
I 
EMPLOYMENT 
OF WOMEN 

Growing Employment Opportunities 

How Many Women Work 

The number of women in the labor force averaged more than 20 
million in 1955—a larger number than in any previous year in Amer-
ican history. The April 1956 figure was 21,194,000. This exceeds by 
more than 1 y2 million the number of women workers in April 1945, 
the peak war year. (See table 1.) It exceeds the 1940 figure by over 
7 million. 

In terms of proportion rather than absolute numbers, more than 
one-third (85 percent) of all women 14 years of age and over are in 
the labor force. Nearly one-third (32 percent) of all workers are 
women. These percentages have never been exceeded except during 
World War II. 

T a b l e 1 . — W O M E N IN THE LABOR FORCE 

[Selected years] 
Women workers 

{14 years and over) 

Percent Percent 
of all of all 

Year Number workers women 

RECENT HIGHLIGHTS 1 

Today (1956 April) 21, 194, 000 32 35 
Pre-Korea (1950 April) 18, 063, 000 29 32 
Postwar (1947 April) 16, 320, 000 28 30 
World War II peak (1945 April) 19, 570, 000 36 37 
Pre-World War II (1940 March) 13, 840, 000 25 28 

LONG-TERM TRENDS 2 

1950 (April) 16, 512, 000 27 29 
1940 (April) 13, 015, 000 24 26 
1930 (April) 10, 396, 000 22 24 
1920 (January) _ 8, 229, 000 20 23 
1900 (June) 4, 999, 000 18 20 
1890 (June) 3, 704, 000 17 18 

1 From Current Sampling Reports for civilian population. 
2 From decennial census for total population. 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. 
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Employment 3 

Figures for the labor force include both the employed and the un-
employed. The number of women reported as unemployed in April 
1956 was 921,000. This means that as of that date there were 24 
women who actually had jobs for every 1 who was unemployed and 
looking for work. About 36 percent of all unemployed persons were 
women; this is slightly higher than the percentage of all workers who 
were women. 

More Women Than Men in Population 

There are now 2 million more women than men in the population 
14 years of age and over. This is the opposite of the situation at the 
turn of the century, when men outnumbered women by over 1% 
million. When the decennial census of 1940 was taken, there were 
still slightly more men than women. By about 1942, however, the 
number of women had begun to exceed the number of men. 

Most Women Are Homemakers 

The majority of women continue to be homemakers, whether or not 
they also have paid jobs. More than a fourth of the married women, 
and many single women as well, are both workers and homemakers. 
Over half of all women devote full time to homemaking. Of the 115 
million persons 14 years and over in the civilian population in April 
1956, about 7 percent, mostly young people under 20, are in school. 
Of the women, 35 percent are in the labor force and 55 percent are 
keeping house full time. This means that practically all adult women 
in the population are making an essential contribution, as jobholders 
or homemakers or both, to the smooth running of the economy. 

Why Women's Employment Has Increased 

A powerful combination of twentieth-century forces has drawn 
increasing numbers of women into employment. Among these forces 
are momentous changes in the size and distribution of the population, 
in the organization of business, and in social customs. Also important 
are developments in industrial technology that increase the demand 
for women in special types of work, and the opening to women of 
educational and training facilities which enable them to prepare for a 
wider range of occupations. 

The improvement in job opportunities for women has coincided 
with economic changes and labor-saving inventions that greatly reduce 
the time and energy required for household tasks: for example, the 
manufacture and sale of readymade clothing, the mass production of 
all kinds of home appliances, and new methods of food preservation 
and preparation. Associated with these developments is the concentra-
tion of population in urban areas and the trend toward more compact 
living quarters. 
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4 Handbook on Women Workers 

Women's Work Experience 

Because many women work only until they are married and have 
children, or work intermittently, or on a part-time basis, the number 
who have work experience is much greater than the number in the 
labor force at any one time. 

At the present time there are 10 to 11 million women who hold full-
time jobs the year round, plus a varying number of less permanent 
workers. Since a total of 27.7 million women worked at some time 
during 1955, and the number of unemployed women never rose above 
1 million, there must be from 15 to 16 million of these in-and-out 
workers. They include women students who work during summer 
vacation or on weekends, women who take temporary jobs during 
rush seasons and housewives who prefer to work part time. In any 
one month, the number of women in the labor force will include from 
one-half to two-thirds of the in-and-out workers. Thus, a flexible 
reserve of experienced workers is built up, capable of rapid utilization 
in time of labor shortage. 

Approximately 46 percent of the women 14 years of age and over 
worked at some time during 1955. The percentage of adult women 
in the population who have worked outside their homes at some time 
in their lives and have thus obtained some job experience is certainly 
much higher. 

Women as Part-Time Workers 

Work on a part-time basis brings into use the skills of a considerable 
number of women who cannot take full-time jobs because of family 
responsibilities or for other reasons. The Bureau of the Census de-
fines part-time employment as work for less than 35 hours a week. 
Under this definition, about a fourth of all women workers were on 
part time in the fall of 1955. About 60 percent of all those who usu-
ally work part time are women. Women who do not want, or could 
not accept, full-time employment make up less than one-fifth of the 
women in the labor force, but they account for the great majority of 
the women part-time workers. About a third of all workers who do 
not prefer, or could not accept, full-time jobs are women 25 to 54, and 
over a fifth are young girls and boys under 18, most of whom are still 
in school. 

Women workers with children, especially children too young for 
school, are much more likely to take a part-time job than are other 
women workers. Among married women workers who have no chil-
dren under 18, about the same proportion work part time as among 
women workers who are single or widowed or divorced. 

The extent to which women are in part-time jobs varies with the 
occupation. In the two largest occupation groups for women—cleri-
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cal and operative—and in professional work, about one-fifth of the 
women employed in the fall of 1955 were part-time workers. Over 
half of those in household work and more than one-third of those in 
other services and in sales occupations were on part time. To obtain 
more detailed information on kinds of part-time jobs women are do-
ing, skills required, hours worked, earnings, and advantages and dis-
advantages in such employment, the Women's Bureau several years 
ago made a special study of more than 9,000 women part-time workers 
and over 1,000 employers of such workers, in 10 cities. (WB Bulletin 
238.) This study, which did not include household employment or 
farmwork, showed that in most cities there were some part-time em-
ployees in social agencies, hospitals, educational organizations, libra-
ries, insurance, and numerous other types of work. While later 
detailed studies are not available, it appears that there are even more 
opportunities for part-time employees now. 

Women as Members of Unions 

Almost 3 million women were members of labor unions in 1954, 
according to estimates of the Bureau of Labor Statistics. They con-
stituted about one-sixth of all union members. The types of report-
ing and kinds of records kept vary widely among the unions. Some 
report on women members, others keep no separate record by sex. 
However, officers of unions usually can make rough estimates of their 
woman membership, often on a local rather than a nationwide basis. 

Obviously, the membership of women in unions is likely to be great-
est in industries that employ many women—needle trades, service in-
dustries, electrical-goods manufacturing, communications, and textile 
mills. In some of the big industrial and semi-industrial unions, also, 
there are large numbers of women, although they make up only a small 
portion of the total. 

Of the 199 unions that replied to a Bureau of Labor Statistics ques-
tionnaire on membership, 95 reported the number of women members, 
40 others reported that they had no women members, and for most of 
the remaining 64 there was information available from which esti-
mates could be made. Most of the 40 unions that reported no women 
members are in occupations not likely to employ women, such as naval 
shore mechanics, railroad yardmasters, stonecutters, marine engineers. 

Listed on p. 6 are the unions reporting 10,000 or more women mem-
bers. In addition, 9 unions had from 5,000 to 10,000 members, includ-
ing unions in jewelry, pottery, and paper industries. There were 10 
that had from 2,500 to 5,000 women, including those in the watch-
making and glove industries. Eleven had from 1,000 to 2,500 women; 
20 had fewer than 100 women members. Further details as to types 
of unions reporting and numbers in the smaller unions are included 
in the Bureau of Labor Statistics publication, Directory of National 
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6 Handbook on Women Workers 

and International Labor Unions in the United States, 1955 (data on 
1954 membership). 

Approximate 
number 

Union of women 
International Ladies' Garment Workers' Union 330,500 
Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America 279,100 
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 189,000 
Communications Workers of America 180,000 
Retail Clerks International Association 132,500 
Textile Workers Union of America 117,000 
International Association of Machinists 86,400 
Alliance Independent Telephone Unions 66,000 
Laundry Workers' International Union 54,900 
Bakery and Confectionery Workers' International Union of America— 53,300 
International Brotherhood of Teamsters, Chauffeurs, Warehousemen and 

Helpers of America 49,200 
Office Employees' International Union 40,000 
Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America— 39, 800 
International Brotherhood of Pulp, Sulphite and Paper Mill Workers— 37, 500 
United Textile Workers of America 36,000 
International Brotherhood of Bookbinders 32, 600 
United Garment Workers of America 32, 000 
American Federation of Teachers 27,100 
Tobacco Workers International Union 25, 500 
United Shoe Workers of America 24,000 
Oil, Chemical and Atomic Workers International Union 23,800 
International Leather Goods, Plastic and Novelty Workers' Union 18,200 
United Hatters, Cap and Millinery Workers International Union 16, 000 
American Federation of Government Employees 15,500 
International Printing Pressmen and Assistants' Union of North 

America 14,800 
National Federation of Salaried Unions 13,900 
Glass Bottle Blowers Association of the United States and Canada 12,800 
Upholsterers' International Union of North America 12,700 
United Paperworkers of America 10,000 

Occupations of Women 

Chief Occupation Groups 

More women by far are in clerical work than in any other major 
occupation group. The second largest occupation group is made up 
of operatives, the majority of whom are in factory production. Nearly 
half of all employed women are in these two types of occupation. 
These are followed by service occupations (other than in private 
households) and professional or technical work. (See table 2.) 

Increases have occurred since 1940 in the number of women em-
ployed in every occupation group, with two exceptions—private house-
hold employment remained about the same and general laboring oc-
cupations declined. The greatest expansion occurred among clerical 

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

1956



7 

OCCUPATIONS OF WOMEN WORKERS, APRIL 1956 

Clerical workers 

Operatives 
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8 Handbook on Women Workers 

workers. Their numbers more than doubled from 1940 to 1956, as 3y2 
million more women joined their ranks. 

The demand for clerical workers continues to grow. This arises 
from the needs of business corporations and large-scale financial or-
ganizations. It likewise comes from expansion in market areas, in 
mail-order business, in governmental requirements, and in other under-
takings. Eecent inventions are mechanizing office processes to a 
greatly increased extent. Better trained clerical workers with me-
chanical and technical ability will be needed, rather than those able 
to perform only the simpler tasks that made up the great volume of 
clerical work in the past. 

Increased numbers of women also have been needed in a variety of 
factory and service occupations. More than a million additional 
women went into each of these types of work between 1940 and 1956. 
Much of the increased demand for factory workers first arose during 
the war. In that period, changes in factory processes were accelerated, 
with emphasis on simplification and on reducing the heavier features 
of the work, as a result of which more jobs became suitable for per-
formance by women. The demand has continued into today's high-
level economy. 

T a b l e 2 . — W O M E N EMPLOYED IN E A C H OCCUPATION GROUP, 1 9 5 6 AND 1 9 4 0 

April 1956 March 1940 

Percent Percent Percent of 
distri- distri- all workers 

Occupation group Number bution Number bution iqqq 1940 

All women 20, 272, 000 100 11, 920, 000 100 32 26 

Clerical workers 6, 104, 000 30 2, 530, 000 21 67 53 
Operatives 3, 548, 000 18 2, 190, 000 18 28 26 
Service workers (except 

private household) 2, 597, 000 13 1, 350, 000 11 49 40 
Professional workers 2, 125, 000 10 1, 570, 000 13 35 45 
Private household workers. 2, 111, 000 10 2, 100, 000 18 99 94 
Sales workers 1, 480, 000 7 830, 000 7 37 28 
Farmers, farm laborers 1, 031, 000 5 690, 000 6 16 8 
Managers, officials, pro-

prietors 932, 000 5 450, 000 4 15 12 
Craftswomen 253, 000 1 110, 000 1 3 2 
Laborers (except farm) 93, 000 0) 100, 000 1 3 3 

i Less than 1 percent. 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports, P—57, No. 166. 

The proportion of women among all workers is much greater in 
some occupation groups than in others. For example, two-thirds of 
the clerical workers and half the service workers (other than in pri-
vate households) are women. Nearly all service workers in private 
households are women. Women are over a third of the professional 
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and sales workers, and more than a fourth of the operatives. On the 
other hand, in the managerial and crafts groups, the percentage of 
women is small. 

In most occupation groups the proportion of women is larger than 
in 1940—in some cases considerably larger. The greatest gain is 
among clerical workers, of whom women were only a little over half 
in 1940, two-thirds in 1956. Only in the professional group is there 
a decline in proportion of workers who are women. Numerically, this 
group includes half a million more women than in 1940, but the in-
crease in the number of men in the professions has far exceeded the 
increase in the number of women. One explanation is in the many 
women who marry young. Another is that numerous openings in non-
professional jobs offer relatively good entrance pay without the time 
and expense necessary for a professional education. Such jobs attract 
many women even though they may promise little advancement in the 
long run. Other factors may be the current stress on scientific profes-
sions, in most of which women constitute only a small minority; and 
the efforts to advance veterans in jobs for which they have received 
GI college training. 

According to the decennial census (1950), 37 percent of nonwhite 
women were in the labor force, a total of nearly 2,000,000. (See table 
3.) The greatest gains, compared with 1940, occurred among service 

T a b l e 3 . — N U M B E R AND OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION OP N O N W H I T E 
EMPLOYED W O M E N , 1 9 5 0 AND 1 9 4 0 

Increase in Percent 
Number in numbers distribution 

Occupation group 

All occupations 

1950 1940-1950 1950 m 0 

1 , 8 6 9 , 9 5 6 3 2 7 , 6 8 3 1 0 0 1 0 0 

Manual groups 
Operatives 
Laborers (except farm, mine) 
Craftswomen, forewomen 

3 1 4 , 0 4 3 2 0 2 , 7 2 2 17 7 
2 7 4 , 0 0 0 1 7 8 , 6 0 5 1 5 6 

2 8 , 4 1 4 1 5 , 0 0 7 2 1 
1 1 , 6 2 9 9, 1 1 0 1 0 ) 

2 2 9 , 0 3 2 1 3 1 , 2 1 7 1 2 6 
1 0 4 , 7 2 8 3 8 , 0 9 1 6 4 

7 4 , 2 5 5 61 , 1 8 0 4 1 
2 5 , 4 9 2 1 7 , 6 7 4 1 1 
2 4 , 5 5 7 1 4 , 2 7 2 1 1 

White-collar groups 
Professional workers 
Clerical workers 
Sales workers 
Managers, proprietors, officials 

Service groups 
Private household workers 
Service workers (except private house-

hold) 

1, 1 2 5 , 4 4 6 5 1 , 3 3 2 6 0 7 0 
7 7 3 , 5 9 0 2 1 4 5 , 4 1 1 4 1 6 0 

3 5 1 , 8 5 6 196 , 7 4 3 19 1 0 
170 , 6 0 6 2 74 , 6 4 0 9 16 
1 3 9 , 6 5 7 2 5 9 , 3 7 3 7 1 3 

3 0 , 9 4 9 2 1 5 , 2 6 7 2 3 
3 0 , 8 2 9 1 7 , 0 5 2 1 1 

Farm groups 
Farm laborers, forewomen 
Farmers, farm managers. _ 

Occupation not reported. 
1 Less than 1 percent. 
1 In this case a decrease. 

Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Decennial census, 1940 and 1950. 
3 8 8 7 1 6 — 5 7 3 
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10 Handbook on Women Workers 

workers (not in private households), operatives, and clerical and pro-
fessional workers. Farmworkers, and also private household workers, 
declined both in numbers and in percent of total. 
Important Individual Occupations 

Nationwide information on detailed occupations of women is ob-
tained only once in 10 years, from the decennial census. At least a 
few women were reported in each of the 446 occupations listed in the 
1950 census, but generally women were concentrated in relatively few 
occupations. Table 4 shows the number of women employed in 1950 
in each of the 28 largest occupations for women, and the percentage 
of all workers in that occupation who were women. 

T a b l e 4 . — T H E 2 8 LARGEST OCCUPATIONS OF W O M E N , 1 9 5 0 

Women employed 
Percent of 
all persons 

in the 
Rank Occupation Number occupation 

1. Stenographers, typists, secretaries 1, 501, 090 94 
2. Saleswomen—Retail trade 1, 192, 323 49 
3. Teachers (school) 834,996 75 
4. Operatives—Apparel, accessories 616, 864 81 
5. Bookkeepers 556,229 77 
6. Waitresses 545,565 82 
7. Nurses (professional) 388,921 98 
8. Telephone operators 341, 706 95 
9. Managers, proprietors—Retail trade 320, 139 17 

10. Farm laborers (unpaid family workers) 317, 578 35 
11. Operatives—Laundry and dry cleaning 287, 533 67 
12. Cooks (except private household) 242, 422 56 
13. Operatives—Textile yarn, thread, fabric mills 220, 054 50 
14. Beauticians (includes manicurists, barbers) 189, 870 50 
15. Operatives—Food products 186, 337 38 
16. Cashiers 183,586 81 
17. Operatives—Electrical machinery, supplies 179, 946 54 
18. Housekeepers (private household) 134,453 96 
19. Dressmakers, seamstresses (except factory) 134, 310 97 
20. Farm laborers (wage workers) 130, 327 9 
21. Practical nurses 130,304 96 
22. Attendants—Hospitals, other institutions 121, 261 59 
23. Office machine operators 116, 917 82 
24. Farmers (owners, tenants) 114,179 3 
25. Operatives—Footwear, except rubber 110, 743 53 
26. Operatives—Wholesale, retail trade 107, 834 38 
27. Operatives—Knitting mills 104,926 72 
28. Textile spinners, weavers 99, 182 55 

Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Decennial census. 1950. 
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In certain individual occupations, a very large proportion of all 
workers are women. The list that follows shows the occupations in 
which half or more of the workers in 1950 were women. Some of 
these are among the largest occupations for women, others are rela-
tively small, because the occupation itself is not a large one. Addi-
tional detail is given in Women's Bureau Bulletin 253, "Changes in 
Women's Occupations, 1940-50." 

OCCUPATIONS W I T H W O M E N H A L F OR MORE OF THE WORKERS, 1 9 5 0 

Occupations with 100,000 or more Occupations with less than 100,000 
women women 

WOMEN ARE NINE-TENTHS OR MORE OF THE WORKERS 

Nurses (professional) Nurses (student) 
Dressmakers, seamstresses Laundresses (private household) 
Practical nurses Attendants—Physician's, dentist's of-
Telephone operators fices 
Housekeepers (private household) Dietitians, nutritionists 
Private household workers (except Librarians 

housekeepers, laundresses) Milliners 
Stenographers, typists, secretaries 

WOMEN ARE ABOUT FOUR-FIFTHS OF THE WORKERS 

Office machine operators Midwives 
Waitresses Demonstrators 
Cashiers Housekeepers (except private house-
Operatives—Apparel, accessories hold) 

WOMEN ARE ABOUT THREE-FOURTHS OF THE WORKERS 

Bookkeepers Spinners (textile) 
School teachers Attendants, assistants—Library 
Operatives—Knitting mills Boarding-, lodging-housekeepers 

Operatives—Fabricated textiles 
Dancers, dancing teachers 
Religious workers 
Operatives—Tobacco manufactures 

WOMEN ARE HALF TO TWO-THIRDS OF THE WORKERS 

Operatives—Laundry, dry cleaning 
Attendants—Hospitals, institutions 
Cooks (except private household) 
Operatives— 

Electrical machinery, supplies 
Footwear (except rubber) 
Yarn, thread, fabric mills 

Beauticians (includes barbers, mani-
curists) 

Salespersons—Retail trade 

Social, welfare workers (except group) 
Attendants—Professional, p e r s o n a l 

services (not elsewhere classified) 
Operatives— 

Confectionery 
Canning fruits, vegetables 
Drugs, medicines 

Charwomen, cleaners 
Packers, graders—Fruit, nut, vegetable 
Operatives— 

Clocks, watches 
Food (not specified) 

Technicians—Medical, dental 
Bookbinders 
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12 Handbook on Women Workers 

WOMEN ARE HALF TO TWO-THIRDS OF THE WORKERS—CONTINUED 

Occupations wifth 100,000 or more Occupations with less than 100f000 
women—Continued women—Continued 

Operatives— 
Personal service 
Leather products (except foot-

wear) 
Bakery products 

Counter, fountain workers 
Musicians, music teachers 
Therapists, healers 
Farm-, home-management advisers 
Operatives—Paper, pulp products (mis-

cellaneous) 

Women's Advancement to Upper-Level Jobs 

Women's advancement to high-level positions is a subject of keen 
interest, not only to women workers, but to educators, women's organi-
zations, and many others. A significant number of women fill top-level 
positions successfully. Numerous examples can be found in the field of 
management, among business proprietors, in most professions, and in 
government. Nevertheless, the proportion of women usually is much 
smaller in the upper levels of an occupation than in the occupation 
as a whole. Or, to put it another way, in almost every occupation, a 
much larger proportion of men than of women reach the high-level 
positions. 

Employers, unions, and the public can further women's advance-
ment by discarding attitudes and practices prejudicial to women 
workers and by promoting their acceptance on the basis of individual 
qualifications for the job. 

Women proprietors, managers.—Nearly 1 million women are classi-
fied by the census as proprietors or managers (including a very small 
proportion who are company officials). This is almost twice as many 
as in 1940. However, women are only about one-tenth of all pro-
prietors and managers, and the proportion has changed very little 
since 1940. Over half of these women are proprietors running their 
own businesses. Many are operators of restaurants, food stores, or 
apparel shops. Others head personal service establishments, manu-
facturing plants, and stores. A small, but growing, number are in 
the real estate or insurance business. 

Over 2 million women performing professional and technical work 
in 1956 comprised the fourth largest group among women workers, 
following after clerical workers, operatives, and service workers. This 
number was one-third higher than in 1940, although the proportion of 
women among all professional and technical workers declined from 
45 to 35 percent during this period. 

Fully four-fifths of professional women are estimated to be con-
centrated in seven occupational groups, on the basis of 1950 data avail-
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able for individual jobs. Teaching continues to be the major 
professional activity for women, with nursing second in importance. 
Other occupations with large numbers of women are musicians and 
music teachers, medical and dental technicians, accountants and audi-
tors, social workers, and librarians. The remaining women are found 
in a wide variety of jobs—as diverse as airplane pilot, optometrist, 
radio operator, veterinarian. 

Women have made significant gains in numerous professions, ac-
cording to the decennial censuses of 1940 and 1950. As accountants 
and auditors, their numbers increased from 18,000 to 56,000. There 
have also been notable gains in the number of women employed as 
professional engineers; the eightfold increase recorded in 1950 raised 
the number to almost 6,500 and indicates continued encouragement 
for women to enter this critically short field. Although these estimates 
may include some subprofessional workers, there is little doubt that 
women are sharing in the expanding demand for qualified personnel 
with professional skills and are finding greatly improved employment 
opportunities in new fields. 

With teaching as the largest professional occupation of women, it 
might be expected that women would hold the great majority of the 
upper educational jobs, but this is not the case. Women are three-
fourths of all elementary and secondary school teachers, but they 
represent a much smaller proportion of school administrators and 
college faculty members. 

A survey of 164 cities by the National Council of Administrative 
Women in Education (1950) reported that it is much more usual to 
find women as principals in elementary schools than in high schools. 
At least a few women were employed as elementary-school principals 
in over 90 percent of the cities, as junior-high principals in nearly 40 
percent, and as high-school principals in about 15 percent. Less 
than one-tenth of the junior and senior high-school principals, but 
well over one-half the elementary-school principals and about half of 
the supervisors and department directors were women. In 1,200 
rural areas, about a third of all administrative positions were held by 
women. 

As to institutions of higher education, the National Education As-
sociation reported on the position of women in nearly 1,000 colleges 
(1952). Women held about three-fourths of the administrative posi-
tions in women's colleges. Most of these were substantial jobs. They 
held about one-fifth of the administrative positions in coeducational 
colleges. The dean of women was almost always a woman, as were 
the great majority of the directors of food services and of residence, 
and the librarians. In these colleges also, women were a third to 
one-half of the registrars, bursars, auditors or accountants, and the 
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14 Handbook on Women Workers 

directors of student guidance, health, student activities, practice teach-
ing, alumni contact, and student personnel. Over nine-tenths of the 
women's colleges and about two-thirds of the coeducational colleges 
had women members on the boards. However, they were less than 
one-tenth of all board members in coeducational colleges having any 
women on the board, and just over a third of those in women's colleges. 

Women in Government.—Some outstanding women hold high and 
responsible positions in the executive branch of the Federal Govern-
ment. In the legislative branch, 17 women, including one Senator, 
were elected to the 84th Congress, more than in any previous session.1 

The Congresswomen are about evenly divided between the two polit-
ical parties. (For a biographical sketch of each woman in Congress 
see the Women's Bureau report, Women in the 84th Congress.) 

About one-third of the Federal white-collar workers are women, 
but relatively few are in positions of a policy-making level. (See dis-
cussion on Federal employees under chief industry groups.) 

In 1956, all except 5 States (Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Ken-
tucky, and Oklahoma) have 1 or more women in their State legisla-
tures. The total reported was 277 women members of lower houses, 
and 21 in the upper houses. The States are reported to have almost 
6,000 women in top-level appointive positions, and 38 in statewide 
elective positions. For the first time in the history of the country 
1 State (Vermont) has a woman as lieutenant governor. Women hold 
the position of secretary of state in 7 States and that of superintendent 
of public instruction in 4 States. Lists of women in responsible State 
positions are kept current by the Women's Division of the Republican 
National Committee and information is also available at the Office of 
Women's Activities of the Democratic National Committee. (See 
ch. 7 for their addresses.) 

Industry Groups 

Distribution of Women by Industry 

Almost two-thirds of the women employed in 1955 were in three 
industry groups—manufacturing, retail trade, and professional serv-
ices. (See table 5.) An industry may employ women in a wide 
variety of occupations. For example, a manufacturing firm may 
have, in addition to operatives employed in production, salespersons 
of several types, clerical office forces, and technical and research em-
ployees. 

1 One Consresswoman died in November 1955, and was replaced by a man. 
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T a b l e 5 .—EMPLOYED WOMEN IN EACH INDUSTRY GROUP, 1 9 5 5 AND 1 9 4 0 

Percent of Percent dis-
Industry group Number all workers tribution Industry group 

1955 1955 1940 1955 1940 
All groups 19, 285, 000 31 26 100 100 

Manufacturing _ _ _ 4, 405, 000 26 23 23 21 
Retail trade 3, 990, 000 41 31 21 17 
Professional, related services _ 3, 478, 000 59 57 18 17 
Personal services _ __ 2, 985, 000 71 73 15 26 
Finance, insurance, real estate 940, 000 42 33 5 4 
Agriculture _ 931, 000 15 6 5 5 
Public administration 850, 000 29 20 4 3 
Transportation, communication _ _ _ 753, 000 17 12 4 3 
Wholesale trade __ 426, 000 19 16 2 2 
Business, repair services 257, 000 17 10 1 1 
All other industries 270, 000 5 4 1 1 

Source: TJ. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports. 

Women as Factory Workers 

More than a fifth of all employed women are in manufacturing 
industries. In spite of a recent slight decline in number of women 
employed (from 4.5 million in 1953 to 4.4 million in 1955), they still 
employ more women than any other industry group. 

Manufacturing industries are considered in two major classes: 
Durable-goods and nondurable-goods industries. Figures on the 
number and percent of women workers in the chief manufacturing 
industries, both durable and nondurable, taken from reports to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics for January 1956, are shown in table 6. 

Nondurable-goods, or consumer-goods, industries employ 42 per-
cent of all factory workers, but about 60 percent of all women factory 
workers. The majority of women are concentrated in three indus-
tries—textiles, apparel, and food products. 

The durable-goods industries employed relatively few women prior 
to World War II. But as these industries have expanded, and as 
improvements in processes have been adopted which tend to lighten 
the physical demands on the worker, the number of women employed 
in them has increased. They employed 33 percent of the women fac-
tory workers in 1950, and about 40 percent in 1956. The electrical-
machinery industry employs more women than any other durable-
goods industry. 

These figures include women working in factory offices, as well as 
production workers. The proportion in different kinds of jobs varies 
from industry to industry. When last reported (1947) about four-
fifths of all women in factories were production workers. However, 
in some of the primary metal industries, the proportion in production 

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

1956



16 Handbook on Women Workers 

T a b l e 6 . — W O M E N W A G E AND SALARIED WORKERS IN CHIEF MANUFACTURING 
INDUSTRIES, 1 9 5 6 AND 1 9 5 0 

Women 
1956 

Percent 
increase Percent dis- Percent of 

from tribution all workers 
Industry Number 1950 1956 1950 1956 1950 

Total 4, 385, 400 + 17 100 100 26 27 

Nondurable goods 2, 634, 900 + 5 60 67 37 38 

Apparel, finished textile 
products 979, 900 + 11 22 24 78 76 

Textile mill products. _ 466, 600 - 1 5 11 15 43 43 
Food products 342, 200 - 3 8 9 24 25 
Printing, publishing 225, 700 + 14 5 5 28 27 
Leather, leather products. _ 198, 500 + 12 5 5 51 46 
Chemical products 145, 600 + 24 3 3 18 18 
Paper products 123, 800 + 13 3 3 22 23 
Rubber products __ _ 76, 400 + 27 2 2 26 26 
Tobacco manufactures 59, 000 - 7 1 1 59 58 
Products of petroleum, 

coal 17, 200 + 58 0 0 7 5 
Durable goods 1, 750, 500 + 44 40 33 18 17 

Electrical machinery 459, 300 + 60 10 8 40 37 
Transportation equipment. 240, 000 + 103 5 3 12 10 
Machinery, except electri-

cal 234, 200 + 44 5 4 14 13 
Fabricated metal products 

(not elsewhere classified) > 209, 000 + 28 5 4 19 19 
Instruments and related 

products — 116, 500 + 50 3 2 36 34 
Stone, clay, glass products- 91, 300 + 21 2 2 17 16 
Primary metal industries. _ 77, 800 + 32 2 2 6 5 
Furniture, fixtures 65, 400 + 19 1 1 17 16 
Lumber, wood products 49, 200 - 1 1 1 7 7 
Ordnance, accessories 24, 500 + 498 1 0 20 17 
Miscellaneous manufactur-

ing industries 183, 300 + 11 4 4 39 40 
i Less than 1 percent. 
Source: U. S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics. Employment and Earnings (formerly 

Employment and Payrolls) (January figures.) 

jobs was less than half, wThile in industries long known as important 
employers of women, such as the apparel and textile industries, it was 
over nine-tenths. 

Women as Federal Employees 

More than half a million women are at work in the executive branch 
of the Federal Government. About one-fourth of all Federal em-
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ployees are women, and nearly one-fifth of them are located in Wash-
ington, D. C. A small proportion of women (about 9 percent) had 
veteran's preference in the appointment to their jobs. Of these, over 
half are women who have been in the armed services, and the remain-
der are wives of disabled veterans, or widows or mothers of deceased 
veterans. Table 7 shows the number of women Government em-
ployees in recent years. The employment of women rose to well over 
a third of all workers in the executive branch during the war, when 
the Government employed about twice as many women as in the post-
war years. The postwar low occurred in 1948. Since that time fluc-
tuations have taken place from year to year, with fewer women hold-
ing Government jobs in some years and considerable numbers being 
added in other years. 

T a b l e 7 . — W O M E N IN THE F E D E R A L SERVICE, 1 9 4 4 - 5 5 

[Civilian employees in continental United States] 
Women in 
District of 

Women as Columbia as 
percent of percent of total 

Number of all em- women em-
Year women ployees ployees 

1 9 4 4 1 , 1 1 0 , 5 4 5 3 7 1 5 

1 9 4 5 1 , 0 9 7 , 1 5 5 3 7 1 4 
1 9 4 6 6 5 0 , 1 0 0 2 9 1 8 
1 9 4 7 4 4 4 , 1 9 4 2 4 2 2 
1 9 4 8 4 2 7 , 3 5 3 2 3 2 2 

1 9 4 9 4 3 7 , 7 4 4 2 3 2 3 

1 9 5 0 4 1 0 , 3 2 7 2 3 2 4 

1 9 5 1 5 7 7 , 5 2 6 2 5 2 1 
1 9 5 2 6 0 1 , 2 1 5 2 5 1 9 
1 9 5 3 5 6 0 , 6 6 3 2 4 1 9 
1 9 5 4 5 2 1 , 9 4 5 2 4 1 9 
1 9 5 5 5 2 4 , 9 3 9 2 4 1 9 

Source: U. S. Civil Service Commission. Figures are for June of each year except in 1944, which are for July. 

Of the workers covered by Government retirement acts (well over 
nine-tenths of all Federal employees), 5 percent of the women and 13 
percent of the men had service of 20 years or more, according to a 
special study made in 1953. Half of the men and two-thirds of the 
women had been in Government work less than 10 years. 

Civil-service positions are classified from grade 1 up to grade 18. 
About 850 women are classified in grade 13 or above. This is one-fifth 
of 1 percent of the women in the service, although 8 percent of the men 
are in these grades, according to a recent comprehensive report on 
white-collar workers in Federal employment made by the Civil Service 
Commission. Half the women are in grade 3 or below; on the other 
hand, 45 percent of the men are in grade 8 or above. In grades 2 
through 6, half to three-fourths of the employees are women. In 
grades 10 and above almost 95 percent of the workers are men. 

3 8 8 7 1 6 — 5 7 4 
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18 Handbook on Women Workers 

As to the types of work done by the women white-collar workers in 
Federal employment, two-thirds of them are in general administrative, 
clerical, and office work. Groups next in size are accounting and 
fiscal, and supply services. Approximately one-tenth are in medical, 
hospital, dental, or public health work, where the great majority are 
nurses or nurses' assistants. Almost three-fourths of the small group 
of library and archives workers in the Government are women, as are 
half of those in personnel, mathematical or statistical, and accounting 
or fiscal work. 

Women in the Armed Services.—Women are accepted for service in 
the four branches of the Armed Forces of the United States. Mem-
bers of the Women's Army Corps are known as Wacs, who enlist 
for a minimum of 2 years. Those in the Navy are WAVES, who 
enlist for at least 4 years. The WAF (members of the Air Force) and 
the Women Marines enlist for at least 3 years. To enter these services 
a woman must be at least 18 years of age and have a high-school 
diploma or the equivalent. If she is under 21 she must have written 
consent of her parents or guardian. 

During 1955 an average of 36,000 women were in the armed serv-
ices—1 percent of the total. As in the civilian labor force, more girls 
enter the clerical field than any other occupation. They serve as 
typists, file clerks, stenographers, accounting-machine operators. 
Others become office managers or personnel experts. Women in the 
armed services work also as teletype or switchboard operators, as 
chauffeurs, and in food services, radio maintenance, repair and cleaning 
of clothing, entertainment, information, intelligence, weather observa-
tion, and other technical work. 

Women with suitable qualifications may enter the Officer Candidate 
Program and eventually be promoted to rank as high as captain in 
the Navy or colonel in the Army, Air Force, or Marine Corps. 
Women holding the bachelor degree are eligible for direct commis-
sions as officers. Nurses, dietitians, and occupational or physical 
therapists are commissioned in the service of their choice (except the 
Marine Corps, since the Navy provides its medical services). For 
more detailed information see Careers for Women in the Armed 
Forces, published jointly by the Department of Defense and the 
Department of Labor's Women's Bureau. 

Women in the United States Foreign Service.—In the Foreign 
Service of the United States, 2 of the 75 chiefs of mission in 1955 were 
women. The Ambassador to Italy was a woman, as was the Ambassa-
dor to Switzerland, who is a career officer. The State Department 
reported almost 150 women among more than 2,500 foreign service 
officers at the end of 1955. (See table 8.) This was 5 percent of the 
total. The highest grade in the Foreign Service is class 1, unlike the 
classified civil service in which GS-1 is the lowest grade. 
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T a b l e 8 . — W O M E N AND M E N IN THE FOREIGN SERVICE, BY R A N K , 1 9 5 5 

Women Men 

Rank Total Number Percent Number Percent 
Chiefs of Mission 75 2 73 
Other Foreign-Service Officers 1 — 2, 687 146 100 2, 541 1C0 

Career Minister and Class 1—_ 141 141 6 
Classes 2 and 3 810 10 7 800 31 
Class 4 and below _ _ _ 1,736 136 93 1,600 63 

Foreign-Service Staff _ _ 4, 205 2, 170 100 2, 035 100 

Classes 1 and 2 86 86 4 
Classes 3 to 8 _ 742 121 6 621 31 
Classes 9 to 11 1,873 934 43 939 46 
Class 12 and below 1,504 1, 115 51 389 19 

i Includes 392 Reserve Officers (21 women). 
Source: Figures for Dec. 31,1955, furnished by the Department of State. 

More than one-half of the members of the United States foreign-
service staff are women. They number over 2,000, and are employed 
in a great variety of specialized occupations. They are employed 
as clerks, stenographers, typists, secretaries, placement officers, records 
administrators, liaison officers, fiscal officers, administrative assistants, 
and code clerks. 

Ages of Women Workers 

More than one-third of the women workers of 1956 are 45 years 
of age and over, compared with one-fifth in 1940. In part, this is 
because women of these ages make up a somewhat larger proportion 
of the population than in 1940. The increase in employment of older 
women has been much more marked, however, than the increase in 
population. (See table 9.) 

The age distribution of women workers varies considerably in dif-
ferent occupations. In the managerial group and among farmwork-
ers, the proportion of women 45 to 64 years of age is especially high. 
Clerical workers, on the other hand, are a young group, with a very 
high proportion in the age groups 25 to 44 years. 

The average (median) age of women workers has been advancing 
ever since the turn of the century, when it was 26 years. By 1940, 
it was 32 years. In this 40-year period, major advances which were 
made in State child-labor and school-attendance laws raised the 
average age of women workers by keeping children in school longer 
and raising the minimum age at which young people may go to work. 
In 1938, the Federal Fair Labor Standards Act established a basic 
minimum age of 16 years for employment in manufacturing industries. 
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T a b l e 9 . — A G E DISTRIBUTION OF W O M E N IN POPULATION AND LABOR FORCE, 
1956 AND 1940 

Percent distribution 1 

1956 1940 

Labor Labor 
Age Population force Population force 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Under 45 years 59 63 66 78 

14 to 24 years 20 20 27 31 
25 to 34 years 20 20 21 28 
35 to 44 years 19 23 18 19 

45 years and over 40 37 34 22 

45 to 54 years 16 20 15 13 
55 to 64 years 12 13 10 7 
65 years and over 12 4 9 2 

i Percents do not always add to 100, due to rounding. 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports, P-57, No. 166. 

During World War II, large numbers of women in their thirties 
and forties entered the labor force, and by 1945 the average age had 
risen to 34 years. After the war many of these women continued on 
the job. The postwar period of economic expansion has encouraged 
them to remain at work, and other older women to join them. As a 
result, the average age of women workers has risen steadily and in 
April 1956 was 39.5 years. 

This trend is likely to continue for another decade, because the 
women now in their twenties are members of the small generation 
born during the 1930's when birth rates were low. The scarcity of 
younger workers, both men and women, improves the job prospects of 
older workers for the next few years. By 1966, however, the first of 
the generation that was born after World War II, when birth rates 
were rising rapidly, will be entering the labor market. A lowering of 
the average age of women workers may occur then, unless other factors 
operate to prevent it. 

The percentage of women who work outside their homes is highest 
among young women—those 18 to 24 years of age. It drops sharply 
among women 25 to 34 years of age, whose homemaking responsibilities 
are generally heaviest. Almost as large a proportion of the women 
35 to 54 years of age work, as among young women, probably because 
many women return to the labor force when their children are no 
longer requiring constant care. Not until ages 55 to 64 years does the 
proportion of women who work fall again to the level of the 25-to-34-
year age group. 
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The percentage of women of each age group in the labor force in 
1956, as compared with 1940, is as follows: 

Percent of popu-
lation 

Age 1956 1940 
14 and 15 years 9 2 
16 and 17 years 27 14 
18 and 19 years 46 43 
20 to 24 years 45 48 
25 to 34 years 35 36 
35 to 44 years 43 29 
45 to 54 years 45 24 
55 to 64 years 37 18 
65 years and over 11 7 

The outstanding feature of this comparison is the great increase 
in the proportion of women working at all ages from 35 up to 65. 
This suggests that many women have chosen to continue working 
until they reach retirement age and can draw old-age insurance bene-
fits under the Social Security Act, thus assuring themselves of a 
measure of independence in later years. 

Marital Status of Women Workers 

One of the major influences affecting the role of women in the 
economy is the high marriage rate prevailing during recent years. 
More than four-fifths of all women, 14 years of age and over, are 
married or have been married. 
Proportions of Single and Married Women Who Work 

Single women now make up a much smaller proportion of the popu-
lation than was formerly the case. Among women 14 years and over, 
only 18 percent were single in 1955, compared with 28 percent in 1940. 
Inevitably they also make up a much smaller proportion of the work-
ing force. One-fourth of all women workers were single in 1955; 
nearly one-half were single in 1940. (See table 10.) The proportion 
of single women who work, however, is surprisingly stable. Of those 
20 to 64 years of age, three-fourths are in the labor force: In 1955 
the percentage was 76; in 1940 it was 77. 

Nearly two-thirds of all women 14 years of age and over are married 
and living with their husbands. About 28 percent of these women are 
in the labor force—a much lower rate of participation than among 
other marital groups, as might be expected. Nevertheless, because of 
their predominance in the population, they make up more than half 
(52 percent) of the woman labor force. In 1940, married women were 
only 30 percent of the woman labor force. During this period of 15 
years, the number of married women who work outside their homes 
has more than doubled. This trend represents a major social change, 
far-reaching in its effects. The sections that follow on mothers in the 
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T a b l e 1 0 . — S I N G L E AND MARRIED W O M E N IN POPULATION AND LABOR FORCE, 
APRIL 1 9 5 5 AND 1 9 4 0 

Percent 
Number of Increase 194-0-1955 distribution 

women 
Marital status (14 and over) Number Percent 1955 1940 

POPULATION 

T o t a l 6 0 , 2 5 0 , 0 0 0 9 , 7 0 1 , 0 0 0 1 9 1 0 0 1 0 0 

Single 10, 962, 000 1 2, 974, 000 1 21 18 28 
Married (husband present) 37,570,000 9,053,000 32 62 56 
O t h e r 2 1 1 , 7 1 8 , 0 0 0 3 , 6 2 1 , 0 0 0 4 5 19 1 6 

LABOR FORCE 

T o t a l 2 0 , 1 5 4 , 0 0 0 6 , 3 1 4 , 0 0 0 4 6 1 0 0 1 0 0 

Single 5, 087, 000 1 1, 623, 000 1 24 25 48 
Married (husband present) 10, 423, 000 6, 223, 000 148 52 30 
O t h e r 2 4 , 6 4 3 , 0 0 0 1 , 7 1 3 , 0 0 0 5 8 2 3 2 1 

i In this case a decrease. 
2 Includes women who are widowed and divorced, and married women with husbands absent. 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports, P-50, No. 62. 

labor force and the family relationships of women workers discuss 
some of these effects. 

In every age group the percentage of single women in the labor 
force is consistently highest and the percentage of married women 
lowest, with women of other marital status somewhere between. The 
only exception is the small group of girls under 20 who have married 
and lost their husbands, and who are much more likely to be working 
than other girls their age. The percent of women in each age group 
who are in the labor force is shown below by marital status: 

Women workers as percent 
of woman population 

Other 
marital 

Age Single Married status 
Ail women, 14 years and over 46 28 40 

14 to 19 years 25 20 37 
20 to 24 years 70 29 55 
25 to 34 years 81 26 61 
35 to 44 years 81 34 65 
45 to 54 years 79 34 64 
55 to 64 years 69 21 45 
65 years and over 26 7 11 

The proportion of married women who work is lowest at age 25 
through 34 years, when women are most likely to have young children 
needing their care. In contrast, the percentage of single women in 
the labor force is high at all ages from 20 to 65. 

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

1956



Employment 23 

The group classified under "other" marital status is composed of 
nearly 9 million women who are widowed or divorced and 2.8 million 
women whose husbands are absent from the home. Of the absent 
husbands, almost half a million are in the Armed Forces, and the rest 
are either separated from their wives or absent for other reasons— 
for example, they may be inmates of institutions, or simply employed 
at a distance from their homes. Two-fifths of the women of "other" 
marital status are in the labor force. More than half are working 
at every age from 20 through 55 years. However, among those 20 to 
34 years of age there has been a noticeable decline since 1940 in labor-
force participation. To a certain extent this results from provisions 
that enable these women to remain at home to care for children and 
family needs—such as social-security programs providing funds for 
dependent children and veterans' benefits for dependents. In age 
groups 35 to 54 years, nearly two-thirds of these women are in the 
labor force, compared with one-third of the married women. 
Occupations of Single and Married Women 

From two-thirds to three-fourths of the women workers in each 
marital group are in clerical, operative, or the service occupations. 
Nevertheless, there are noteworthy differences in the occupations of 
single and married women. The percentage distribution of women 
workers in each marital group among the major occupation groups 
in 1955 was as follows: 

Percent distribution 

Other 
marital 

Occupation group Single Married status 
Total 100 100 100 

Clerical 40 25 20 
Professional. __ - 15 11 8 
Operative _ — 12 22 19 
Service (except household) _ _ 10 13 19 
Household service 10 6 17 
Sales 7 9 6 
All other, _ _ 6 14 11 

Clerical work is the largest occupation in each group. However, 
among single women, the percentage of clerical workers is much 
higher than among women who are married, or widowed or divorced. 
More single women are professional workers, also, while relatively 
few are operatives. 

Among married women living with their husbands, the percentage 
who are operatives is almost as high as for clerical workers. As 
might be expected, the proportion in household service is lower than 
in the other marital groups. 
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Those women of "other marital status" show a smaller percentage 
in professional occupations and larger percentages in service occupa-
tions than do the single or married women. This group includes 
widows, women who are divorced or separated, and also married 
women whose husbands are absent from home—in the Armed Forces 
or for other reasons. Doubtless there are among this number many 
women who work because they must support themselves or their chil-
dren and who perhaps never prepared themselves to enter an occupa-
tion requiring special skill or training. 

One-third of all women workers have children under 18. This can 
be seen from the following summary, showing the percentage of 
women workers with and without children under 18: 

Labor 
force 

(percent 
distri-
bution) 

All women workers 100 

Married women, husband present 52 

With no children under 18 26 
With children under 18 26 

Widows, women divorced or separated, and married women, husband 
absent 23 

With no children under 18 16 
With children under 18 7 

Single women 25 

The number of employed mothers with children under 18 years of 
age was reported to be 6.5 million in 1955, an increase of almost 1.9 
million compared with 1950. Of these employed mothers, about 2.5 
million had children under 6 years of age. Most of these were mar-
ried women with husband present, but nearly 500,000 were either 
widowed or divorced or for other reasons the husband was not pres-
ent. (See table 11.) 

Of all women workers who are or have been married, however, over 
four-fifths have no children under 6, and almost three-fifths have none 
under 18. These women include the older workers whose children 
are grown, and the young wives who have not yet had children. 

The increase in employment of married women apparently has not 
resulted in the birth of fewer children in recent years. On the con-
trary, in 1952, there were 549 children under 5 years of age per 1,000 
ever-married women 15 to 49 years of age, compared with 413 in 1940. 

Mothers whose husbands are dead or absent from the home evi-
dently often must work to support their families. More than half 
of them are in the labor force, compared with one-fourth of the mothers 
whose husbands are present. Of those having children under 6 years 
of age, 40 percent work, compared with 16 percent of the mothers with 
husbands present. 
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Table 11.—EMPLOYMENT OF MOTHERS, 1955 

Population 
(ithou-

sands) 

Labor 
force 
(ithou-

sands) 

Percent of 
population 

in labor 
force 

All women with children under 18 24, 111 6, 522 27 

Married, husband present. _ 21, 602 5,195 24 

With children under 18, but none under 6_ 9, 183 3, 183 35 
With children under 6, but none between 

6 and 18 6, 134 927 15 
With children under 6 and between 6 and 

18 6, 285 1,086 17 
All other women ever married 2, 509 1, 327 53 

With children under 18, but none under 6_ 1, 364 865 63 
With children under 6, but none between 

6 and 18 609 261 43 
With children under 6 and between 6 and 

18 536 201 38 
Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports, P-50, No. 62. 

Family Status of Women Workers 

Types of Family 

There were over 40 million families in the United States in 1955. 
Families with husband and wife dwelling together formed approxi-
mately 85 percent of all families. Over one-tenth of the total had a 
woman as head; and a small group consisted of families (other than 
married couples) headed by a man. 

In addition to these related family groups there were over 5% 
million women (and 4 million men) classed as "unrelated individuals" 
who were not living with relatives. Four million of these women had 
their own homes or apartments and were living independently as 
"primary individuals." The remainder were boarders or employees 
in the households where they lived as "secondary individuals." Four-
fifths of the women with their own establishments, and half of the 
others, were women 45 years of age or over. 

Husband-wife families tended to be larger than other types of fam-
ily. (See table 12.) Nearly half had four or more members, and 
in almost two-fifths there was more than one child under 18. However, 
nearly one-third of these families had no members in addition to 
husband and wife. In this group were many older couples whose 
children were grown and no longer living with them, and many young 
couples who had no children. 

3 8 8 7 1 6 — 5 7 5 
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T a b l e 12 .—COMPOSITION OF FAMILIES, 1 9 5 5 

Percent distribution of families— 

With man as head 

Husband- ' With 
° .f women as 
wife Other head 

Size of family families families 
Number of persons: 

2 30 55 45 
3 23 22 24 
4 or more 47 23 31 

Number of own children under 18: 
None 42 81 56 
1 20 8 17 
2 20 7 13 
3 or more 18 5 14 

Source: U. S. Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports, P-20, No. 67. 

In over half of families headed by women in 1955, the woman head 
had no own children under 18 years old; in over four-fifths, she had 
none under 6 years of age. On the other hand, 27 percent had two or 
more children under 18. Moreover, nearly half a million women (12 
percent of the women family heads) had children under 18 years old 
who were not their own children but were related to them in other 
ways—younger sisters and brothers, grandchildren, and so forth—in 
the family group. 

The women family heads were a somewhat older group than the 
wives. Sixty percent were 45 years of age or over; only 10 percent 
were less than 30 years of age. As to marital status, widows predomi-
nated, constituting more than half of the group. Only 10 percent were 
single women. 
Employment of Women in Relation to Family Status 

The extent to which women enter the labor force varies considerably 
with their family status. More than half of the women who were un-
related individuals, and nearly half of those who were heads of fami-
lies, were breadwinners, compared with little more than one-fourth 
of the wives dwelling with their husbands. The figures (as of April 
1955) are as follows: 

Percent of 
population 

in labor 
Family status Population Labor force force 

Women 14 years of age and over. _ 60, 250, 000 20, 154, 000 33 

In families 54, 100, 000 17, 032, 000 31 
Family head 4, 947, 000 2, 359, 000 48 
Married, husband present 37, 570, 000 10, 423, 000 28 
Other relatives 11, 583, 000 4, 250, 000 37 

Unrelated individuals 5, 584, 000 3, 089, 000 55 
In institutions. 566, 000 
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Employment 27 

Women family heads are more likely to be in the labor force than 
other women who live as members of a family. Nearly half of the 5 
million women classed as family heads in 1955 were in the labor force. 
Of those between 25 and 65 years of age, 58 percent were working. In 
more than a fifth of the families headed by women there was no other 
wage earner. 

About 28 percent of the women family heads who were employed 
were in service occupations (the proportion rises sharply among 
women over 35). Another 40 percent were equally divided between 
operative and clerical occupations (among those under 35, however, 
clerical work ranked first). Among those 65 years of age or over, 
about 10 percent were in professional occupations and another 10 per-
cent were in farmwork. 

Since "other relatives" in family groups include daughters still in 
school and grandmothers too old to work, it is somewhat surprising to 
find that more than a third of this group were working. The propor-
tion was slightly higher than for all women 14 years old and over. 

Women who do not live as members of a family—the unrelated indi-
viduals—are more likely to work than women living in family groups. 
More than half of them were in the labor force. This group includes 
many women, such as teachers and nurses, who go where the jobs are 
in order to utilize their training and skills. Another factor, of course, 
is that women who are not members of a family must work to support 
themselves, unless they have independent means. 
Working Couples 

Working wives constitute the most rapidly growing group of work-
ing women, and one that has gained particular attention. They now 
exceed 10 million in number and make up slightly more than half of 
the entire woman labor force. The occupations in which working 
wives are employed are discussed in an earlier section. 

Young married women are likely to work for a time to help estab-
lish their homes. Furthermore, it is becoming increasingly customary 
for wives to enter or reenter the labor force after their children are in 
school or well grown. The proportion of couples with both spouses in 
the labor force rose from 22 percent (just over 8 million couples) in 
1950 to 26 percent (9.8 million couples) in 1955. There were half 
a million couples in which the wife was the only earner (in over one-
third of these couples the husbands were 65 years of age or older) and 
about the same number in which other family members were the only 
earners. Nevertheless, in over half of all married couples, the husband 
was the only earner. 

The extent to which wives and other family members (some of 
whom, of course, are daughters, sisters, mothers) were working in 1955 
is shown in the following summary . 
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28 Handbook on Women Workers 

Percent 
distri-

Number bution 

All married couples 37, 570, 000 100 

Wife earning 10, 423, 000 28 

Both spouses earning 8, 130, 000 22 
Both spouses and other relative earning 1, 663, 000 4 
Wife and other relative earning 122, 000 0) 
Wife only earning 508,000 1 

Wife not earning 27, 147, 000 71 

Husband only earning 20, 456, 000 54 
Husband and other relative earning 3, 815, 000 10 
Other relative earning 562,000 1 
No one earning 2, 314, 000 6 

1 Less than 1 percent. 
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