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GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT IN THE 
UNITED STATES: 1952 -1970

Between 1952 and 1970,1 total civilian employ
ment in the United States increased by approxi
mately 30.0%. A  major contributing factor was the 
rise in the number of persons employed at the local, 
state, and federal civilian levels of government. With 
total public employment nearly doubling, the govern
ment sector consequently accounted for almost one- 
third of the increase in total employment over the 18- 
year period. By 1970, government employees con
stituted 16.6% of all employed persons, compared to 
11.8% in 1952. In light of the Administration’s re
cent proposal to trim the number of federal employees 
by 5.0% by July 1972, it is tempting to presume that 
the Federal Government has made the major im
pact on employment growth in the public sector. 
But this is not the case. The bulk of the increase 
in this period is accounted for by state and local 
governments. This article will investigate changes 
in the major sources of public employment between 
1952 and 1970, with special emphasis on changes 
in State and local government employment in the 
Fifth Federal Reserve District.

Relative Public Employment Growth The total 
number of persons employed at all levels of govern
ment in the United States increased by almost 6.0 
million between 1952 and 1970, an increase of 83.4%. 
At the same time, Federal Government employment 
rose by only 300,000 persons, accounting for just 
5.0% of the increase in total public employment 
(Table I ) .  Making up 28.6% of the total increase 
were State governments, where the number of per
sons employed rose by about 1.7 million. The major 
increase, however, came at the local level, where gov
ernment employment rose by almost 4.0 million per

1 The year 1952 was the first for which government employment 
information was gathered in preparation for the quinquennial 
Census of Governments. The most recently available comparable 
data is for 1970. All of the data used in this article are published 
by the U. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 
Washington, D. C.

Employment data by Federal, State and local government for the 
United States in 1952 are obtained from the Historical Statistics on 
Governmental Finance and Em ploym ent (1969); 1952 data for the 
Fifth District are obtained from State Distribution of Public E m 
ployment in 1952 (1953). All 1970 employment figures are from 
Public Employm ent in 1970 (1971).

sons. Growth at the local level accounted for the 
major portion of the total growth in public employ
ment. The major categories of government employ
ment at the local, state, and federal levels for 1952 
and 1970 are presented in Table II.

Federal Government The major source of public 
employment at the federal level is the area of na
tional defense and international relations. A  major 
portion of employment in this category, which does 
not include uniformed military personnel, consists 
of civilian workers involved in military related ac
tivities of the Defense Department. Since 1967, 
however, employment in national defense and inter
national relations has declined by 150,000 persons, 
which helps to explain the relatively small gain in 
federal employment.

The major source of employment growth within 
the Federal Government was the postal service, 
where the number of employees rose by over 200,000 
from 1952 to 1970. This large gain accounted for 
69.1% of the total increment in federally employed 
personnel. Moderate gains also occurred in the areas 
of space, health and hospitals, and natural resources. 
Since highways, education, and police protection are 
principally in the domain of state and local gov
ernments, small federal employment gains were 
registered in these activities.

Table I

GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT IN THE 
UNITED STATES*

(Thousands)
% o f
Total

1952 1970 Change Change

Local 3,461 7,392 3,931 66.4
State 1,060 2,755 1,695 28.6
Federal 2,583 2,881 298 5.0
Total 7,105 13,028 5,924 100.0

* Total Em ploym ent.
Source: U. S. D epartm en t o f Commerce, Bureau o f the Census.

2 MONTHLY REVIEW, APRIL 1972Digitized for FRASER 
http://fraser.stlouisfed.org/ 
Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis

April 1972



The 300,000 gain in the number of federal em
ployees represented a relatively small percentage 
increase over the period. This slow growth helps 
to explain why the proportion of total public per
sonnel employed by the federal government fell from 
36.4% in 1952 to 22.1% in 1970. The change in 
the proportions of public employment accounted for 
by local, State, and Federal government is presented 
in Chart 1.

State Government Total employment by State 
governments in the United States rose by almost 
1.7 million persons from 1952 to 1970, an increase 
of 159.9%. In education, which at the state level 
consists almost entirely of higher education, em
ployment quadrupled. The 900,000 increase in edu
cational personnel constituted over half of State gov
ernment employment growth. Employment in the 
remaining categories approximately doubled. The 
largest identifiable noneducational employment gains 
occurred in the areas of health and hospitals, and 
highways, which together provided 400,000 new jobs. 
Employment in other areas of state government rose 
by almost 300,000 persons from 1952 to 1970. This 
“ other” category includes personnel engaged in such 
activities as public welfare, corrections, state admin
istration, and employment security. Overall, em
ployment in state government increased at a slightly 
faster pace than total public employment and by 
1970 represented over one-fifth of total public 
employment.

Local Government The greatest increase in g ov 
ernment employment occurred at the local level. 
From 1952 to 1970, the number of local government 
personnel rose by almost 4.0 million. The major 
factor in this growth was the increase in the number 
of persons engaged in elementary and secondary 
education. This area, primarily in the domain of 
local government, experienced an employment in
crease of 2.5 million persons, which accounted for 
almost 65.0% of the total increase in local govern
ment personnel.

Major identifiable increases in local government 
also occurred in the areas of health and hospitals, 
with an increase of almost 290,000 persons, and in 
police protection, with an increase of over 200,000 
persons. The number of persons engaged in “ other” 
activities, such as fire protection, sanitation and 
sewage, utilities, local parks, etc., rose by almost 
850,000. Because of this rapid overall rate of 
growth, local government personnel constituted 
56.7% of all public employment in 1970.

Education and Public Employment The preced
ing discussion indicates the significant role that edu
cation plays in both public employment and total 
employment. Throughout the United States, the 
education function employs more persons than 
any other activity of State and local govern
ments. Employm ent in education includes ad
ministrative, clerical, maintenance, and auxiliary 
personnel, in addition to teachers and professional 
personnel. Growth in the number of persons en
gaged in state and local education represented 57.8%

C hart I

DISTRIBUTION OF 
TOTAL PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT IN U. S.

M illions

Federal
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| Local
22.1%

21.1%

- 36.4%

— 14.9%
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1952 1970

Source: U. S. D epartm en t o f  Commerce, Bureau o f 
the  Census

of the increase in total public employment from 1952 
to 1970 and 60.9% of the increase in total state and 
local government. Moreover, employment growth 
in education accounted for almost one-seventh of the 
total increase in U. S. employment from 1952 to 
1970.

Public Employment in the Fifth District A vail
able data for Fifth District states and the District 
of Columbia indicate that the Fifth District closely
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Table II

GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT BY MAJOR CATEGORIES IN THE UNITED STATES*
(Thousands)

______________ FEDERAL_________________  ________________ STATE___________________

_______________1952____________1970 % Change 1952 1970 % Change

National Defense and
International A ffa irs  1,342

Postal Service 525 
Space
Education 1 1
Highways 4
Health and Hospitals 157
Police 16
Natural Resources 171
Other 358

Total 2,583

1,200 -  10.6
731 39.2

30
19 72.7 293 1,182 303.4

5 25.0 187 302 61.5
193 22.9 210 501 138.6
30 87.5 21 57 171.4

221 29.2 83 151 81.9
454 26.8 267 562 110.5

2,881 11.5 1,060 2,755 159.9

* Tota l Em ploym ent.

Source: U. S. D epartm en t o f Commerce, Bureau o f the Census.

mirrors the nation as a whole in public employment. 
Total employment by State and local governments 
in the Fifth District increased by over 400,000 per
sons, more than doubling between 1952 and 1970. 
This increase represents a rate of growth only 
slightly below that for all State and local govern
ments in the United States. This slower growth 
rate can be traced in part to the state of West V ir
ginia. State and local government employment in 
West Virginia rose by only 57.4%, while the rate 
of increase ranged from 99.6% to 170.1% in the

Table III

STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT 
IN THE FIFTH DISTRICT*

1952 1970 % Change

D istrict o f C olum bia 20,451 48,677 138.0

M a ry la n d 59,694 161,248 170.1

N orth  C aro lina 94,826 189,284 99.6
South C aro lina 51,310 102,696 100.0

V irg in ia 79,773 184,093 130.8
W est V irg in ia 45,659 71,856 57.4
F ifth  D istrict 351,713 757,854 115.5

* Full Time Equ iva len t Em ploym ent.

Source: U. S. D epartm en t o f Commerce, Bureau o f the  Census.

rest of the Fifth District, as indicated in Table III. 
It is important to note, however, that West Virginia 
has experienced an actual decline in population over 
the past two decades. From 1950 to 1970, the West

Table IV

GOVERNMENT EMPLOYMENT IN THE 
FIFTH DISTRICT-MAJOR CATEGORIES*

% o f

1952 1970
%

Change
Tota l

Change

Education 170,072 397,423 133.7 56.0
H ighw ays 41,494 56,232 35.5 3.6
H ealth  & Hospita ls 29,030 82,589 184.5 13.2
Police 17,056 39,161 129.6 5.4
N a tu ra l Resources 11,864 13,384 12.8 0.4

O ther:
Fire Protection 8,655 14,077 62.6 1.3
Public W e lfa re 4,768 18,579 289.7 3.4
W a te r Supply 7,974 8,949 12.2 0.2
O ther U tilities 3,460 5,210 50.6 0.4

S an ita tion 9,983 13,948 39.7 1.0
A ll O ther 47,357 108,302 128.7 15.0

Tota l O ther 82,197 169,065 105.7 21.4

Total 351,713 757,854 115.5 100.0

* Full Time E qu iva len t Em ploym ent.
Source: U. S. D epartm en t o f Commerce, Bureau o f the Census.
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LOCAL TOTAL STATE & LOCAL TOTAL

1952 1970 % Change 1952 1970 % Change 1952 1970 % Change

1,342 1,200 -  10.6
525 731 39.2

30
1,580 4,1 15 160.4 1,884 5,316 182.2 1,873 5,297 182.8

269 305 13.4 460 612 33.0 456 607 33.1
222 508 128.8 589 1,202 104.1 432 1,009 133.6
217 451 107.8 254 538 111.8 238 508 113.4

37 33 -  10.8 292 404 38.4 121 183 51.2
1,135 1,980 74.4 1,959 2,995 52.9 1,402 2,543 81.4

3,461 7,392 135.8 7,105 13,028 83.4 4,522 10,147 124.4

Virginia population fell by about 14.0%, while Fifth 
District population rose by about 28.0%. On a per 
capita basis, the level of public employment in West 
Virginia did not differ appreciably from that for the 
Fifth District in 1970.

Education at the state and local level provided 
56.0% of all new government jobs in the Fifth Dis
trict from 1952 to 1970 (Table IV ). This pro
portion is slightly lower than the 60.9% for all State 
and local public employment. Health and hospitals 
was the other area of government activity to display 
a substantial increase in public employment for the 
Fifth District. Employment in this field, which in
cludes public health administration, hospital and 
clinic operations, and other health activities, rose by 
over 50,000 persons over the period. This increase 
accounted for 13.2% of the total increase in State

and local government personnel, somewhat above the 
percentage for all State and local governments. The 
areas of highways, police protection, and public wel
fare provided over 50,000 new public jobs, or 12.4% 
of the total increase.

The data indicate that public employment growth 
in the Fifth District kept pace with that of the 
United States over the period 1952 to 1970. Only 
in West Virginia did public employment growth fail 
to reflect the national trend, and this divergence 
can be attributed to the state’s population decline 
over the past two decades. In general, the per
centage distribution by categories of the increase in 
State and local government personnel in the Fifth 
District closely reflected that for the United States 
as a whole.

Glenn Picon
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