 
eligible for pensions only if they had been 
wounded or disabled during the Civil War. By 
1907 "old age" was included among the con-
ditions that would qualify a veteran for a pen-

Table 3. 
Increase in IRS Qualified Pension 

Plans: 1939 to 1980 
(number of plans) 

1939 659 
1949 12,154 
1960 63,698 
1970 225,899 
1980 616,642 

Source: Laurence Kotlikoff and Daniel E. Smith, Pensions in the 
American Economy (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1983): 165 

sion, regardless of any other medical conditions 
or handicaps.3 It is also true that around this 
time employers began to offer pensions as a 
means of enticing older workers to retire, thus 
making room for younger workers who may have 
been more productive in the increasingly mech-
anized factory. Nonetheless, the coverage of 
private pensions at the turn of the century was 
small and cannot account for much of the de-
cline to that time in labor force participation. 

Around 1910 the decline in labor force par-
ticipation was interrupted. Labor force par-
ticipation remained constant at about 58 per-
cent before declining again during the 1930s. 
Although labor force participation did not 
change much, the workplace was undergoing 
further changes. Private pension plans were 
beginning to take hold in several industries. 
Most of these plans were intended to maintain a 
stable work force by reducing turnover among 
skilled workers.4 At this time, though, workers 
had no guarantee that they would actually 
receive their pension upon retirement. A com-
pany could withdraw the pension benefit at any 
time if the employee acted in a way that the 
company perceived not to be in its best interest. 
Such behavior might entail, for example, going 
on strike, taking a second job, or even marrying. 
Furthermore, the coverage that these pensions 
provided was small when compared to today's, 
and many pensions were wiped out during the 
Great Depression. 

Aside from the incipient growth of private 
pension plans, the creation of Social Security in 
1935 also may have spurred changes in labor 
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Table 4. 
Age Distributions of Men Aged 65 and Older: 1860 to 1980 

(in percent) 

1860 1900 1950 1980 
Age Bateman-Foust Older Males Average 

65-69 42 46 43 43 43 38 
70-74 28 32 29 29 26 28 
75-79 17 14 16 16 18 18 
80+ 13 8 12 12 13 16 
N 1,662 1,209 — 1.995 879 10,311 

Note: The Bateman-Foust and Older Males age distributions were given weights of 85 and 15 percent, respectively. 

Source: Jon Moen, Essays on the Labor Force and Labor Force Participation Rates: The United States from 1860 through 1950,ure-
published Ph.D. dissertation, University of Chicago, 1987. 

force participation, although the first payments 
were not made until 1942. The Social Security 
Act established a system that was part welfare 
payments based on need (Title I of the Social 
Security Act) and part retirement payments 
based on one's previous work history (Title II of 
the Act). The Title II provisions were created in 
part to draw older workers out of the labor force 
and allow younger workers to obtain work dur-
ing the Depression.5 

Labor force participation rates began their 
most recent decline after 1950. By 1980 rates 
had fallen from 47 to 26 percent when measured 
with the alternative measure and from 41 to 19 
percent when measured with the Labor Depart-
ment's labor force definition. The number of 
private pension plans expanded rapidly during 
this period, and by I960 Social Security had 
become almost universal, covering nearly 84 
percent of the work force (see Tables 2 and 3). 
Intuitively, it might seem that the rise in life 
expectancy since 1860 and the increasing share 
of men 65 and older in the population should 
account for some of the decline in participation 
as is the case for the participation rate of men 
aged 16 and older. But, the aging of the work 
force is only beginning to have an impact on the 
participation of men aged 65 and older, be-
cause the age distribution of this group has 
changed little since I860 even though its mem-
bers are a larger share of the population. The 

relative stability of the age distribution of men 
at older ages suggests that participation above 
age 65 declined because of changes in age-
specific participation rates, rather than a shift in 
the age structure of the population towards a 
larger share of older workers (see Table 4); since 
1950 retirement has become a standard part of 
one's work career. 

Economic Reasons for the Decline 
in Labor Force Participation 

The growth of private pension plans and 
Social Security has made retirement from the 
labor force a more viable option for aging male 
workers in the twentieth century. Rising real 
income, wages, and unearned income would 
also seem to have played some role in the 
decline of labor force participation among men 
aged 65 and older. Not until the 1950s, however, 
did income's effect on retirement become sub-
stantial. Leisure is thought to be an income-
normal good; that is, the higher one's income, 
the more leisure time one demands. Econo-
mists refer to the relationship between income 
and the quantity of a good demanded—in this 
case, leisure—as the "income effect." On the 
other hand, higher wages increase the value of 
time and, hence, the price of leisure, making 
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individuals reluctant to forgo opportunities to 
earn more money. The relationship between the 
price of a good and the quantity demanded—in 
this case, the wage rate and leisure time—is 
called the "substitution effect." Higher un-
earned income—such as interest, dividend, or 
trust fund income that is independent of one's 
wage or salary—would tend to lower labor force 
participation if leisure is an income-normal 
good. Whether or not the income effect dom-
inates the substitution effect is an empirical 
question, and the evidence is mixed.6 

Economists have also recognized other fac-
tors as influential in the decision to enter or stay 
in the work force. These factors range from 
marriage and education to self-employment 
and rising wage levels. 

In the past, marriage has tended to prolong a 
man's stay in the labor force. The reasoning is 
that since he and his spouse would have to live 
on his pension and Social Security income, the 
man would tend to work longer to increase the 
value of these income sources. The increasing 
tendency of wives to work outside the home may 
diminish the importance of a husband's con-
tinued participation in the labor force. 

Education also extends a worker's stay in the 
labor force. More educated persons typically 
have access to higher-paying and perhaps more 
pleasant jobs, which increases the opportunity 
cost of retirement. Self-employed workers tend 
to stay in the labor force longer, often because 
they are not subject to any mandatory retire-
ment rules. Because many self-employed work-
ers are doctors, lawyers, or members of other 
professions, higher educational attainment is 
again a factor in their higher participation 
rate. 

Research Findings. Though items such as an 
increase in pensions, a man's marital status, or 
the extent of a man's formal education affect the 
overall level of labor force participation among 
aging male workers, until about 1950 much of 
the decline in the labor force participation rate 
of older men was attributable to a change in the 
mix of occupations.7 

In 1860, 65 percent of men aged 65 and older 
lived on farms, while today less than 3 percent 
do. Labor force participation among older men 
living on farms fell 25 percent between 1860 and 
1980 (from 88 to 66 percent), while participation 
in the labor force fell 66 percent overall. Most of 

the decline came within nonfarm households. 
The increasing weight of nonfarm households in 
the overall average labor force participation rate 
also contributed to the decl ine. Had the share of 
older men living on farms remained constant 
between 1860 and 1980, the labor force par-
ticipation rate of men 65 and older would have 
been 48 percent rather than 26 percent in 1980, 
when participation is defined using the alterna-
tive measure. 

The movement out of agricultural jobs was 
part of the larger shift in the mix of occupations, 
in which manufacturing jobs became more 
important. In the nineteenth century older men 
tended to retire earlier from some jobs than 
from others (see Table 5). Men in farm-house-
holds and in the households headed by un-
skilled laborers tended to stay at work longer 
than those in the households headed by skilled 
craftsmen. As the economy moved away from 
unskilled jobs and agricultural employment, 
the labor force participation rate of men aged 65 
and older started to fall. Unskilled workers in 
1900 worked on average at least as long as in 
1860, as did farmers, skilled workers, and pro-
fessionals. However, unskilled workers and 
farmers were becoming a smaller share of the 
work force. Also, the share of older men living in 
households where the head had no occupation 
went from 10 to 20 percent, which accounts for 
most of the decline in participation between 
1860 and 1900. Retired Civil War veterans may 
have been a major element in this particular 
decline. 

Around 1950 the rate of retirement from all 
types of jobs increased, and the shift in the mix 
of jobs began to have less effect on the overall 
labor force participation rate of older men. An 
increase in the share of households headed by 
older men who had no occupation accompanied 
this general tendency to retire. In 1860 about 10 
percent of men aged 65 and older lived in 
households where the head had no occupation. 
Today over 55 percent live in such households 
and 90 percent are also the household head-
even though they have no occupation. The rise 
of private pensions and Social Security has 
made this a fairly typical phenomenon in the 
United States. 

Measuring the relative importance of the 
income versus the substitution effect back to 
1860 is difficult because of a lack of income and 
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Table 13. 
Labor Force Participation Rates by Household Type: 

1860 to 1980 
(alternative definition) 

All Farm Professionals Skilled Laborers Service/Clerks None 
1860 .76 .88 .73 .86 .86 .71 .08 

— (.65) (•05) (.08) (.11) (-01) (.10) 

1900 .70 .85 .86 .83 .90 .85 .08 
— (•39) (.13) (-12) (-12) (-04) (-20) 

1950 .47 .75 .82 .67 .86 .78 .16 
— (.11) (-09) (•14) (-12) (.06) (-50) 

1980 .26 .66 .53 .43 .53 .58 .01 
— (•03) (-09) (.14) (-04) (-16) (.56) 

Note: Figures in parentheses are percentage of men 65 and older living in each household type. 

Source: Jon Moen, "The Shifting Structure of Occupations and the Effect on the Labor Force Participation Rate of American Males, 1860to 
1980," Fédéral Reserve Bank of Atlanta Working Paper 88-3, May 1988. 

Table 6. 
Labor Force Participation Rates by Month: 1980 to 1987 

(current definition) 

J F M A M J J A S O N D 
1980 19.6 19.9 19.2 19.1 19.0 18.9 18.7 19.2 18.6 18.5 18.6 18.5 
1985 15.7 15.8 16.2 15.8 15.6 15.6 15.2 15.7 16.0 16.0 15.9 16.1 
1987 15.6 15.7 15.9 16.0 16.3 16.7 16.3 16.8 16.2 16.5 16.7 17.0 

Note: Labor force participation rates are seasonally adjusted. 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employment and Earnings, February 1985, p. 134, and February 
1988, p. 131. 

wage data. Still, assuming that wealth in the 
form of real estate and personal property is a 
reasonable proxy for unearned income, wealth 
information from the 1860 census demonstrates 
that the level of one's wealth had little effect on 
the probability of being in the labor force.8 In 
contrast, the 1950 census contains income and 
wage data which imply that higher unearned 
income, such as that available from pensions, 

resulted in lower labor force participation 
among men aged 65 and older. Preliminary 
results from 1980 census data are similar. While 
these results are not intended to be precise 
estimates of the labor supply's sensitivity or re-
sponsiveness to changes in income, they indi-
cate that the elasticity of labor force partici-
pation with respect to income increased greatly 
between I860 and 1980. 
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Recent Tïends în Labor Force 
Participation Rates 

The increasing share of household heads hav-
ing no occupation and the rapid decline in labor 
force participation since 1950 are unique events 
in American economic history. Although dif-
ferences in labor force participation rates across 
households classified by occupation have al-
ways been important, their magnitudes are 
small in comparison to the decline in the overall 
rate between 1860 and 1980. However, research 
suggests that the sharp overall decline will not 
continue and may not have been as large as was 
first thought. 

If the current definition of the labor force is 
used, participation among older males fell from 
41 percent in 1950 to 19 percent in 1980. Current 
measurements indicate that this trend has 
stopped and that participation in this cohort 
maybe starting to increase (see Table 6). In mid-
1985 labor force participation was close to ¡5 
percent. Over the next two years it rose slowly 
until, by the end of 1987, labor force participa-
tion was at 17 percent. While not dramatic, the 
increase suggests that labor force participation 
can move up as well as down, as it did briefly 
during World War 11. The increase of 2 percent-
age points also means that about 230,000 more 
older men are at work than would have been had 
the participation rate remained at 15 percent. 

The alternative measure of labor force par-
ticipation indicates that more older men may 
have been working than the current measure 
indicates. William G. Bowen and T. Aldrich 
Finegan (1969) show that withdrawal from the 
labor force by men between ages 64 and 67 
tends to be in terms of fewer weeks of work per 
year rather than shorter work weeks or fewer 
hours per day.9 If some men were not at work 
during the census reference week, they would 
not be counted as part of the labor force under 
the current definition, even though at some 
other point in the year they happened to be 
at work. 

The influence of government pol icy seems to 
have been strongest during the most recent 
period of declining labor force participation 
since the drop is closely associated with the 
spread of Social Security. Research shows that a 
negative correlation existed between participa-

tion and unearned income—including Social 
Security and pension income—in 1950 and 1980. 
Furthermore, Bowen and Finegan demonstrate 
the extent to which Social Security provides a 
disincentive to continue working after age 65.10 

They show that participation in I960 declined 
for men aged 65 and 71, after which it increased 
for several years before declining again. They 
attributed this reversal to the Social Security 
earnings test, which at that time reduced Social 
Security payments for persons earning more 
than $1,200 a year. After age 71, however, this 
restriction ceased to apply. Consequently, many 
older men returned to the labor force in spite of 
increasing age, and their participation rate rose 
by 3 to 4 percentage points. 

Summary and Outlook 

Starting during the New Deal, government 
policies toward older workers contributed to 
the decline in labor force participation, al-
though they do not explain ail of the decline 
Official recognition of old age as a reason to 
retire regardless of physical ability, combined 
with the expanding coverage of Social Security, 
has made retirement an accepted, if not expect-
ed, practice. Recent revisions to the Social 
Security Act, however, will alter some of these 
perceptions. The age at which one can retire and 
receive full benefits is currently increasing 
depending on when one was born. For individ-
uals born after 1960 the retirement age will rise 
to 67. Early retirement is still possible, but 
individuals who retire early will be eligible for 
only 70 percent of benefits rather than the 
current 80 percent. In addition, mandatory 
retirement for some workers has been elimi-
nated. In particular, the 1978 amendments to 
the Age Discrimination in Employment Act 
raised the age of mandatory retirement in 
private industry to 70 from 65 and eliminated it 
for federal workers. 

Research presented here shows that the 
labor force participation rate of older men has 
stopped declining and may be starting to in-
crease. The increase will be gradual until workers 
of the baby boom cohort begin reaching the 
traditional retirement age of 65. At that time, a 
potential squeeze on Social Security benefits 
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may also make retirement less attractive, but 
adequate funding for retiring baby boomers 
should exist if the trust fund is managed prop-
erly. Much of the response to the changing labor 
market, however, will have to come from in-
dividuals acting in their own financial and 
economic interest, regardless of government 
policy changes. A smaller share of individuals 
may choose complete retirement because the 
smaller supply of workers to replace them will 
maintain pressure on wages and salaries, de-

creasing the incentive to retire.11 Furthermore, 
the changing mix of jobs away from manufactur-
ing toward services will make it physically easier 
for older men to remain in the labor force. Like 
laborers who worked for piece rates, older 
workers in service jobs will have some flexibility 
to set their own pace. The widespread decline 
of labor force participation among older male 
workers during the middle of the twentieth cen-
tury may eventually emerge as a unique event in 
our economic history. 
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Labor Force Participation: An Alternative Measure 

As with many time series, the definition of what 
one is measuring changes—sometimes substan-
tially; this is the case with labor statistics and the 
definition of labor force participation. Most of this 
article's information about the labor force comes 
from samples drawn from the manuscript sched-
ules of the 1860 through 1980 decennial cen-
suses.1 Manuscript schedules are the forms on 
which the census enumerators record household 
information. 

Between 1930 and 1940 the Census Bureau 
replaced its definition of "gainful employment" 
with the current definition of labor force activities. 
Gainful employment formerly consisted of those 
tasks or pursuits through which a person usually 
earned money or goods to support himself. To be 
part of the labor force under gainful employment, 
one simply had to report an occupation when the 
census enumerator came around. The enumerator 
did not record when the occupation was pursued 
or how much time was spent at it. From 1860 
through 1930 the labor force participation rate for 
older men was thus defined as the proportion of 
men aged 65 and over reporting an occupation to 
the census enumerator. Individuals who de-
scribed themselves as retired or reported non-
occupations like "student" were not included in 
the labor force. 

Currently to be part of the labor force a person 
must either have a job or be looking for one during 
a specific week of the census year. The job activity 
in which one engages to support oneself is less 
important. Individuals not working or looking for 
work during the specified week would not be 
counted as part of the labor force even if they had 
been at work a few weeks earlier.2 Gainful employ-
ment is not as restrictive a category and is more 
likely to cover people with seasonal or part-time 
jobs. 

To overcome the inconsistencies between gain-
ful employment and the current definition of the 

labor force, this research utilized an alternative 
measure to that currently used by the Census 
Bureau and the Bureau of Labor Statistics.3 Under 
the alternative measure of labor force participa-
tion, rates are defined as the proportion of in-
dividuals in an age group reporting one or more 
weeks of work in the year prior to the census.4 

Unlike the current definition, the alternative 
measure covers any work a person may have done 
in the year prior to the census and is closer to the 
definition of gainful employment. Table 7 pre-
sents labor force participation rates estimated 
with the current definition and the alternative 
measure for 1950 and 1980. 

Table 7. 
A Comparison of Labor Force 
Participation Rates Measured 

by Current and Alternative Methods 

Age 1950 1980 

14-19 46 (34) — _ 
16-19 — — 65 (52) 
20-24 86 (82) 91 (83) 
25-34 93 (92) 94 (93) 
35-54 93 (93) 93 (92) 
55-64 86 (83) 76 (71) 
65+ 47 (41) 26 (19) 
14+ 80 (79) — — 

16+ — — 79 (75) 

Note: The numbers in parentheses are the participation 
rates estimated with the current measure. 

Source: Jon Moen, "From Gainful Employment to Labor Force: 
Definitions and a New Estimate of Work Rates of 
American Males, 1860 to 1980," Historical Methods, 
forthcoming, fall 1988. 

Notes 

1 For 1860 the samples are the Bateman-Foust sample of 
rural, northern households and a sample of men aged 
65 and older in large cities. The 1900, 1950, and 1980 
figures were estimated from public use samples. All 
samples except the older males sample are available 
from the Interuniversity Consortium for Political and 
Social Research (ICPSR) in Ann Arbor, Michigan, or the 
Bureau of the Census. Contact the author of this article 
about the older males sample. 

2See Avery (1986) for a discussion of two current mea-
sures of the labor force. 

3The Bureau of Labor Statistics currently uses a defini-
tion that asks about one's activities in the labor force 
over the previous four weeks instead of one week. 
Otherwise its definition is the same as that used by the 
Census Bureau. 

4Moen (1988b) explains the alternative measure in 
detail. 
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Notes 

'The baby boom generation is usually defined as those 
people born between 1946 and 1964. 

Estimates of labor force participation for 1940 and after do 
not include persons in institutions like hospitals or 
asylums. Except for 1880, the estimates before 1940 may 
include some institutionalized individuals, because under 
the definition of gainful employment in use at the time, an 
institutionalized individual could be in the labor force if 

. he did some work for pay. The sample used to estimate 
the 1880 rate was designed to cover only the non-
institutional population, which may account in part for the 

fact that the 1880 estimate was 2.5 percent higher than the 
1860 estimate. 

3Haber (1983): 111, and Achenbaum (1978): 50. 
4Haber (1983): 115-16. 
5Graebner (1980), Haber (1983). 
^ e e Clark and Spengler (1980) for a review of this point. 
7Moen (1988a). 
8Moen (1987), chapter II. 
9Bowen and Finegan (1969): 281. 

I0lbid., 285. 
1 'Levine and Mitchell (1988). 
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