
C H A N G E S IN W O M E N ' S OCCUPATIONS, 

1 9 4 0 - 1 9 5 0 

Part I — M a j o r Occupation Groups 

Today the fabric of national life and progress depends heavily 
on the work performance of women and on the high quality, the 
regularity, and the integrity of their work both in the home and in 
the labor force. 

Picture the situation in an individual office, store, factory, restau-
rant, schoolroom, hospital, telephone exchange, bank, if every woman 
employee remained away even for a single day. Then multiply this 
by thousands of establishments and by the workdays of a week or 
month. In such an exercise the imagination can to some extent 
envision the basic importance of women's contribution in modern 
industrial life. Add to this the fact that women also continue, in a 
revised setting and with aids suited to the times, to carry on their 
age-old work of homemaking and all that it entails. 

Details as to the people's occupations, which can be obtained 
only from the decennial census, are of vital interest to all workers, 
to employers, to educators, and to the general public. Especially 
is this true in regard to women in this particular period, since the 
necessities of a great war called on more women than ever before to 
enter the labor force. In fact, over 4% million more women are 
employed in 1950 than in 1940. 

The Picture in 1950 

When the Census Bureau made its 10-year count in 1950, it reported 
that 16K million of the 57 million women (14 years and over) in this 
country are in the labor force. Of these, 95 percent or 15% million 
are employed, as the summary following shows. The occupations 
that engage these employed women form the primary subject of the 
report that follows. Women are 28 percent of all persons employed 
in this country. 

At the same time, 40X million women, the great majority of the 
feminine population, are not in the labor force. Two-thirds of these are 
under 65 and are not reported as being unable to work. Some are girls 
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still in school and college or other training, others have young children. 
Home responsibilities are especially heavy for women 25 to 34 years 
old, judging from the fact that the proportion of women who are in 
the labor force drops sharply in this age group. Others constitute a 
potential labor force of many million that could be called upon at any 
time of national need, many of them having had training or work 
experience at some time in their lives. 

E M P L O Y M E N T S T A T U S OF W O M E N , 1 9 5 0 

Employment status Number Percent distribution 
All women (14 years and over) 57, 102, 295 100 

In the labor force 1 16, 551,990 29 100 

Employed 15,750,660 95 
Unemployed 769,030 5 
In Armed Forces 32,300 (2) 

Not in the labor force 40, 550, 305 71 100 

Aged 65 or over 6, 015, 255 15 
Aged 14 to 64: 

Keeping house 28, 118, 535 69 
Unable to work 568,675 1 
In institutions 355,535 1 
Other and not reported 5,492,305 14 

* This total, based on a 20-percent sample, is from the population census made by the U. S. Department 
of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, in every 10th year. Decennial census reports are the only source 
of information on detailed occupations. Data from the decennial census cannot be compared with those 
in the current sampling reports made by the Bureau of the Census, which show, in the same month and year 
as the decennial census, 18 million women in the labor force and 17 million women employed. 

3 Just over one-tenth of 1 percent. 

The discussion that follows will first give an overall picture of 
women's work in major occupation groups. Following this, the 
individual occupations of women will be considered. Finally each 
major group will be discussed separately with its detailed occupations. 
Each of these sections will deal in general with the size of the occupa-
tions (or occupation groups), the proportion women constitute of all 
workers, and the increases or decreases over the past decade. The 
age and marital status of women in various occupations also will be 
considered. The figures discussed here are taken from the reports 
of the United States Bureau of the Census, chiefly from Bulletin 
P-C l,1 which gives results of the 1950 census of population. 

Many women who may not be at work at the time a report is made 
have had industrial experience at some time in their lives. There is a 
continual shifting in and out of the labor force, affecting many individ-
uals in a year or a month, or even in a single day. Because of this, 
changes from 1940 to 1950 have affected far more women than the 
4% million added to the ranks of the employed over the decade. 
MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS OF EMPLOYED WOMEN 

Clerical work employs a very much larger number of women than 
any other type of occupation—over 4% million. About half of all 

1 U. S. Census of Population: 1950. Volume II, Characteristics of the Population, Part I, U, S. Summary, 
Chapter C, Detailed Characteristics. U. S. Government Printing Office, Washington, D. C. 1953. 
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employed women are either clerical workers or operatives, the latter 
chiefly in manufacturing industries. Professional or technical occu-
pations, and service occupations (except in private homes), each 
employs over a tenth of all women workers. Work in private homes 
and in sales occupations each employs somewhat less than a tenth. 
The number of women in each of the 11 major occupation groups 
reported by the 1950 census is shown in the list below, and further 
detail is given in table 1 in the appendix. 

The numbers of employed women have increased since 1940 in all 
occupation groups except two. The greatest increases are in the two 
groups that were largest in both 1940 and 1950—clerical workers, to 
which almost 2 million women have been added, and operatives, which 
has grown by almost 1 million. The number also has grown by over 
two-thirds of a million in service occupations, by about one-half a 
million in sales occupations and in professional and technical work, 
and by more than one-fourth of a million women among managers and 
officials. 

The most notable decrease since 1940 is in private household 
employment, with a loss of almost two-thirds of a million women. 
The only other decrease is in the small group of farmers and farm 
managers, which has lost over 30,000 women, a decline of about a 
fourth. 

WOMEN IN MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS 

Employed women 
Number in Percent of all workers Increase, 

Occupation group 1950 i 1950 mo 1HO-50 
All occupation groups 15, 715, 164 28 25 4, 576, 986 

Clerical workers 4, 291, 764 62 54 1, 927, 476 
Operatives 3, 018, 787 27 25 989, 113 
Professional, technical workers 1, 938, 985 39 42 452, 539 
Service workers (except private house-

1, 938, 985 452, 539 

hold) 1, 914, 293 45 38 689, 654 
Private household workers 1, 334, 310 95 94 2 637, 173 
Sales workers , 1, 329, 724 34 26 527, 843 
Managers, officials, proprietors (except 

1, 329, 724 527, 843 

farm) 676, 778 13 11 277, 680 
Farm laborers, foremen 449, 336 19 10 128, 506 
Craftsmen, foremen __ 235, 544 3 2 122, 424 
Laborers (except farm, mine) _ _ 126, 979 4 3 25, 144 
Farmers, farm managers 116, 371 3 3 2 35, 528 
Occupation not reported 282, 293 38 41 109, 308 

* Numbers in total and in each group are from the 1950 decennial census. These differ from numbers 
shown in census current sampling reports. See footnote 1 to the summary on p. 2. 

2 In this case a decline. 

Proportions of A l l Workers Who A re Women 

Women are in largest proportions among household employees and 
clerical workers. They are over nine-tenths of the household and 
almost two-thirds of the clerical workers. Women are a third or 
more of all workers in professional, sales, and service occupations 
(except household). They are a fourth of the operatives, a fifth of 
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the farm laborers (women in this group being largely unpaid family 
workers), and over a tenth of the managers, proprietors, and officials. 

An important measure of occupational trends is in the change in 
proportion w omen constitute of all persons in an occupation. In the 
decade since 1940 the proportion of women in the total has increased 
notably among clerical, sales, and service workers, and in the rela-
tively small group of farm laborers. Some increase also w~as shown in 
most other occupational groups. Among technical and professional 
workers women are in slightly smaller proportion than a decade ago. 
This could be attributed in part to a broadening of opportunity in 
other fields of work, in part to a tendency to enter occupations requiring 
less training time than in most professions. 

The occupations most largely engaging women differ markedly 
from those in which men find their chief employment, as is indicated 
in the summary list given below. Furthermore the concentration in 
certain chief occupation groups is considerably greater among women 
than men workers. 

Half the women are in clerical, professional, technical and sales 
occupations, but these employ only a fifth of the men workers. These 
(taken with management) often are referred to as white collar occu-
pations, and of course include occupations in which women are 
known to be a prominent part of the labor force, such as office work, 
teaching, nursing and sales work in stores. Household employment 
and other services engage a fifth of the women workers but only a 
very small proportion of the men. 

Among men, in contrast, nearly a third are in managerial, official, 
crafts and foreman occupations which employ only a very small pro-
portion of the women. Other occupations with appreciable propor-
tions of men but only very small proportions of women are general 
labor, farm labor and farming. The only major occupational group 
that has much the same proportion of the men and the women 
workers is that of operatives (largely in manufacturing) in which 
are found about 20 in every 100 workers of each sex. 

Among every 10 women workers there Among every 10 men workers there 

Women and Men Workers 

D I F F E R I N G OCCUPATIONS OF W O M E N AND M E N 

are— 
3 clerical workers. 
2 operatives. 
1 professional or technical worker. 
1 service worker. 
1 sales worker. 
1 household worker. 
1 in other occupation. 

are— 
2 operatives. 
2 professional, technical, clerical, 

or sales workers. 
2 craftsmen, foremen. 
1 manager or official. 
1 farmer or farm manager. 
1 general laborer. 
1 in other occupation. 
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Ages—Major Occupation Groups 

It is a striking fact that the woman labor force in 1950 averages 
several years older than in 1940. The median age (half the women 
workers being older, half younger), is almost 36K years as compared 
to just over 32 years a decade ago. 

Almost half of all employed women (47 percent) are of the ages 25 
but less than 45. On the other hand, 30 percent are 45 years old or 
more, 10 percent being 55 but jaot yet ;65, as the summary following 
shows. 

i960 mo 
Median age 36. 4 32. 3 

Percent distribution 
All age groups 100 100 

Under 25 23 29 
Under 20 8 8 

25, under 45 47 49 
45 or older 30 22 

45, under 55 18 13 
55, under 65 10 7 

Much the same proportion of the women workers in 1950 as in 
1940 are in the middle group—25 but under 45 years of age. However, 
in 1950 notably larger proportions than in 1940 are 45 or older, and 
notably smaller proportions than in 1940 are under 25. The relatively 
small proportion under 20 remains the same in 1950 as in 1940. 
MEDIAN AGE OF WOMEN IN EACH OCCUPATION GROUP 

The median age of women in the following occupation groups is 
much the same as for all women workers (about 36 or 37 years): 
Operatives, laborers, farm laborers, workers in sales, and in profes-
sional or technical occupations. Somewhat older (median age about 
39 to 41 years) are the women service, crafts, and household workers. 
Women in the management group are still older (median almost 45 
years), and farmers have a median just over 50 years. Clerical 
workers alone are a much younger group—with median age just less 
than 30 years. This is such a large occupation group (more than a 
fourth of all women workers), that the general youth of the workers 
has a considerable influence on the median for the total. If this 
group is left aside, the median age for all other women workers is 
over 38K years—-more than 2 years older than when clerical workers 
are included. 

The median age of women workers has increased since 1940 in 
every occupation group but one (farming), and in most groups 
considerably. The median is 9 years higher in 1950 than in 1940 
among service workers (other than in households), sales workers, and 
those in the relatively small group of farm laborers; 7 years higher 
than in 1940 in the large group of household workers and the small 
group of laborers; more than 5 years higher than in 1940 in the 
large operative group; and more than 2 years higher among profes-
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sional or technical and crafts workers and in the largest occupation 
group of all—-clerical workers. 

The most usual age of women is 25 to 44 in six of the occupation 
groups, younger among clerical workers, and older among managers 
and officials, farmers, and household workers. The summary that 
follows shows the median and the most usual age group in the various 
occupations. 

More than a third of the clerical workers and a fourth of the women 
in sales occupations and farm labor are under 25 years of age. The 
large proportion of women farm laborers who are so young may be 
due to a considerable extent to the fact that this group includes many 
unpaid family workers. Women under 25 are almost a fifth of the 
operatives, professional workers, household employees, other service 
workers, and laborers. 

The age group 45 years and over includes half or more of the women 
managers or officials and farmers, and a third or more of those 
in sales, professional or technical, crafts, service and household 
occupations. 

AGES OF WOMEN EMPLOYED IN MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS 1 

Employed women 

Median age (years) Most usual age group 

1950 194.0 Age group Percent 
Occupation group (years) of women 

All occupation groups 36. 4 32. 3 25 to 44 47 
Clerical workers 29. 7 27. 2 20 tc 34 51 
Farm laborers, forewomen 36. 1 26. 6 25 to 44 44 
Laborers (except farm and mine) 36. 3 29. 2 25 to 44 50 
Professional, technical workers 36. 4 33. 4 25 to 44 48 
Operatives 36. 7 31. 1 25 to 44 53 
Sales workers 37. 3 28. 3 j ^ 54 43 
Service workers (except private house-

hold) 38. 7 29. 6 25 to 44 46 
Craftswomen, forewomen 39. 7 37. 2 25 to 44 51 
Private household workers 41. 1 33. 6 35 to 54 43 
Managers, officials, proprietors (except 

farm) 44.7 44.3 35 to 54 57 
Farmers, farm managers. 50. 6 52. 1 45 to 64 49 
Occupation not reported 37. 6 32. 2 

1 For more complete age distribution see table 2-A in the appendix. For numbers of women in each 
occupation group, see summary on p. 3. 

It also is of interest to note the occupational groups in which 
women of various ages are chiefly employed. This is shown in table 
2-B in the appendix. 

Mari tal Status—Major Occupation Groups 

The striking point in relation to the marital status of women 
workers is in the considerable decline among those who are single 
and the great increase in the married. This follows changes in the 
composition of the population, but the increase for married women 
is in much greater proportion in the labor force than in the population. 
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PARTICIPATION IN THE LABOR FORCE 

Almost half the single women, a third of the widowed or divorced, 
and not quite a fourth of those married are workers—either employed 
or experienced in the labor force 2—as the following summary shows. 

The proportion of women who are workers has increased in each 
marital group. This increase is somewhat greater among married 
women than in the other groups, although as would be expected 
the proportion in the labor force is somewhat smaller among the 
married than among the single or the widowed or divorced. 

PARTICIPATION IN LABOR FORCE BY WOMEN IN VARIOUS MARITAL GROUPS 

Women workers as 
Number of percent of woman 

women population in— 
workers, 

Marital status 1950 1950 194.0 
All experienced women workeis 1 16, 498, 530 29 24 

Single 5, 239, 800 46 42 
Married 8, 618, 160 23 15 
Widowed or divorced 2, 640, 570 33 28 

* Includes employed women and experienced women seeking work, but not new workers. 

DISTRIBUTION IN THE LABOR FORCE 

A third of all women workers are single, almost half are married 
with husbands present, less than a fifth are widowed or divorced, and 
a very small proportion married with husbands absent, as the summary 
following shows. The information on marital status is based on the 
labor force (including the experienced women seeking work). Other 
data in this report deal with employed women, who are 95 percent of 
the total in the labor force. 

As would bexxpected single women are a considerably larger propor-
tion of the female labor force than of the entire woman population, 
and married women with husbands present are a considerably smaller 
proportion in the labor force than in the population. 

MARITAL STATUS OF WOMEN IN THE POPULATION AND LABOR FORCE 

Women 

Tsfurnhpr in Jahnr Percent distribution, Percent distribution, 
Marital status force, 1950 i 1950> in~ 194°> in~ 

Married, husband present 
Married, husband absent 

Labor Labor 
force i Population force- Population 

16, 498, 530 100 100 100 100 

5, 239, 800 32 20 48 28 
7, 683, 030 47 62 31 56 

935, 130 6 4 6 3 
2, 640, 570 16 14 15 13 

i Based on the employed and the experienced women seeking work. 

2 Note that the data on marital status include the experienced work seekers as well as the employed (the 
entire labor force except new workers). Other sections of the report, dealing largely with detailed occu-
pations, are based on the employed women alone. 
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MAJOR OCCUPATIONS OF WOMEN IN EACH MARITAL GROUP 
The occupational distribution differs considerably with women's 

marital status, as the summary following shows. Of the single women 
by far the largest group is in clerical work—well over a third of the 
total—and professions are second in employment of single women. 
Of the married women three occupation groups employ similar propor-
tions—each somewhat over a fifth—the clerical, the operative, and the 
service occupations. 

Single women.—Just over half the single women workers are in 
either clerical or operative occupations, though clerical work employs 
by far the greatest proportion—37 percent. Very similar proportions 
of the single women (14 to 17 percent) are in operative, professional 
or technical, and the combined service occupations, the latter about 
equally divided between household work and other services. Less 
than a tenth are in sales work. 

Married women.—Almost half of all married women wTorkers are in 
either clerical or operative occupations, much the same proportion as 
among single women. However, among the married women, as con-
trasted with the single, the same proportions are operatives or clerical 
workers. Service occupations employ larger proportions of the 
married than of the single women, but almost two-thirds of the married 
service workers are in occupations other than household employment. 
Similar proportions of the married women are in clerical, operative, 
and service occupations—including household employment—in each 
case over a fifth of the total. Professional or technical work engages 
only 10 percent of the married compared to 17 percent of the single 
women. About a tenth of the married women are in sales work— 
much the same proportion as among those in other marital groups. 

About a tenth of the married women do not have their husbands 
present. Of this group, a much larger proportion is in services than 
in any other type of occupation (41 percent). Moreover, a larger 
proportion of this than of any other marital group is in service occupa-
tions, about equally divided between household work and other 
services. A fifth of these women are in each of the groups of household 
service, other services, and operative occupations. The proportion of 
farmers in this group also should be noted. 

Widowed and divorced women.—The largest group of the women 
workers who are widowed or divorced is in service occupations—33 
percent, almost as many as are in the clerical and operative occupa-
tions combined. Of the widowed or divorced service workers, some-
what fewer are in household employment than in other services. Less 
than a tenth of the widowed or divorced are in professional occupa-
tions. The relatively high proportion of farmers in this group, as 
among the married with husband absent, is shown in appendix table 3. 
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OCCUPATIONS EMPLOYING WOMEN OF EACH MARITAL STATUS, 1 9 5 0 1 

Experienced, women workers, 1950 

In all 
marital Widowed 

Occupation group groups Single Married or divorced 
All occupations 100 100 100 100 

Clerical workers 27 37 23 19 
Operatives 19 14 23 19 
Service workers (except private household).. 12 8 13 18 
Professional, technical workers 12 17 10 8 
Private household workers 9 7 8 15 
Sales workers 8 7 9 8 
Managers, proprietors, officials 4 2 5 6 
All other workers 9 7 10 8 

i For more complete information on marital status of women in the major occupation groups, see table 3 
in the appendix. 

Negro Women—Major Occupation Groups 

This country's labor force includes almost 2 million Negro women, 
who are over a third of all Negro workers. Of all Negro women in 
the population 37 percent are workers. They are over a tenth of all 
employed women. 

Operative occupations engage well over a tenth of the Negro women 
workers, clerical and professional occupations together a tenth, and 
farm occupations another tenth. Sixty percent are in private house-
hold or other service occupations. The major groups of occupations 
that employ Negro women are shown in the summary following. 
SIXTY PERCENT OF NEGRO PROFESSIONAL WORKERS ARE WOMEN 

Almost all the Negro household employees are women, and women 
are nearly 60 percent oi the Negro professional workers. Women are 
over 40 percent of the Negro clerical, sales, and service workers (other 
than in households), and nearly 30 percent of the Negro operatives, 
management workers, and farm laborers, many of the latter being 
unpaid family workers. 

The importance of women in an occupation group is better measured 
by their proportion among all workers than by a change in their 
numbers alone. Women are now a much larger proportion than in 
1940 of the Negro clerical and sales workers, the service workers (both 
in households and other services, especially the latter), and the oper-
atives. In the other occupation groups the proportions of women 
among all Negro workers are much the same as in 1940. Details are 
shown in the following summary. 

Women are a much larger proportion of the professional and man-
agement groups among Negro workers than among all workers in these 
occupations. This may be partly explained for the management 
group by the numerous Negro women proprietors of eating places, and 
for the professional group by the large proportion of Negro women 
teachers and nurses. 
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EMPLOYMENT OF NEGRO WOMEN IN MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS 

Negro women 

Percent of all Negro 
workers 

All women 
as percent 

Occupation group 

All occupations 

Number, 
1950 

1,869,956 
1950 

35 
1940 

35 

workers, 
1950 

28 

Service groups 1,125,446 69 73 57 

Private household workers 
Service workers (except private 

household) 

773, 590 

351, 856 

96 

43 

93 

32 

95 

45 

Manual groups 314, 043 15 9 15 

Operatives 
Laborers (except farm, mine) 
Craftswomen, forewomen 

274, 000 
28, 414 
11, 629 

27 
3 
4 

21 
2 
2 

27 
4 
3 

White-collar groups 229, 032 44 39 40 

Professional workers 
Clerical workers 
Sales workers, _ 
Managers, proprietors, officials _ __ 

104, 728 
74, 255 
25, 492 
24, 557 

58 
41 
40 
27 

53 
29 
24 
22 

39 
62 
34 
13 

Farm groups- 170, 606 17 17 8 

Farm laborers, forewomen 
Farmers, farm managers 

139, 657 
30, 949 

28 
6 

25 
7 

19 
3 

Occupation not reported 30, 829 38 46 38 

The list that follows shows how the occupations of Negro women 
workers compare with those of Negro men. 

Percent distribution of— 

Negro Negro All 
Occupation group women men women 

All occupations 100 100 100 

Private household workers 41 1 9 
Service workers (except private household) 19 13 12 
Operatives ' 15 21 19 
Farm laborers (wage, unpaid family) 7 10 3 
Professional workers 6 2 12 
Clerical workers 4 3 27 
Farmers, farm managers 2 13 1 
Laborers (except farm, mine) 2 24 1 
Managers, officials, proprietors 1 2 4 
Sales workers 1 1 8 
Craftswomen, forewomen 1 8 2 
Occupation not reported 1 2 2 

CHANGES IN EMPLOYMENT OF NEGRO WOMEN 

The number of employed Negro women increased from 1940 to 1950 
by a fifth. In the same period marked changes occurred in the occu-
pations of Negro women, as is shown in the summary following. These 

10 

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

March 31, 1954



include especially large increases in their numbers among service work-
ers (other than in private households) and among operatives, in each 
case an addition of over 175,000 Negro women. Other large increases 
were among clerical workers (over 60,000) and professional workers 
(nearly 40,000). Over 10,000 Negro women were added to each of 
the groups of sales workers, laborers, and managers and proprietors, 
and nearly 10,000 to that of craftswomen. 

A decrease in the number of Negro women of not far from 150,000 
occurred among workers in private households, and of nearly 75,000 
among farmworkers. 

Owing to these changes in employment, 10 percent of the Negro 
women workers are in professional and clerical occupations (combined) 
as compared to 5 percent in 1940, 15 percent are operatives as com-
pared to 6 percent in 1940, and almost 20 percent are service workers 
(other than in households) compared to 10 percent in 1940. As a 
result of the declines that occurred over the decade, household occupa-
tions engage just over 40 percent of the Negro women compared to 
60 percent in 1940, and 9 percent are at work on farms compared to 
to 16 percent in 1940. Negro women are a larger proportion of the 
women workers in 1950 than in 1940 in all groups except in farmwork. 

CHANGES 1 9 4 0 - 1 9 5 0 IN NUMBER OF NEGRO WOMEN IN MAJOR OCCUPATION GROUPS 

Negro women employed 

Changes in num- Percent of all 
ber, 1940-50* employed women 

1950 194.0 
3 2 7 , 6 8 3 12 14 

Service groups _ _ _ _ _ 51, 332 35 34 

Private household workers 
Service workers (except private household) 

- 1 4 5 , 411 
196, 743 

58 
18 

47 
13 

Manual groups._ _ _ _ ._ 202, 722 9 5 

Operatives. _ 
Laborers (except farm, mine) 
Craftswomen, forewomen. _ 

178, 605 
15, 007 

9, 110 

9 
22 

5 

5 
13 

2 

White-collar groups. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 131, 2 1 7 3 2 

Professional workers _ _ _ _ _ 
Clerical workers. __ _ _ 
Sales workers _ _ _ _ _ _ 
Managers, proprietors, officials. _ 

38, 091 
61, 180 
17, 674 
14, 272 

5 
2 
2 
4 

4 
1 
1 
3 

Farm groups _ _ - 7 4 , 640 30 52 

Farm laborers, forewomen _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
Farmers, farm managers _ __ _ 

- 5 9 , 373 
- 1 5 , 267 

31 
2 7 

62 
30 

Occupation not reported. _ _ _ _ 17, 052 11 8 
Increase, except where minus sign shown. 

Occupation group 

All occupations 
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