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Chapter 15. Labor Force

The labor force concept used in recent censuses of population dates from the 1930s and
includes both persons who are employed (full time or part time) and persons who are
unemployed (defined as persons who are not employed but who are actively looking for
employment). In censuses prior to 1940, terms like “gainful workers” or “persons with gainful
employment” were used with regard to persons who reported an occupation or industry. (See
chapters 16 and 17 concerning data on occupation and industry.) Data on unemployment were
collected from 1880 to 1910 and in 1930, but these data are not comparable to data on
unemployment collected subsequently. For a detailed discussion of the labor force concept and
historical labor force trends in the United States, see Susan B. Carter (2006), “Labor Force,” in
Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition, Vol. 2, pp. 2-13 to 2-35.

Estimates of the workforce of the United States for the 1800 to 1900 period are shown in
Figure 15-1. These estimates are from Thomas Weiss (2006), “Workforce,” in Historical
Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition, Vol. 2, pp. 2-63 to 2-66. The term workforce
corresponds to gainful workers who reported an occupation (1850 to 1900) or industry (1820 and
1840), regardless of their employment status (employed or not employed). For years with no
occupation or industry data (1800, 1810, and 1830), workforce data were estimated using
estimated participation rates in the workforce.

Labor force estimates up to 1990, shown in Figures 15-2 through 15-5, are from Matthew
Sobek (2006b), tables on labor force, in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial
Edition, Vol. 2, pp. 2-77 to 2-82, and are base on the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series
(IPUMS). (See Minnesota Population Center, no date, “IPUMS-USA, Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQ),” http://usa.ipums.org/usa-action/faq.do.) Census data for 2000 are not
totally comparable with data for 1990 due to changes in editing procedures which led to slightly
lower labor force participation rates in 2000 than the 1990 editing procedures would have
yielded. See Sandra Luckett Clark et al (2003), “Comparing Employment, Income, and Poverty:
Census 2000 and the Current Population Survey,” U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Auxiliary
Report. In addition, the 2010 American Community Survey data on labor force are not totally
comparable with 2000 census data. For a consistent set of labor force participation rates for
1990, 2000, and 2010 (from the Current Population Survey) see Mitra Toossi (2012), “Labor
Force Projections to 2020: a More Slowly Growing Workforce,” U.S. Bureau of Labor Force
Statistics, Monthly Labor Review, Vol.135, No. 1 (Jan. 2012), pp. 43-64.
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Figure 15-1.

Workforce for the Population 16 Years and Over by Sex for the United States: 1800 to 1900

NUMBER (in millions)

1800
1810
1820
1830
1840
1850
1860

1870
1880
1890
1900

Numbers not shown on figure:

Female

1800 0.3
1810 0.4
1820 0.5
1830 0.7

- Both sexes
- Male
I:l Female

PARTICIPATION RATE (percentage of population 16 years and over)

Total (both sexes)

1800 559

1810 56.0
1820 56.0
1830 55.8
1840 56.0
1850 56.1

1860 56.5

1870 52.0

1880 54.1
1890 56.4

1900 56.5

Male

Source:Thomas Weiss (2006), "Workforce," in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition,Vol. 2, pp.2-63 to 2-66.

See www.demographicchartbpook.com, References.
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4.8 273
Female
90.4 20.8
90.4 21.0
90.4 20.8
90.3 20.7
90.3 20.6
89.5 209
90.3 20.7
88.8 14.6
90.6 16.0
91.6 19.0
90.2 20.6
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Figure 15-2.

Labor Force for the Population 16 Years and Over by Sex for the United States: 1860 to 2010
(Data are for the civilian noninstitutionalized population)

NUMBER (in millions)
White
1860 8.0

1870 10.2
Total
1870

1880

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000
2010

Numbers not shown on figure:
White Female  Total Female
1860 1.0 1870 1.8
1870 1.2 1880 25

- Both sexes
[ male
I:l Female

PARTICIPATION RATE (percentage of population 16 years and over)

Total (both sexes)
White

1860

1870

Total

1870 53.6
1880 55.2
1900 57.7
1910 60.2
1920 57.8

55.6
56.0
57.6
56.7
60.9

51.8
51.8

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000 64.9
2010 65.3

64.2

67.3
79.8
445 104.1
56.5 122.8

64.3 137.6

74.1 155.9
Male Female
13.1
124
15.8
16.9
22.1
26.0
24.1
84.7 27.1
83.2 303
81.4 36.1
77.0 | 420
75.8 | 50.5
753 | 57.5
72.2 | 58.2
712 |59.8

Sources: Matthew Sobek (2006b), tables on labor force, in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition,Vol.2, pp.2-77 to 2-82;and U.S. Census Bureau,
decennial census publications and for 2010, the American Community Survey (ACS). See www.demographicchartbpook.com, References.
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Figure 15-3.
Males—Labor Force Participation Rates of the Population 16 Years and Over by Age

for the United States: 1870 to 2010
(Percentage of male civilian noninstitutionalized population 16 years and over)

16-19 20-24 25-34
1870 90.1 96.8
1880 91.3 96.9
1900 91.7 97.4
1910 94.4 98.2
1920 90.8 97.4
1940 90.0 97.2
1950 82.9 93.9
1960 86.0 96.1
1970 79.8 95.1
1980 83.2 94.0
1990 81.9 933
2000 79.4 88.1
2010 90.5
35-44 45-54 55-59
1870 97.9 97.5
1880 97.5
1900 96.6
1910 97.2
1920 96.6
1940 94.0
1950 93.8
1960 94.6
1970 93.4
1980 90.9
1990 90.6
2000 85.9
2010 87.2
60-64 65-69 75+
1870
1880
1900
1910
1920
1940
1950
1960
1970

1980
1990

2000

2010

Sources: Matthew Sobek (2006b), tables on labor force, in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition,Vol.2, pp.2-77 to 2-82;and U.S. Census Bureau,
decennial census publications and for 2010, the American Community Survey (ACS). See www.demographicchartbpook.com, References.
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Figure 15-4.
Females—Labor Force Participation Rates of the Population 16 Years and Over by Age

for the United States: 1870 to 2010
(Percentage of female civilian noninstitutionalized population 16 years and over)

1870
1880

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000

2010

1870
1880

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000

2010

1870
1880

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000

2010

16-19
26.7
28.9
32.5
38.8
36.9

60-64

15.6
15.7
13.8

15.2
211
29.7
36.6
34.2
36.3

20-24
22.6
25.2
329
39.0
38.0
45.8
43.3
45.0
56.3
|67.7
|72.3
|71.9
| 72.2
45-54
10.8
1.3
17.4
19.9
187
222
334
47.0
53.0
59.1
| 713
|73.8
| 76.5
65-69 70-74
6.5 5.1
7.5 6.7
12.6 121
1.2 8.6
1.1 8.1
9.8 5.2
13.1 7.
16.7 9.9
17.5 9.4
15.2 8.1
171 8.6
19.3 s
26.5 137

55-59
9.2
9.4
18.0

17.3
16.1

Sources: Matthew Sobek (2006b), tables on labor force, in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition,Vol. 2, pp.2-77 to 2-82;and U.S.Census Bureau,

decennial census publications and for 2010, the American Community Survey (ACS). See www.demographicchartbpook.com, References.
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Figure 15-5.
Labor Force Participation Rates of Ever-Married Women With One or More Own Children
Under Age 18, by Marital Status of Woman and Age of Children, for the United States: 1880 to 2010

(Percentage in labor force among ever-married women in marital-status and own-children category)

MARRIED, HUSBAND PRESENT SEPARATED, * DIVORCED, OR WIDOWED

With own child under age 18

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990 66.9

2000 67.0
2010 70.4

With own child under age 6

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990 59.7

2000
2010

64.1

With own child age 6 to 17 only (no own child under age 6)

1900
1910
1920

1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990

2000
2010

*Separated includes husband absent, whether or not due to marital discord.

Sources: Matthew Sobek (2006b), tables on labor force, in Historical Statistics of the United States: Millennial Edition,Vol. 2, pp.2-77 to 2-82;and U.S. Census Bureau,

decennial census publications and for 2010, the American Community Survey (ACS). See www.demographicchartbpook.com, References.
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