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Long-Term Employment 

And Recent Unemployment Trends 

In The United States

A s the nation's economy has flourished over the 
past several years, total employment has grown to 
record levels and the unemployment rate has fallen 
to the lowest level since the Korean W ar. But 
especially since 1965, gradually declining rates of 
unemployment have been accompanied by an accelera
tion in the rate of inflation. W ith increasing 
urgency, policymakers have turned their attention 
to the inflation problem and have sought prescrip
tions which would at once contain or dissipate in
flationary pressures while allowing the economy to 
expand at a rate sufficiently rapid to create jobs 
for all new entrants into the labor force. It is, of 
course, widely understood that failure to achieve 
the latter half of this objective would lead to in

creased unemployment and that, in the current busi
ness climate, much of the increase would concentrate 
among the less-skilled, who also make up most of 
the lower income groups in U. S. society. In a 
society increasingly preoccupied with the problems 
of low-incom e groups, the effects of a deceleration 
in the econom y’s growth on unemployment is ac
cordingly a matter of m ajor concern.

This article reviews briefly the differential unem
ployment experience of various labor force groups, 
classified by age and race as well as by occupation, 
during the period 1961-68, the nation’s largest busi
ness expansion. It also offers some comments on 
the changing industrial composition of employment 
in the U . S. economy since 1929.
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In d u stria l D istribution  of Em ploym ent, 1929-1968
Chart I shows the percentage distribution of em
ployment by m ajor industry groups from 1929 to 
1968. A s might be expected, the percentage of all 
employed persons engaged in agriculture has shown 
a consistent decline, from approximately 25%  in 
1929 to around 5%  in 1968. The Depression years 
provided the only exception to the decline. From 
1929 to 1932, the percentage of the labor force em
ployed in agriculture showed a fairly steady increase 
to a high of approximately 30%  in 1932. This 
apparent large movement back to the farm could be 
substantially overstated, however, since total em
ployment also fell from 1929 to 1932.

Manufacturing employment clearly exhibited an 
upward trend from 1932 to its peak during the war 
years of 1943 and 1944. Since the war, however, 
manufacturing employment as a per cent of the total 
has shown only a slight downward trend. Until 
1932, Federal Government employment stayed 
around 1.5% of total employment, then moved closer 
to 2 %  between 1932 and 1938. During W orld  W ar 
II, the percentage employed by the Federal Govern
ment rose to almost 6 % . Since the Korean W ar. 
however, it has remained between 3.5%  and 3.8% .

In contrast to the Federal Government figures, 
the percentage of total employment accounted for 
by state and local governments has shown an impres
sive expansionary trend in recent years. The per
centage employed in the service industries has shown 
a similar expansion. These long-term trends clearly 
illustrate that the U. S., once a primarily agrarian 
economy, has for some years now shown indications 
of changing from a “ goods-producing” to a “ service- 
oriented”  economy.

Apart from the obvious decline in agricultural 
employment, and the sizable expansion in services 
and state and local government employment, the chart 
shows a remarkable constancy in the percentages. 
All the other categories, including Federal Govern
ment employment, have remained approximately the 
same except during the years of depression and war.

Employment and Unemployment Defined The
term “ unemployment,”  as used in economic and 
social analysis, is at best an imprecise concept and 
the measurement of unemployment raises numerous 
questions, many of which are settled quite arbitrarily. 
The U. S. Department of Labor, which publishes 
monthly data drawn from a sample survey of 50,000 
households, recognizes for statistical purposes three 
exact categories such that all persons may be classi
fied as “ employed,”  “ unemployed,”  or “ not in the 
labor force.”
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The Bureau defines as employed persons all those 
who, during a survey week, did any work at all as 
paid employees in their own business, profession, 
or farm, or who worked 15 hours or more as unpaid 
workers in an enterprise operated by a member of 
the family. A ll persons not working but who had 
jobs or businesses from  which they were temporarily 
absent because of illness, bad weather, vacation, 
labor-management dispute, or personal reasons, are 
also counted as employed whether or not they were 
paid by their employers for the time off, and 
whether or not they were seeking other jobs. M ore
over, each employed person is counted only once. 
Those who held more than one job are counted in 
the job  at which they worked the greatest number 
of hours during the survey week.

The “ unemployed,”  according to the Bureau’s 
definitions, comprise all persons who did not work 
during the survey week, who made specific efforts 
to find a job  within the past four weeks, and who 
were available for work during the survey week 
(except for temporary illness). A lso included as 
unemployed are those who did not work at all, were 
available for work, and (a )  were waiting to be 
called back to a job  from  which they had been laid 
off, or (b )  were waiting to report to a new wage 
or salary job  within 30 days.

The civilian labor force is the sum of all civilians 
classified as employed and unemployed. Civilians 
16 years of age or over who are neither employed 
nor unemployed are classified by the Bureau as “ not 
in the labor force.”  This group includes persons 
engaged in housework in their own home, those in 
school, those unable to work because of long-term 
physical or mental illness, retired persons, those 
too old to work, and the voluntarily idle. In the 
charts giving the unemployment rates, the figure 
for each age, sex, or racial classification represents 
the percentage of the total civilian labor force in that 
class which is unemployed.

Recent U nem ploym ent T re n d s T he unem ploy
ment rate for all groups of workers taken as a whole 
from  December 1968 to February 1969 remained 
at 3 .3% . For the U . S. economy, this unemploy
ment rate was very low and represented a culmination 
of a more or less steady decline from a rate of 7.1%  
in May 1961. A t the end of 1968 approximately 
2.6 million persons were unemployed, whereas 4.8 
million were unemployed in early 1961.

These totals include persons who are between 
jobs, i.e., the so-called “ frictionally”  unemployed, 
those temporarily unemployed for seasonal reasons, 
those whose principal work skills have been rendered
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obsolete by technological advances, as well as others 
who, for whatever reasons, seek unsuccessfully to 
market their labor services. It may also include 
some who have concrete job  offers but who elect to 
probe the market for something better. In a rela
tively affluent society, marked by personal freedom 
to move from one labor market to another, it is 
highly unlikely that, at any given time, the entire 
labor force will be employed. Some level o f un
employment is more or less “ normal.”  Precisely 
what fraction of the labor force this level may rep
resent is a question that has never been answered to 
the complete satisfaction of most economists or labor 
market experts. Some economists put the figure 
as low as 2 %  or 3 % ; others place it higher.

But whatever the fraction of the total labor force 
that makes up this category and thereby represents, 
as a practical matter, the lowest overall unemploy
ment rate, it is clear that the figure is not the same 
for all groups within the labor force. For example, in 
the fourth quarter of 1968, when the unemployment 
rate for the civilian labor force was 3 .3% , the rate 
for the “ all married men”  category was only 1.4%. 
On the other hand, despite the low overall rate, the 
rate among males in the 16-19 age group was 11.5%. 
It is well known that the young change jobs far more 
often than married men, and consequently frictional 
unemployment is probably higher among the young 
than in older age groups. Other categories of

workers such as clerical workers, farm workers, 
white-collar workers, craftsmen and foremen, sales 
workers, and even all white males over 20 had u n 
employment rates of less than 3 %  as of the fourth 
quarter of 1968.

The accompanying charts show unemployment 
rates by selected age, sex, race, and occupational 
categories. These classes are not necessarily mu
tually exclusive. The charts illustrate quite clearly 
that in the 1960’s at least, in periods o f generally 
rising unemployment, the unemployment rate for 
nonwhites and for unskilled workers tended to move 
up substantially faster than it did for other groups. 
On the other hand, in periods of business expansion 
the unemployment rates for unskilled and nonwhite 
persons fell considerably more than those for other 
groups. The unemployment rate for nonwhite males 
over 20 was 11.9% in 1961, but it dropped to 3 .5%  
by the end of 1968. During the same period, the 
unemployment rates for white males over 20 fell 
from 5.3%  to 1 .6% . Unemployment among unskilled 
nonfarm workers fell from  15.1% to 6 .1% , while 
for craftsmen and foremen it declined from  6 .7%  
to 2 .2% . The unemployment rate for white-collar 
workers also dropped only slightly.

A s shown in the table of selected unemployment 
rates in 1969, the rate of unemployment for all civi
lian workers rose in March to 3 .4%  from  the 3 .3%  
level which had been maintained since year-end 1968. 
This increase was mostly due to a rise in teen-age 
unemployment. A s is evident in the charts, how 
ever, unemployment rates for 16-19 year-olds have 
a great deal of irregular variation. In the case of 
nonwhite females in that age group, as a matter of 
fact, the unemployment rate did not seem to have 
a downward trend at all during the 1961-68 ex 
pansion.

In A pril 1969, the overall unemployment rate rose 
to 3 .5% , with much of the increase concentrated 
among adult women and nonwhite workers. The 
unemployment rate for nonwhite workers rose to 
6 .9%  from the 6 .0%  March figure. Blue-collar un
employment increased to 4 .1%  from  3.7%  and teen
age unemployment rose to 12.8% from  12.7% , but 
the white worker unemployment rate held steady at 
3.1% .

These trends in the unemployment rates by 
selected age, race, and occupational group since 1961 
illustrate why relatively small changes in the total 
unemployment rate can be a matter of considerable 
social moment.

William E. Cullison

SELECTED UNEMPLOYMENT RATES, 1969
(Seasonally Adjusted)

Type of Worker

All civilian workers 
Married men
Both sexes, 16 to 19 years  

White workers 
M ales, 20 years and over 
Females, 20 years and over 
Both sexes, 16 to 19 years 

Nonwhite workers 
Males, 20 years and over 
Females, 20 years and over 
Both sexes, 16 to 19 years

Type of Occupation

W hite-collar workers 
Clerical workers

Jan. Feb. March April

3.3
1.4 

11.7

3.0

3.3
1.4 

11.7

2.9

3.4
1.4 

12.7 

3.1

3.5

3.1
1.7 1.7 1.8 1.8
3.3 3.3 3.1 3.3

10.1 10.1 11.4 11.3

6.0 5.7 6.0 6.9
3.8 3.2 3.2 3.7
5.0 5.3 6.0 7.2

22.9 22.0 21.6 23.6

Blue-collar workers 
Craftsmen and foremen 
Operatives 
Nonfarm laborers 

Service workers

Source: U. S. Department of labor.' ...... A . .... /

1.9 1.9 2.0 1.8
3.0 2.7 3.1 2.4
2.6 3.3 2.9 3.3

3.8 3.6 3.7 4.1
2.1 2.1 2.2 2.2
4.2 4.2 3.9 4.6
6.6 5.5 7.0 6.8

4.2 3.8 3.8 4.5
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