
THE HOUSEHOLD WORKER
An Endangered Species

The service sector of the economy has exhibited 
impressive growth over the past decade. In 1972, 
services accounted for almost 42 percent of Gross 
National Product, compared with 37 percent in 1960. 
Employment in the service sector— which encom
passes such areas as cleaning, food, health, personal, 
and protective services— increased by over 36 per
cent between 1960 and 1972. Growth among the 
several component activities of this important sector 
of the economy was by no means uniform, however. 
In particular, the subsector denoted as private house
hold services declined sharply between 1960 and 
1972, with the number of persons employed in this 
area decreasing by over 27 percent.

In 1972, approximately 1.5 million people were 
employed in private household services in such ca

pacities as maids, butlers, babysitters, and chauffeurs, 
while over 80 million individuals were employed in 
all occupational groups. A lm ost half of all house
hold workers were employed in the South, and the 
highest ratio of household workers to population 
was also found in the southern states. In 1970, the 
national average ratio of household workers to popu
lation was 5.5 to one thousand. M ost areas in the 
Fifth District, with the exception of Maryland and 
W est Virginia, had substantially higher-than-average 
ratios. The District’ s share of total household 
workers has increased slightly over time. In 1920, 
about 11 percent of all household workers were em
ployed in the Fifth D istrict; in 1970, about 14 per
cent. The most dramatic historical changes, however, 
have been on a national rather than a regional level.
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The household service sector is a relatively small 
one in the United States economy today, and its 
recent decline suggests several important underlying 
social and economic changes.

Supply: Characteristics of Household Workers
W om en have increasingly predominated in house
hold work. In 1972, women constituted over 98 per
cent of the total, as compared with approximately 
80 percent in 1920. Negroes accounted for slightly 
over half of all household workers in 1970. The 
average household worker is older than other w ork
ers. In 1960, the median age of household workers 
was 46, compared with 40 years for all workers. 
In 1965, the median age had increased to 52 years 
versus 37 years for all workers.1 The progressive 
increase in the average age of household workers 
seems to be part of the trend toward a diminishing 
pool of domestic employees. A s fewer younger 
people enter domestic service, the remaining older 
workers raise the average age. Lack of extended 
education is another key characteristic of household 
employees. In 1972, the median years of school 
completed by household workers was 9.9, two and 
a half years less than the average for all occupational 
groups.

Younger, more highly educated individuals ap
pear, therefore, to be shifting from the household 
service sector into other fields. One reason for this 
movement, perhaps, is the low level of household 
wages. Because of incomplete reporting, there may 
be inaccuracy in the estimation of household earn
ings, but an evaluation of the record over time pro
vides some indication of the relative differentials 
between the earnings of household workers and those 
of other workers in the economy. In 1951, for ex 
ample, average earnings per household worker were 
about 37 percent of those for all wage and salary 
w orkers; in 1970, this ratio had declined to about 
22 percent. A s approximately 65 percent of these 
workers were part-time (less than 35 hours), it is 
helpful to consider the wages of a full-time household 
employee. In 1969, the median wage of a full-time 
female household worker was $1,851— 45.75 percent, 
or less than half, of that of the average female wage 
and salary worker.

Effective minimum wage coverage is available to 
household w orkers in on ly  a few  states, am ong 
them M assachusetts, N ew  Y ork , and W iscon sin .2

THE HOUSEHOLD WORKER BY REGIONS: 1970

1 Herbert R. Tacker, “ Household Employment under OASDHI, 
1951-66,” Social Security Bulletin (June 1970), pp. 10-17.

2 Although several states have minimum wage laws applicable to 
domestic workers, coverage is limited because of certain exemptions 
applying to the number of persons employed in a household. See 
Women’s Bureau, U. S. Department of Labor, Employment Standards 
Administration, “Women Private Household Workers Fact Sheet” 
(1971), release revised 1972.

u.
Percentage of Total 
S. Household Workers

Household 
Workers/Population

United States 100.00 5.5/1000

Regions

Northeast 16.76 3.8/1000
North Central 20.05 4.0/1000
South 49.13 8.8/1000
West 14.05 4.5/1000

Fifth District 13.87 8.3/1000
Maryland 1.83 5.3/1000
D. C. .88 13.1/1000
Virginia 3.35 8.1/1000
West Virginia .81 5.3/1000
North Carolina 4.10 9.1/1000
South Carolina 2.90 12.6/1000

Source: 1970 Census of Population.
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Furthermore, few states have effective legislation 
governing overtime compensation, workm en’s com 
pensation, or unemployment compensation for house
hold workers. Consequently, the private domestic 
worker."is not furnished with the benefits and pro

je c t io n  that the majority of workers receive.

T h e D em and for H ousehold  W ork ers O ne o f the
most salient trends discernible in recent employment 
statistics has been the increase in the participation 
rates of married women in the labor force. In the 
postwar period, the percentage of married women 
active in the labor force has more than doubled, 
from 20.0 percent in 1947 to 41.5 percent in 1972. 
A  parallel trend has been the growing importance in 
American society of the so-called “ nuclear”  family, 
i.e., a family consisting only of parents and their 
children. Few families today include a grandparent 
or other older relative. In 1971, only one out o f 15 
households with a working mother with dependent 
children included a nonemployed adult women (such 
as a grandm other), and only one out of 25 house
holds with dependent children under age six in
cluded an additional nonemployed woman.3 The 
combination of an increase in the percentage of mar
ried women who are working and an increased 
relative importance of the nuclear family would 
seem to make for an enlarged demand for house
hold help.

3 See Janice N. Hedges and Jeanne K. Barnett, “Working Women 
and the Division of Household Tasks,” Monthly Labor Review (April 
1972), pp. 9-14.

Several other considerations, how ever, exert 
countervailing influences. The postwar decline in 
birth rates, from 25.8 per 1,000 population in 1947 
to 17.3 per 1,000 population in 1971, coupled with 
dramatic increases in the use of labor-saving ap
pliances, convenience foods, and easy-care fabrics, 
probably has lessened the need for domestic services. 
A lso, changing attitudes toward housework among 
men has led to what is probably a more efficient 
inter-family sharing of household chores, with a con
sequent reduction in the demand for outside help.

It is difficult, consequently, to predict the nature 
of the demand for household services. Regardless of 
the improvements in labor-saving devices, there 
would still seem to be some need in the future for 
specific cleaning services, particularly those of a 
heavy-duty nature. Perhaps such services will be 
provided by contractual cleaning services. W ages in 
these services, unlike those for private domestics, 
have been increasing in past years. Furthermore, in 
most areas, the majority of the workers employed 
by these establishments receive paid vacations and 
holidays and some kind of health, pension, or in
surance plan. Such contractual services offer bene
fits not only to the employee but also to the em
ployer, who may not wish to retain an employee on 
a regular basis. Contractual services may, in fact, 
be the only viable area in domestic services, which 
would make the private household worker increas
ingly rare.

Susan P . K rug
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