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Older people are becoming a larger share of America's population, yet their participation rate in the labor force has 
shrunk since the late nineteenth century. This study examines two schools of thought that attempt to explain this 
decline. The author finds little evidence to support the view that changing attitudes toward older workers account for 
their dwindling numbers in the work force. He finds more valid the theory that credits the decline to the nation's 
shift from an agrarian to a manufacturing economy. In addition, since the 1930s government policies such as New 

Deal employment legislation and Social Security have created incentives that work to institutionalize retirement as 
a career stage. 

Since the late 1800s the labor force par-

ticipation rate among American men 

aged sixty-five and older—the number 

actively employed or seeking employment as a 

percentage of the total population of American 

men in that age group—has continually de-

clined. As the nation's populat ion includes 

more older people, it is increasingly important 

to consider how social and economic policies 

influence the number of older Americans in the 

work force, the number of hours they work, and 

their skills; future labor force size and quality 

will be influenced by the effects of such poli-
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cies. These policies in turn depend to some ex-

tent on decisionmakers' understanding of the 

factors that have influenced the secular (that is, 

long-term) decline in labor force participation 

by men aged sixty-five and older. 

Two broad explanations, with differing poli-

cy implications, have attempted to account for 

the decline in labor force participation by old-

er men up to the 1930s. The first is a "new his-

tory" or behavioral approach, which asserts 

that the labor force participation rate has de-

clined among older persons because changing 

attitudes have resulted in both age-based job 

discrimination and loss of status, indepen-

dent of any changes in the economy or in the 

economy's existing production technology. 

Second, a more traditional view emphasizes 

factors in the economy such as technological 

change or occupational shifts.1 Explanations 

of the steep decline after the 1930s have cen-

tered on economic factors, particularly gov-
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emmental actions, like the institution of So-

cial Security, and the accelerating develop-

ment of private pension plans. 

The broad-based nature of the decline is 

demonstrated clearly by the data presented 

in Table 1. These data show that between 

1860 and 1900 the overall participation rate 

decline occurred among rural, nonfarm resi-

dents. Since 1900 the decline in labor force 

participation has been steep and systemat-

ic and has occurred across all household 

types. The fact that the decline in participa-

tion rates of o lder men has been both 

widespread and pronounced during the 

twentieth century has been viewed by disci-

ples of the behavioral approach as prima fa-

cie evidence that older workers are being 

systematically excluded from the work force. 

This view draws much of its intellectual sup-

port from a historical perspective that has 

developed over the past few decades of the 

place of older workers and the aged in Amer-

ican society. This article is a review of some 

of the arguments economic historians have 

advanced to support each of these views. It 

is also an examination of the role twentieth-

century legislation and governmental regula-

tion may have played in the decline. 

Modernization Theory—The Techno-
logical (Structural) Shift View 

Most historical interpretations of the secu-

lar decline in labor force participation rates 

among workers aged sixty-five and older be-

fore 1930 can be loosely categorized under 

the heading of modernization theory (see, for 

example, Abraham Epstein 1928). Stated sim-

ply, modernization theory contends that the 

secular decline can be readily explained by 
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Table 1. 
Labor Force Participation Rates of American 
Men Aged Sixty-Five and Older, 1860 to 1980 

{percent) 

Household 
Type 1860 1900 1950 1980 

All 75.59 69.98 46.99 25.60 

Farm 79.78 80.34 61.81 57.64 

Nonfarm 70.60 62.84 43.97 24.49 

Urban 64.19 65.30 — 25.02 

Rural 77.62 73.29 — 27.06 

Nonfarm, 
rural 73.74 61.20 22.96 

Sources: Data for 1860 are from the Batemen-Foust Sample of Northern Households, 1860 (Ann Arbor, Mich.: 
Interuniversity Consortium for Political and Social Research [ICPSR]) and from the Sample of Older 
Males in Four Large Cities, 1860, available from the author. Data for 1900 are from the 1900 Public 
Use Sample, Stephen Graham, The 1900 Public Use Sample Users Handbook, no. 7825 (Ann Arbor, 
Mich.: ICPSR, 1981). Data for 1950 are from the 1950 Public Use Sample, Census of Population, 1950: 
Public Use Microdata Sample, Technical Documentation (Preliminary), U.S. Bureau of the Census 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1984). Data for 1980 are from the 1980 Public 
Use Microdata Sample, U.S. Bureau of the Census. 

the shift in the United States from an agrarian 

economy to one based on manufacturing and 

mass production. The emphasis on efficiency 

in this new economic order made older work-

ers obsolete. 

Agrarian societies characteristically allow 

older workers to set their own pace and to 

turn over gradually the more strenuous farm-

ing tasks to younger household members. In 

addition, owning land brings older persons re-

spect and social status and a degree of control 

over their children through the prospect of 

withdrawing inheritances. According to the 

modernization view, the shift to manufactur-

ing and the loss of control over property have 

diminished older persons' status in the eyes 

of the young. Stated differently, the shift re-

sulted in the falling marginal productivity of 

older members of the labor force and the sub-

stitution of younger for older workers. Real 

changes in the economy are seen as the ulti-

mate causes of the decline in importance of 

older persons in the work force. 

Brian Gratton's (1986) study of elderly 

workers in Boston provides, on the surface, 

some support for the modernization theory. 

Gratton suggests that the increasing impor-

tance of the lower-participation manufacturing 

sector relative to the high-participation farm-

ing sector was responsible for the decline in 

the overall labor force participation rate of 

older men at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, even though participation rates 

changed little within either sector. 

The Shift Away from Agriculture. The de-

clining number of farms and the increase in 

the urban population in the United States 

have long been regarded as important con-

tributors to the fall in the labor force partici-

pation rate among men sixty-five and older. 

As noted above, it is believed that farming al-

lowed older workers to set their own pace or 

let younger workers undertake the more 

strenuous tasks. On the other hand, factory 

jobs were thought to have permitted older 

workers fewer employment alternatives as 

18 E C O N O M I C REVIEW, N O V E M B E R / D E C E M B E R 1990 Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

November 1990



their ability to work at a continuous pace di-

minished. Unlike farming, manufacturing sep-

arated the home and workplace. Rather than 

work part-time or at less demanding jobs, old-

er men working in manufacturing were more 

likely to retire completely. 

Although the link between the declining 

importance of agriculture and the decline in 

labor force participation rates for older work-

ers is conceptually simple, the mechanism 

through which the shift affected the overall 

participation rate is undoubtedly more com-

plex. Gratton intuitively described how the 

shift may have affected overall participation: 

"As the economy industrialized, the relatively 

low participation of older men in the industri-

al work force began to dominate their general 

participation rate" (1986, 21). 

Gratton is correct in pointing out that struc-

tural changes in the economy could have 

caused participation rates of older men to fall 

in the aggregate, independent of workers' be-

havior within either the manufacturing or farm-

ing sector. However, closer scrutiny of the 

data reveals that labor force participation 

rates did decline in some household types. 

In 1860 roughly 65 percent of the men aged 

sixty-five and older lived in farm households. 

By 1980 this share had fallen below 3 percent. 

At the same time, the percentage of older 

men living in rural nonfarm households re-

mained about 25 percent, while the percent-

age of men living in urban areas increased 

from about 11 percent to approximately 71 

percent. As can be seen in Table 1, labor force 

participation rates of men in farm and urban 

households remained virtually constant be-

tween 1860 and 1900. They probably declined 

little through the 1930s. Gratton (1986) has 

shown that the participation rate of men sixty-

five years old and older in Boston was con-

stant at about 64 percent through 1920 and 

had fallen only a few points by 1930.2 Most of 

the fall in farm and urban participation rates 

occurred after the 1930s. For nonfarm house-

holds in rural areas and small towns, the de-

cline was steady from 1860 through 1980 and 

was greater than that of farm and urban 

households. 

Table 1 shows that because much of the 

decline in labor force participation occurred in 

the nonfarm, rural labor force, a farm/nonfarm 

distinction reveals more about the sources of 

the decline than the urban/rural distinction 

does. This farm/nonfarm distinction is also ap-

parent in the participation rates estimated 

from a sample collected by Fred Bateman and 

lames Foust for northern households for 1860, 

although their sample covers only rural areas.3 

About 45 percent of the rural households cov-

ered by Bateman and Foust's sample were 

not located on farms. These households con-

tained laborers, craftsmen, and various other 

workers who helped support the rural econo-

my. 

Structural Shifts in Occupations and Labor 

Force Participation Rates. The effect of shift-

ing structure of occupations on older men's la-

bor force participation can be examined in 

more detail by dividing the rate into house-

hold types and assigning each a weight equal 

to that group's importance in the population. 

In that way the inf luence of component 

changes on the overall labor force participa-

tion rate of men aged sixty-five and older can 

be assessed. (See the appendix for a formal 

derivation.) This decomposition reveals that 

overall labor force participation can change if 

certain occupations are becoming more or less 

important in the economy, even if the underly-

ing propensity for individuals to remain at 

work in given occupations does not change. Al-

though it cannot be interpreted as a behav-

ioral model, the equation can nevertheless be 

useful in revealing trends and relationships 

not immediately apparent in aggregate series 

of labor force participation rates. 

As the data in the table in the appendix in-

dicate, between 1860 and 1900 about one-

third of the total participation decline came 

from the increasing weight attached to non-

farm households in the overall average. The 

rest of the decline was primarily because of 

falling participation rates in nonfarm rural 

households. Of the three periods examined in 

the table in the appendix, the fall in overall 

participation was smal lest—about 7 per-

cent—between 1860 and 1900. 

The importance of declining participation 

rates among men aged sixty-five and older in-

creased between 1900 and 1950 as they ac-

counted for about 80 percent of the overall 

decline of 33 percent. Falling participation rates 

of older workers appear even more significant 
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between 1950 and 1980, accounting for 83 per-

cent of the overall decline of 46 percent. 

To some extent this decomposition analysis 

could be viewed as provid ing ev idence 

against a structural shift explanation of the de-

cline in participation rates before the middle 

of the twentieth century. However, for most of 

this period about 75 percent of the older male 

popu la t ion lived in either farm or urban 

households, where their participation rate re-

mained fairly constant between 1860 and 1930. 

The remaining 25 percent lived in households 

with declining participation rates. The reasons 

for the decline are not yet clear, although 

across time the older portion of male popula-

tion aged sixty-five and older in nonfarm rural 

households increased fairly rapidly, at least 

before 1950. The increasing proportion of old-

er men may have reduced the overall partici-

pation rate of men aged sixty-five and older, 

even though their age-specific rates changed 

little in rural nonfarm households. 

The insights provided by the decomposi-

tion of the overall participation rate support 

Gratton's claim that the structural shift away 

from agriculture was the major cause of the 

decline in the labor force participation rate of 

men sixty-five and older; his findings appear 

to be at least 75 percent correct. The decline 

in the participation rate of older men in non-

farm rural households, however, dominates 

the effect of shifting weight between farm and 

urban households, at least in an accounting 

identity sense, if the aging argument given 

above proves to be correct, the overall de-

cline could well be more the result of struc-

tural and demograph ic changes than of 

changes resulting from changes in attitudes 

toward older workers. 

Distributions of Jobs by Age— 
Behavioral Evidence 

As compelling as the modernization theory 

might be, it is by no means immune to criti-

cism. Clarence Long (1958) anticipated what is 

perhaps the most convincing argument 

against the modernization theory more than 

three decades ago. In his important study of 

the U.S. labor force, he points out that while it 

is possible that industrialization and techno-

logical progress may have made obsolete 

those older workers who could not keep pace 

in the changed work environment, the new 

machinery may have also lessened the need 

for sheer physical stamina. Thus, by making 

many tasks easier, older workers could have 

stayed on the job longer. Generally, however, 

another approach gained currency after 1970. 

In particular, the behavioral or "new history" 

view perceives older workers as having been 

systematically discriminated against simply 

because they were old, which in turn resulted 

in their increasing loss of access to jobs in 

manufacturing. This connection is hard to ra-

tionalize using standard economic theory. 

That is, modernization theory argues that if 

the value of marginal product of older male 

workers declined below the given wage rate, 

it would be expected that firms would substi-

tute younger, more productive workers for the 

now expensive older workers. The new history 

view makes no such assumptions about the 

value of marginal product of older workers. 

Several researchers have examined the loss 

of access to manufacturing and other industrial 

jobs by older men. Using the distribution of 

jobs by age for specific industries or cities as an 

indicator of discrimination, these researchers 

have indeed shown that older men were not 

distributed evenly across occupations. 

Gratton (1986) has produced age distribu-

tions by occupation for Boston men between 

1890 and 1950 from decennial census data. His 

results show an increasing share of men aged 

sixty-five and older in service (perhaps "ser-

vant") occupations across time. The proportion 

of men sixty-five and older who were profes-

sionals and higher-level white-collar workers 

was fairly stable, and the proportion who were 

blue-collar workers declined only slightly. Al-

though one might view this data as supporting 

the behavioral or attitudinal explanation of the 

participation decline, Gratton actually con-

cludes from his overall analysis of this data 

that rapid occupational and industrial change 

rather than discrimination based on age were 

most important in contributing to the loss of 

occupations among older men. Older workers 

who lost jobs tended to have trouble finding 

new ones, while workers who stayed with a 

firm did so because they had developed skills 
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the firm valued. Again, mature industries that 

were not changing rapidly tended to have old-

er work forces. Gratton emphasizes that look-

ing only at cross-sectional data can result in 

misleading interpretations of age distributions 

of workers by occupation either by misinter-

preting age cohort effects or by assuming that 

a particular cross section reflects a turning 

point in attitudes toward older workers. 

Roger Ransom and Richard Sutch (1986) 

examine several cross sections from late 

nineteenth-century state and national cen-

suses and from the Michigan furniture industry. 

Like Gratton, they point out that histories of 

workers' career paths are more useful than cross 

sections in determining the extent and evolu-

tion of "deskilling" or "retirement on the job," 

two terms they use to describe how firms shift-

ed older workers to less strenuous and less 

skilled occupations rather than eliminating 

them altogether. Ransom and Sutch's age distri-

butions show a disproportionate number of 

older men in such unskilled jobs as janitors or 

guards, a fact they cite as evidence that older 

workers tended to move down the occupational 

ladder within a firm. Their interpretation of the 

evidence is questionable, however, because 

the workers' career histories are not known. 

These older workers in unskilled jobs could 

have come from other firms, or they could have 

been unskilled workers all their lives. 

N. Sue Weiller (1989) looks at age distribu-

tions from the 1925 New York State Census 

and an employment survey conducted by the 

National Civic Federation in 1926. With these 

data she constructs the ratio of men sixty-five 

and older currently holding a particular job to 

those of the same age group who had held the 

job at an earlier time. She interprets a high ra-

tio as indicating that older men were moving 

into the job later in life. Occupations with the 

highest ratios include elevator operators, 

guards, and janitors. Weiller found a low ratio, 

which indicates that fewer men remained in 

the occupation later in life, among factory 

workers, industrial laborers, and machinists. 

It should be pointed out, however, that a high 

ratio means that more older workers were 

coming into the occupation, not that a higher 

proportion of older men were employed in 

the particular occupation than the average for 

all industries. For example, factory workers ac-

counted for 12.5 percent of employed men 

aged sixty-five and older, and elevator opera-

tors accounted for 1.1 percent (Weiller 1989, 75). 

Although the studies by Gratton (1986), 

Ransom and Sutch (1986), and Weiller (1989) 

focus on the distribution of jobs by age for dif-

ferent time periods, they also show that older 

workers were distributed unevenly across oc-

cupations. It is hard to discern a pattern, how-

ever, that would attribute the unevenness to 

age discrimination or at least show increasing 

discrimination across time. 

Weiller's ratios of current to former occupa-

tions show that there were several jobs in the 

group that older workers could take if they 

had lost a better, higher-paying position. Such 

"retirement" jobs do not, however, account for 

a majority of the jobs held by employed men 

sixty-five and older. Indeed, jobs with high ra-

tios tended to employ a lower share of the 

older male work force than did more standard 

jobs like factory operatives, craftsmen, or fore-

men (see Weiller 1989, Table 2). While it is 

clear that the age distributions show that 

some jobs held by older workers were "retire-

ment" jobs, it is nevertheless the case that a 

large share of the older male work force was 

employed in traditional occupations in the 

mid-1920s. 

The age distributions presented by Ran-

som and Sutch (1986, 22) from the decennial 

censuses for 1870, 1880, and 1900 show that 

within each year older workers were not even-

ly distributed across occupations and that the 

distribution of older workers across occupa-

tions changed little between 1870 and 1900. 

The number of workers aged sixty and older 

as a share of workers sixteen and older in-

creased slightly in the total labor force and in 

most categories. Even in categories like "iron 

and steel workers" or, more broadly, "industri-

al workers" the representation by older men 

in the work force did not decline. This finding 

is surprising because these types of jobs are 

the ones identified by modernization theory 

as the ones most likely to have been cut off 

from older workers by the rapid pace of tech-

nological change and industrialization. 

Gratton's (1986) age distributions, defined 

as the percent of men sixty-five and older rel-

ative to all men in certain occupations, reveal 

no overwhelming evidence that older workers 
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were increasingly being denied access to par-

ticular jobs. Their representation as iron and 

steel workers increased slightly between 1890 

and 1930, for example. Even though older men 

made up an increasingly larger share of jani-

tors, elevator operators, and guards, Gratton 

(1986, 83) points out that such jobs accounted 

for only about 7 to 8 percent of the jobs held 

by older men between 1920 and 1950. Grat-

ton's study, along with Ransom and Sutch's 

(1986) evidence from the decennial censuses, 

does not indicate that older men were increas-

ingly losing representation in the nonagricul-

tural work force. Apparently within industries 

there was some sorting by age across occupa-

tions, but the sorting remained stable into the 

1930s. In the work of Gratton, Ransom and 

Sutch, and Weiller it is hard to see the effect of 

increased discrimination by age as posited by 

the attitudinalists and some modernists. 

Additional Age Distribution Evidence. The 

evidence discussed so far provides an incom-

plete summary of the occupational distribu-

tion of older workers across time. Several 

samples drawn from the manuscript sched-

ules of the U.S. census can help to build a pic-

ture of the types of jobs older men were most 

likely to hold between 1860 and 1980. The ad-

dition of certain evidence from 1950 and 1980 

is particularly important because some cur-

rent research has suggested that government 

policy starting in the New Deal is responsible 

for hastening the decline in the labor force 

participation of men aged sixty-five and older 

(for example, Gratton 1986 and Jon R. Moen 

1987). 

Tables 2-4 present the age distributions of 

male workers in several broad categories of 

occupations between 1860 and 1950. The cat-

egories reflect the characteristics of occupa-

t ions that may have been more or less 

favorable to the continued employment of 

older workers. For example, farmers were self-

employed and could vary their work effort as 

Table 2. 
Age Distributions of Occupations 

Rural Men, Northern United States, 1860* 
{percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None All 

15-19 4.1 3.9 4.9 23.3 29.9 3.8 53.9 18.0 

20-24 9.4 15.0 14.6 18.4 26.9 24.7 18.7 15.8 

25-34 25.9 32.0 34.1 26.9 22.7 38.7 10.1 23.9 

35-44 24.2 24.3 22.6 15.3 9.9 22.1 4.1 17.6 

45-59 24.7 20.2 17.1 12.1 7.2 7.2 4.0 16.3 

60-69 8.3 3.7 4.5 3.8 2.5 2.6 3.3 5.5 

70-79 2.9 0.9 1.9 0.3 0.8 0.4 3.7 2.3 

80+ 0.5 0.1 0.4 0.0 0.2 0.4 2.2 0.7 

Number in 
Sample 15,129 1,126 3,500 365 7,829 235 4,963 33,147 

* Northern states for this sample are Connecticut, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, New 
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Vermont, and Wisconsin. 

Source: Estimated from the Bateman-Foust Sample. 
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Table 3. 
Age Distributions of Occupations 

All Men, United States, 1900 
(percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None All 

15-19 1.3 1.8 7.5 12.9 22.5 9.8 47.5 14.8 

20-24 7.2 7.1 13.4 20.1 20.7 9.5 12.3 14.4 

25-34 23.9 26.6 29.6 29.5 25.0 26.2 6.8 24.5 

35-44 24.3 26.5 25.1 18.6 15.7 26.2 4.1 19.4 

45-59 28.7 25.4 17.5 14.2 11.8 19.1 6.8 17.4 

60-69 10.2 9.0 5.2 3.8 3.4 6.9 7.3 6.1 

70-79 3.8 3.3 1.6 1.0 0.9 2.0 10.3 2.7 

80+ 0.7 0.3 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.4 4.8 0.7 

Number in 
Sample 7,057 2,801 5,564 3,378 10,630 550 3,087 33,067 

Source: Estimated from the 1900 Public Use Sample. 

Table 4. 
Age Distributions of Occupations 

All Men, United States, 1950 
(percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None All 

15-19 2.1 1.0 5.2 9.1 19.6 — 39.8 13.0 

20-24 5.7 5.0 12.0 12.1 16.7 — 9.3 10.7 

25-34 20.3 24.8 27.9 23.3 21.3 — 7.2 21.6 

35-44 25.9 30.7 26.5 21.4 17.2 — 4.7 21.1 

45-59 30.0 29.7 21.6 23.8 17.1 —- 8.7 20.8 

60-69 12.1 7.2 5.9 8.4 6.6 — 11.8 8.1 

70-79 3.5 1.6 0.8 1.8 1.4 — 13.3 3.6 

80+ 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.2 0.2 — 5.4 1.1 

Number in 
Sample 2,606 3,943 10,172 4,307 4,051 — 5,466 30,545 

Source: Estimated from the 1950 Public Use Sample. 
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they grew older. Laborers include unskilled 

workers, outdoor laborers, and unskilled fac-

tory workers. Service workers encompass 

store clerks, janitors, elevator operators, and 

the like. Skilled workers include factory oper-

atives as well as self-employed craftsmen, al-

though it is not possible to determine if a 

worker was self-employed. Professionals and 

proprietors include managers, plant foremen, 

and those in professional occupations such as 

lawyer, physician, and teacher.4 

"Labor" and "service" occupations consis-

tently emp loyed a higher proport ion of 

younger workers between 1860 and 1950 than 

d id other occupations. Nevertheless, the 

shares of younger workers in these occupa-

tions declined over time, possibly because 

more younger men were spending increasing 

time in school (John Pencavel 1986, 19-21). On 

the other hand, occupations like "farmer," 

"professional," and "skilled" tended to have a 

higher proportion of older men in their work 

forces. In the case of farmers, the proportion 

of older men has grown somewhat since 1860, 

as has the share of older skilled workers. The 

category "skilled workers," however, by 1950 

had the lowest proportion of older workers 

(aged sixty and older) of all the occupational 

categories. The early effects of pensions and 

Social Security may be responsible for this 

decline. Skilled factory workers made up one 

of the more widely covered employee groups 

in the early years of Social Security retirement 

insurance payments, while farm laborers and 

the self-employed were not yet covered. 

Tables 5-7, which display the distribution 

of workers in a particular age group across oc-

cupations, present a different viewpoint from 

that of Tables 2-4, which show the age distri-

bution of workers within an occupational cate-

gory. For example, in Table 5, 63 percent of 

men aged thirty-five through forty-four in 1860 

were farmers, while 4.7 percent were profes-

sionals or proprietors. Reading down a col-

umn in Tables 5-7 allows comparison of an 

occupation's importance across cohorts. In 

1860 only 3.5 percent of men aged thirty-five 

to forty-four had no occupation, while 22.5 

percent of men in the seventy to seventy-nine 

cohort had none. 

Table 5. 
Shares of Cohorts Employed in Different Occupations 

Rural Men, Northern United States, 1860 
{percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None 

Number in 

Sample 

15-19 10.5 0.7 2.9 1.4 39.3 0.2 44.9 5,950 

20-24 27.0 3.2 9.7 1.3 40.0 1.1 17.7 5,252 

25-34 49.4 4.5 15.1 1.2 22.4 1.2 17.7 7,935 

35-44 63.0 4.7 13.6 1.0 13.3 0.9 3.5 5,817 

45-59 69.4 4.2 11.1 0.8 10.5 0.3 3.6 5,390 

60-69 68.4 2.3 8.5 0.8 10.7 0.3 9.0 1,831 

70-79 57.3 1.3 8.6 0.1 8.0 0.1 22.5 752 

80+ 36.8 0.5 5.9 0.0 6.4 0.5 50.0 220 

Reading across a row gives the distribution of occupations for a particular age group. Reading down a column 
gives the share in each cohort that is in a particular occupation. 

Source: Estimated from the Bateman-Foust Sample. 
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Table 6. 
Shares of Cohorts Employed in Different Occupations 

All Men, United States, 1900 
{percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None 
Number in 
Sample 

15-19 1.8 1.0 8.5 8.9 48.8 1.1 29.9 4,900 

20-24 10.7 4.2 15.7 14.2 46.2 1.1 8.0 4,772 

25-34 20.8 9.2 20.4 12.3 32.8 1.8 2.6 8,084 

35-44 26.7 11.6 21.8 9.8 26.0 2.3 2.0 6,413 

45-59 35.2 12.4 16.9 8.4 21.7 1.8 3.7 5,751 

60-69 35.7 12.5 14.3 6.3 18.2 1.9 11.2 2,017 

70-79 29.5 10.1 10.0 3.6 10.0 1.2 35.5 898 

80+ 22.4 3.5 3.0 0.4 5.6 0.9 64.2 232 

Reading across a row gives the distribution of occupations for a particular age group. Reading down a column 
gives the share in each cohort that is in a particular occupation. 

Source: Estimated from the 1900 Public Use Sample. 

Table 7. 
Shares of Cohorts Employed in Different Occupations 

All Men, United States, 1950 
(percent) 

Age Farmer Professional Skilled Service Labor Other None 
Number in 
Sample 

15-19 1.4 1.0 13.3 9.9 19.9 — 54.6 3,983 

20-24 4.6 6.0 37.3 15.9 20.7 — 15.6 3,273 

25-34 8.0 14.8 43.0 15.2 13.0 — 6.0 6,603 

35-44 10.5 18.8 41.8 14.3 10.8 — 3.9 6,448 

45-59 12.3 18.5 34.7 16.2 10.9 — 7.4 6,337 

60-69 12.7 11.5 24.3 14.7 10.9 — 26.0 2,474 

70-79 8.4 5.7 7.2 6.9 5.2 — 66.6 1,095 

80+ 3.0 1.8 1.8 2.1 2.4 — 88.7 332 

Reading across a row gives the distribution of occupations for a particular age group. Reading down a column 
gives the share in each cohort that is in a particular occupation. 

Source: Estimated from the 1950 Public Use Sample. 
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Between 1860 and 1950, a decreasing share 

of each successively older age group is em-

p loyed in every occupat iona l category 

Several categories, however, show that the 

proportion of each successive cohort in the 

category fell off less rapidly than in other cate-

gories. Skilled workers and farmers show fairly 

steady shares of workers across most cohorts 

in 1860. The same is true for 1900. Both years 

showed a decline in the share of each succes-

sive cohort after age twenty-four employed as 

laborers. It was probably easy to enter such 

jobs early in life and then to leave as various 

skills were acquired. Nevertheless, a large 

share of workers aged sixty and older were 

still employed as laborers in 1860 and 1900. 

By 1950 laborers and farmers included a much 

smaller share of older workers. Indeed, in all 

job categories in 1950 a sharp drop-off ap-

pears between age groups sixty to sixty-nine 

and seventy to seventy-nine in the share of 

the cohort employed. That the decline ap-

pears in all categories suggests that some-

thing common across occupations rather than 

characteristics specific to the occupations 

themselves was affecting employment after 

the early 1900s. 

Like the evidence presented earlier by oth-

er researchers, the age and occupation distri-

butions in Tables 2-7 do not immediately 

support the contention that age discrimination 

increased in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries. This conclusion does not 

necessarily imply that older workers were not 

discriminated against, either because of de-

creased productivity or s imple prejudice 

against the aged. Some occupations do have 

older workers disproportionately represented. 

Rather, it can be inferred that whatever dis-

crimination or prejudice may have existed did 

not increase over time. Not until 1950 is there 

any evidence of systematic disappearance of 

older workers from the labor force, and then 

the decline is apparent across all occupations. 

Economic and Governmental Factors 
Leading to the Decline 

The labor force participation rate of men 

aged sixty-five and older remained fairly con-

stant at about 60 percent between 1910 and 

1930. Then, after at least twenty years of rela-

tive stability, it fell by one-third in twenty 

years. Certainly the Great Depression was im-

mediately responsible for some of the de-

cline. Perhaps as early as 1940, however, and 

definitely by 1950, participation was falling 

across all types of households, farm as well as 

nonfarm rural and urban. The decline has con-

tinued steadily through today. A changing mix 

of occupations does not account for much of 

the decline after 1950. 

Economists have offered many theories, 

but none seems to explain the decline ade-

quately. William G. Bowen and T. Aldrich 

Finegan's (1969, 374) catalog of potential 

sources of the labor force participation de-

cline between 1948 and 1965 shows increases 

in "other income," including Social Security 

benefits, accounting for around half. However, 

the effect of Social Security and private pen-

sions on retirement is a subject of continuing 

deba te among economists. (See Edward 

Lazear 1986, 325-30, for a survey of the litera-

ture.) For example, Gratton (1988) has shown 

that in 1950 relief payments for the aged un-

der Title I of the Social Security Act may have 

affected labor force participation more than 

payments under Title II of the act did. 

Whatever in fact initiated the latest de-

cline, changed attitudes toward older workers 

do not appear to be a significant factor. As 

hinted at earlier, the federal government may 

have had an important role in changing the 

status of older workers through New Deal leg-

islation. The Social Security Act of 1935 is usu-

ally cited as the key piece of social legislation 

responsible for beginning the massive with-

drawal of older men from the work force. In 

addition, several other pieces of legislation 

may have equally affected the status of older 

workers, even if unintentionally. The National 

Industrial Recovery Act, which authorized the 

National Recovery Administration in 1933, the 

National Labor Relations Act in 1935, and the 

Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938 all made a 

difference. 

Social Security was designed to aid older 

workers directly, either by providing aid to 

those who had lost jobs or, as William Graeb-

ner (1980) and Carol Haber (1983) have ar-

gued, by drawing them out of the labor force 
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to open up jobs for younger workers. The ef-

fects of Social Security, however, could not 

have been felt immediately because, under 

the 1935 act, payments were not to have be-

gun until 1942. (Later revisions moved pay-

ments forward to 1940.) The effects of the 

National Industrial Recovery Act, the National 

Labor Relations Act, and the Fair Labor Stan-

dards Act could have been felt much sooner. 

The National Industrial Recovery Act, 

passed in 1933, authorized the National Re-

covery Administration to allow industries to 

collude to set output quotas and raise prices 

to increase profits. To diminish what were 

then thought to be free competition's most 

destructive aspects, industries were instruct-

ed to establish codes of fair competition to 

prevent individual firms from undercutting 

each other's profits. The industry codes ap-

proved by the National Recovery Act also 

contained clauses that established minimum 

wages and maximum weekly hours, after 

which overtime was to be paid. The intent 

was to spread a given number of hours of 

work among more workers while limiting out-

put and maintaining or raising real wages. The 

number of industrial employees working in an 

industry covered by a code grew rapidly, and 

within a year almost 95 percent of industrial 

workers may have come under the protection 

of an approved code. 

By limiting hours of work and at the same 

time supporting or raising wage rates, the Na-

tional Recovery Act codes gave employers an 

incentive to release their least productive 

workers and retain those who could work 

more intensively. In other words, employers 

now had a reason to discriminate against less 

productive workers, including older workers, 

who previously had been able to obtain em-

ployment because competition had kept their 

wages low. The legislation allowed industries 

to deve lop add i t iona l codes, and some 

adopted rules under which older workers 

could be defined as handicapped on the ba-

sis of age alone and receive a wage lower than 

the min imum specified for most workers 

(Graebner 1980, 209). In effect, federal gov-

ernment policy had made older workers po-

tentially obsolete. Prejudice against the aged, 

as described by David Hackett Fischer (1978) 

and others, may have had little effect on old-

er workers before the New Deal, but the Na-

tional Recovery Act codes gave employers a 

reason to discriminate on the basis of age. 

Although the National Recovery Adminis-

tration was declared unconstitutional in May 

1935, the National Labor Relations Act, estab-

lished that same year, extended most of the 

National Recovery Administration's provi-

sions on unionization and collective bargain-

ing. In 1938 the Fair Labor Standards Act 

extended most of the provisions on hours of 

work and minimum wages that had been es-

tablished in the National Recovery Adminis-

tration's industrial codes. 

Even if these pieces of legislation did 

change employers' attitudes toward older 

workers, the relevant question is, how much 

did they actually affect the employment of 

older workers? Charles Roos, the director of 

research for the National Recovery Adminis-

tration, pointed out that the wage and hour 

provisions decreased the employment of sev-

eral demographic groups, including older 

workers (1937, 174-75, 193). The minimum 

wage is not a binding constraint in many in-

dustries today, but Gavin Wright has shown 

that during the 1930s, establishment of the 

minimum wage raised wages for some work-

ers in the South, although both the National 

Recovery Administration and the Fair Labor 

Standards Act added to unemployment of 

blacks, another demographic group signifi-

cantly, if indirectly, affected by the wage and 

hour provisions (1986, 220, 223-25). Michael 

Weinstein (1980) has shown that the National 

Industrial Recovery Act significantly affected 

income distribution and hours of work in the 

overall economy. Increases in real wages also 

contributed to overall unemployment , al-

though he does not distinguish any evidence 

for different age groups. 

The effect of the National Recovery Admin-

istration and subsequent legislation on older 

men's employment and hours of work is diffi-

cult to quantify in the aggregate for the 1930s; 

however, the anecdotal evidence makes it 

clear that the employment of older men was 

not advanced by the National Recovery Ad-

ministration or the Fair Labor Standards Act. 

Pencavel (1986, 13) has noted that the overall 

decline in hours worked per week by all men 

between 1929 and 1940 was caused in part by 
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Fair Labor Standard Act overtime pay require-

ments. Since at least 1955, average weekly 

hours worked and the labor force participa-

tion rate of men sixty-five and older have 

both fallen, while hours worked per week by 

younger men have stayed fairly constant or 

have risen slightly (Pencavel 1986, 16). Little 

or no direct evidence on work hours by age for 

industries in the 1930s is available that would 

help identify clearly the effect of the National 

Recovery Administration on the labor force 

participation rate of older men. Current re-

search indicates that restrictions on work 

hours, m in imum wages, and overt ime pay 

provisions have not been significant factors 

recently in the decline of the labor force par-

ticipation rate of men sixty-five and older. 

Nevertheless, such provis ions during the 

1930s may have helped establish the prece-

dent that withdrawal from the labor force later 

in life was an appropriate and expected part 

of one's career. 

Conclusion 

The evidence presented and reviewed in 

this article does not support the view that old-

er male workers became increasingly cut off 

from work during the late nineteenth and ear-

ly twentieth centuries because of systematic 

discrimination or adverse changes in attitudes 

toward older members of society. For fairly 

broad occupational categories, the age and 

occupation distributions show little change in 

the representation of older male workers. Al-

though it is clear that some occupations were 

increasingly becoming identified as jobs for 

older workers, such positions were not a sig-

nificant proportion of all occupations held by 

men sixty-five and older. 

Even if a t t i tudes toward o lder workers 

worsened, the most significant development 

was the emp loymen t pol ic ies of the New 

Deal, which set the stage for the virtual disap-

pearance of older men from the work force. 

Their sudden sharp decline from all occupa-

tions beginning around 1950 demonstrates 

that retirement is a modern aspect of work, 

While the National Recovery Administration 

and Fair Labor Standards Act, perhaps inad-

vertently, may have provided employers with 

a reason to furlough older workers, a farther-

reaching result of these pieces of legislation 

may have been the institutionalization of re-

tirement as a standard stage in the life of 

one's career. As the United States faces a 

shrinking supply of younger workers—and a 

growing population aged sixty-five and older 

who could contribute to the work force—in 

the next few decades, policies less encourag-

ing to full retirement may become increasing-

ly desirable. 

Appendix 

The force participation rate, p, is defined as 

P = L/N, (1) 

where L is the labor force, that is, the 

summed total of those employed and seeking 

employment, and N is the relevant total popula-

tion. in the context of this article all variables re-

fer to men aged sixty-five and older. 

The participation rate in equation (1) can be 

rewritten in a manner that allows an examina-

tion of changes in subsector participation rates 

as well as shifts in the shares of the older male 

population in farming and nonfarming. If the la-

bor force, L, is broken into a farm, Lp and non-

farm, Ln, component, equation (1) can be rewrit-

ten as 

p = (Lf+Ln)/N. (2) 

A similar decomposition of the population 

variable, N, yields, after some manipulation, 

p = (Nf/N)(Lf/Nf) + (Nn/N)(Ln/Nn), (3) 

which can be rewritten as 

p = afpf+anpn. (4) 

In equation (4) af and a are the shares of the 
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older male population in farming and nonfarm-

ing, and Pj- and pn are the participation rates of 

older men in the farming and nonfarming sec-

tors. Equation (4) expresses the labor force par-

ticipation rate as a weighted average of labor 

force participation in farming and nonfarming, 

where the weights are the shares of the older 

male population in farming and nonfarming. 

If the shares of the older male labor force in 

farming and nonfarming are denoted by /^and ln, 

respectively, and equation (4) is rewritten in 

percentage rate of change form, the dynamic 

behavior of the labor force participation rate can 

be examined. Performing these calculations 

yields 

p = l/af+pß + ln{an + pn), (5) 

with the dot indicating the derivative of the 

natural logarithm of the particular variable, 

which is also the instantaneous rate of change 

of the variable. As in equation (4), equation 

(5) expresses the overall change in labor force 

participation, p, as a weighted average of the 

changing shares of men living in different 

household types as well as changing labor 

force participation rates within those sectors. 

One difficulty with using identities such as 

equation (5) with historical census data is that 

the census enumerators were not instructed 

to record an individual's previous occupation 

if he was recorded as currently having no oc-

cupation. The application of equation (5) to 

historical census data assumed that if a man 

with no occupation was living on a farm, his 

previous occupation was in farming. Likewise, 

for men living in nonfarm households with no 

current occupation, it is assumed that their 

previous occupation was in the nonfarming 

sector. 

With the aid of the decomposed participa-

tion rate, the relative importance of declining 

labor force participation and shifting weights 

between farm and nonfarm households from 

1860 through 1980 can be examined specifical-

ly. Estimated values of the variables in equa-

tions (4) and (5) are given in the table below 

for the periods 1860-1900, 1900-50, and 1950-

80. These estimates were derived from the 

data displayed in Table 1. 

The Shift of American Men Aged Sixty-Five and Older 
from Farm to Nonfarm Households, 1860-1980 

p = afpf + anpn 

p=lf(af + pf) +ln(an + pn) 

Pi = LFP rate of older males in household type /' 

a,- = share of older male population in household type /' 

/,• = share of older male labor force living in household type i (mid-period value) 

Pi = average annual rate of change in the LFP rate of older males in household type i 

kj = average annual rate of change in the share of older male population living in household type i 

/' = f, n (farm, nonfarm) 

Values of Variables for Households, 1860-1900 

af an P Pf Pn 

1860 .54 .46 .76 .80 .71 

1900 .41 .59 .70 .80 .63 

af an P Pf Pn 

-.007 .007 -.002 .000 -.003 

.521 

'n 

.479 

(Continued on next page) 
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Continued 

Values of Variables for Households, 1900-1950 

af an P Pf Pn 

1900 .41 .59 .70 .80 .63 

1950 .16 .84 .47 .62 .44 

af an P Pf Pn 

-.018 .007 -.008 -.005 -.007 

If <n 

.342 .657 

Values of Variables for Households, 1950-1980 

af an P Pf Pn 

1950 .16 .84 .47 .62 .44 

1980 .03 .97 .26 .58 .25 

af an P Pf Pn 

-.051 .005 -.020 -.002 -.019 

If In 

.146 .853 

Notes 

1 The "new history" viewpoint originated in the work of Fis-

cher (1978) and was further d e v e l o p e d by Achenbaum 

(1978), Graebner (1980), and Haber (1983), among others. 
2This f ind ing is consistent with the est imate for 1860 of 

64.2 percent m a d e by Moen (1987) based on a s amp le 

of m e n aged sixty-five and o l de r l iv ing in New York, 

Boston, Ph i lade lph ia , and Chicago. 
3 T h e Bateman-Fous t S a m p l e of Northern Househo l d s , 

1860, covers 21,118 rural househo l d s in 102 r andomly 

s e l e c t e d t o w n s h i p s in t h e no r t h a n d nor th-cen t ra l 

states. The samp le is drawn from manuscr ipt schedules 

of the U.S. Census of 1860 and is ava i lab le through the 

lnteruniversity Consor t ium for Polit ical a nd Social Re-

search in Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

4 C o m p l e t e l ist ings of occupa t ions in each category are 

ava i lab le from the author. 
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