Women and the labor | market:
the link grows stronger

Today, 7 of 10 women age 25 to 54
are members of the labor force,

as are the majority of mothers —
even mothers of very young chzldren

SUSAN E. SHANK

Women s attachment to the labor market has increased dra-‘

matically since the end of World War II—especially for

those between age 25 and 54. More than 7 of 10 women in

this age group are now in:the labor force, up from about 3

of 10 four decades earlier. The rise in women’s attachment

to market work is clearly both a product and a cause of many
profound social and economic changes that have occurred in
the United States over the last 40 years.

One result of this surge has been a narrowing of the gap

between male and female participation rates. Also, women
today display a pattern of labor force participation by age
group that is very different from that evident 15 years ago.

Until the mid-1970’s, female participation rates by -age '
formed an “M” shape, dipping between the early twenties -
and the main child-beafing years of 25 to 34. That pattern

has now shifted to an inverted “U” and thus is very similar
to that for men. (See chart 1.)

_ Another result is that labor market activity has become the
norm for most women today. This is true for women in each
10-year group in the 25 to 54 age bracket, for whites, for
blacks, and for. all mantal status groups. -Moreover, - the

majority ‘of mothers are in the labor force today——even N
mothers of infants:and toddlers. As recently as 1975, a
. two years. As the GI’s returned home, the number of men in

Bureau of Labor Statistics study found sharp differences in

participation rates of women by marital status and presence

and age of children.! Such differences have been reduced

very substantially over the ensuing decade. .
Finally, women. today work more hours per week and

more weeks per year than they did 10 or 20 years ago. The

Susarn E. Shank is an economist in: the D1v1s10n of Labor Force Statlstlcs,
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: majorlty of 25 to 54-year-01d women who worked in 1986

did so full time, year round.

This article focuses on women 25 to. 54, the age group
where job market links are especially strong. Most people-in -
these “prime working ages” have completed school and not
yet started to withdraw (permanentl.yv) from the labor force.
Women in these ages increased their labor market participa- '

 tion throughout the post-World War II period, and the rate

of increase accelerated .in the mid-1960’s. Labor force par-

. ticipation rates of women are projected to continue rising to

the year 2000, although at a slower pace than durmg the pastf

-two decades.

Hlstorlcal trends

Women in the United States have been entermg the labor
market in increasing numbers over the past century, but,
until the advent of the Second World War, the changes were
small and gradual. However, between 1940 and 1944, the
number of women in the labor force jumped by 5 million—
or more than one-third.? Over the same period, about 10
million men entered the Armed Forces and, as their number
in the civilian work force plummeted, women moved in and'
took their places. This pattern was reversed in the followmg‘

the civilian labor force rebounded, while: millions of women -
withdrew from the work force. However, fewer women left
at the end of World War II than had entered during the war

years, and many of those who ex1ted in the 1944- 46 penod'
. returned a few years later.

’ kAgyév.' Women in the 45 to 54 age group led the inﬂu)t into
_ the labor force in the postwar period. Participation rates for
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this older cohort soared from Just over 30 percent ui 1946 to
50 percent in 1960. (See chart 2.) In contrast, rates rose
more moderately for the 35- to 44-year-olds and hardly
increased at all for 25- to 34-year-olds. These were the
postwar baby-boom years, and most married women' re-
mained outside the labor force because of their child and
family responsibilities. The different timing of labor force
iincreases by age mirrored public attitudes about women
working outside the home. Attitudes shifted first for older
women, who generally d1d not have young children at
home.

Chart 1. Civilian labor force
participation rates by sex
and age, selected years
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In the early 1960 s, however, women of childbearing age
began to enter the labor market in large numbers. The rate
of increase picked up in the mid-1960’s and accelerated
even more during the 1970’s. (See chart 2.) A very-sharp
decline in the birth rate in the 1960’s was a major contribut-.
ing factor. At the same time, total employment was rising
strongly, with much of the growth occurring in services and
the public sector (especially education), where large num-
bers.of women are employed Increasing levels of education
and rapldly changing views about the home and work roles
of women were also factors in the tremendous jump in
women’s -labor - market act1v1ty durmg the 1960 s and
1970’s.3 ‘

“The flood of 25 to 34 -year-olds into the labor market
during the last 20 years changed the long-standing pattern of

~ female participation rates by age. The historical “M” shape

was replaced by an-inverted “U,” as the dip in female partic-
ipation that had been evident between the 20 to 24 and 25
to 34 age’groups .almost disappeared. Also, after the mid-
1970’s, women 45 to 54 no longer had'the highest rates
among the three groups within the prime working-age
bracket. In 1987, the rate for the 45 to 54 age group
averaged 67 percent, compared to 74 percent for 35- to
44-year-olds, and 72 percent for 25- to. 34-year-olds.

The unprecedented changes discussed above can be seen
clearly in the participation rates of women in the same birth
cohort as they move from their early to late twenties. As the
following tabulation shows, almost half of the women who
were 20 to 24 in 1960 were in the labor force, but the
proportion dropped substantlally when these women entered

- the peak ch1ldbearmg ages of 25 to 29:

Age 20-24_ Age 25-29—
Year born: in 1960 in 1965
1936-40 ........... 46.1 38.9
in 1970 - in 1975
1946-50 ........... 517 ;, 573
in 1980 in'1985
1956—60 ST s 689 L 714

The ﬁrst of the baby-boom generatlon ‘born: only 10 years
later, displayed markedly different patterns. Their participa-
tion rates were much higher than those of women born 10

years earlier, and participation rates did not ‘drop between

their early and late twenties. Women born in the latter part
of the 1950°s showed further remarkable changes:. Not only
were thelr partmpatron rates higher again,-but the rates
actually rose as these women moved from their early to late
twenties—a reversal of the pattern just-20 years earlrer

Race/ethmc group Throughout most. of the postwar pe-
riod, black women had much higher activity rates than did
whlte women However the gap | has narrowed greatly,
especially since the mid-1960’s, when the rates for wh1te
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. Marttal status

women skyrocketed As shown in the followmg tabulatron |

by 1987, partrcrpatton rates. for both white and black women
in the 25 to 54 age group ‘were srrmlar '

White Nonwhite - Black.
19547 i v vn vt s o 37.0 53.4 —
1967 :vivnn il i, 45.7 59.3 —
1977 o s s e ai o 51.7 63.7 - 644
1987 i et i i i 71.8 72.1 73.6

Hispanic women however were much less likely than
either white or black women to be in the labor force. Their
lower participation rate (61 ‘percent in 1987) is related to a
number of factors, including a high birth rate, generally low
educational attainment, and cultural factors that emphasrze
women s home and famrly roles.5 :

Ry

labor force, compared wrth approxrmately 80 percent of
single women and 65 percent of widowed, divorced, and
separated wom

1987, married women entered the labor market in record
numbers and th‘ ir participation rate more than doubled—to
68 percent, while the rate for single women remamed
around 80 perc ent, and that for wrdowed drvorced or sep-
arated women rose to 79 percent

Most mamed women. drd not work outs1de ~
the home in the postwar years. In 1957, for example, only
about: 33 percent of married women 25 to 54 were-in the

‘combined. These differences. shrank dra- i
matically in the followrng three decades. Between 1957 and

At the same time that differencesin labor force activity
rates narrowed ‘across marital status groups',/ the number of:-
single and divorced women rose substantially. The follow-
ing tabulatlon shows that the proportion of divorced women -
inthe pnme workmg-age population'; increased fourfold and -
the propomon of smgle women. also Jumped ' :

1987

19571 ‘
.“Never mamed ................. DORE 75 12.9
. Married, spouse present. ... .. S SR 80 5 68.2°
' Married, spouse absent ..... ... . 43 49
Widowed ... il 46 22
Drvorced ............................. 3.0- 418

In 1987 drvorced and never-mamed women together ac--
counted for 1 of 4 prime workmg age women—up from:
about 1. of 10 in 1957. The marked expansion in these
groups, which have high labor force activity. rates, was’

'matched by contraction in the married and widowed groups ‘

where rates are somewhat lower.

Work attachment

- The phenomenal rise in- female labot force actrvrty has
been accompamed by major changes in the nature and extent.

- of women’s connection to market work. Not only are most |

women currently ini the labor market, but the vast majority

- are full-time, career-oriented workers. This applies. across.

virtually all age, race; and- mantal status groups It applres«
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‘whether or. not' ‘women have chrldren at home and even for
those with very young children. ’ :
- Onlyin the last few years have women decrded to remain

in the labor force for a large part of their adult years andto -
‘work even when they have young children at home. As

recently as 20 years ago, it was more typrcal for women'to
work for a few years after they finished school and then
leave the labor force when their first child was born. In

many cases, these women'did not return to market work at

all or did S0 only after an absence of several years.

Marztal status and children.  Labor market act1v1ty is now
the norm for women, and hi gh participation rates are evident
in-nearly all demographic groups. For- example in March
1987, rates ranged from 85 percent among divorced women
- 1066 percent for widows. (See table 1.)  'Women 35 to 44

generally had the highest activity rates of the three 10-year

groups of the prime working ages. However this was not
. the case among the single ‘worien group, where 25- t0 '34-
year-olds reglstered the hlghest partrcrpatlon rate. More-
over, the rate was nearly 90 percent for women in thrs
younger age group who did not have children.
The presence of children, especially very young children,
tends to moderate the labor force participation of women,
_ but this effect is much less marked today than it was 20 years
ago. In'1987, 79 percent of women with no children under
age 18 were in the labor force, compared to 67 percent for

‘women with chrldren Activity rates for mothers fell steadily

in line with the age of their youngest chlld—from about 75
percent for mothers of high school ‘age children (none
younger) to 55 percent for mothers with children under the
age of 3. The fact that more than half of all mothers with
toddlers” were in the. labor market in 1987 1ndlcates the
magmtude of social and economic change in recent years,
As recently as 1967, less than one-fourth' of mothers wrth
children under age 3 were in the labor force.

Table 1.

Age of youngest child:
4 748 824 | 787 | 678~
7201 729 738 | 587
624 63.1 [ 611 52.7
55.2 55.2 559 A

CIVﬂlan labor force partlclpation rates of women
ay ‘age, marital status, and presenee and age of chlldren,
arch 1987 B e
~ | hge AsewAge'Aaé““
Charcra B | e
Marltal‘sﬁtue‘ :
“Never aried .......... ' “a15 | s29 | sis | ess
‘Maried, husband present 68,1 | 67.5 «| 717 .| 640" -}
Married, husband absent ; 709 | 682 | 760. | 676
Widowed . ... RSN TR Lot 65 {527 | 687 | 665
Divorced ... e . i, S 847 ).833.. 873 | 827 .
Presence and age
of own:children )
No own children under age 18 ... . . . Son | 190 | se0 | s2r | s
Ownchlldrenunderageta Gelh i ds 66.7 631 | 717 63.8

* 1 Participation rate not shown where popllation i less than 75,000, -

Hours per week The number of hours .worked per. week

+ Or per year is a measure of the intensity of a person’s con-

nection to the labor market. Despite: a common impression
to the contrary, ‘most employed women work full time, that
is, 35 hours or more per ‘week. In 1986, for example, 78
percent of all employed women ages 25 to:54 worked full

-time; an addltronal 5 percent worked fewer than 35 hours but

wanted full time jobs; and only 17 percent worked part time
voluntarrly The _proportion of women who. work full time
has been essentlally stable for the past two .decades. How-

ever, among those working part time, the proportion doing
- so voluntarily has declined, while: the fractlon ‘wanting. full-

time jobs_has increased. ‘
Even though most women work full time, they tend to

- work fewer hours per week than do men. In 1986, prime
: workmg -age women employed in nonagrrcultural industries
‘averaged about 37 hours per week, compared with 44 hours

for: men: in the same age group. (See table,2.) Employed
women are heavrly concentrated in:the retail trade and serv-

- ice industries-in which. part-time work is-common. Approx—

1mately 6 0f 10 prime working-age women were in these two
industries in 1987, in contrast to only 3 of 10 prime

‘working-age men.

As might be expected, dlfferences in hours by gender are

‘greatest at.the extremes—the less than 30 hours or the more
 than 48 hours per week categories. (See table 2.) However,
over the past two decades there has been some convergence

in the work schedules of men and women, largely because
the proportion of women working 49 hours or more rose
substantrally, and the proportion of men workmg fewer than
30 hours increased. As a result, the differences in the. aver-
age workweek by gender shrank from 9 hours in 1968 to
about 7 hours in 1987. .

Weeks per year In addmon to hours per week, labor force
attachment can ‘also be v1ewed in terms of weeks worked per
year.. Dunng 1986, 68 percent of women 25 to 54 who
worked did so for. a full year, and-an addmonal 10 percent .
worked 40 to 49 weeks.” /At the other extreme, -only about
15 percent of these women worked for less: than half the
year. (See table 3. ) Women s year-round. employment rose
substantially between 1966 and 1986, especially in the 25 to.
34 age group. Over these two decades, the fraction of these

| younger women who worked:full year ' jumped from 45 to 65

percent, Wwhile the proportron who worked only 1t 13
weeks dropped from 18 to 72 percent. '

Combmmg ‘weeks worked _per year with: usual hours per:
week offers additional insights into the degree of workers v
job attachment. Persons who work full time 50 to 52 weeks
per year clearly have a strong ‘work commitment. In 1986,
57 percent of all’ employed women 25 to 54 were in this
year-round, full time category; the comparable propomon
for men was 78 percent. As was true of hours per week
work pattems over the calendar year have been convergmg :

- for men and women of prime working age. Two. decades



earlier, 46 percent of the employed women and about 84
percent of employed men were year-round full- trme
workers ‘

“Younger women have followed the lead of their older -
‘counterparts in moving toward year-round, full-time em-

ployment, as they did in entermg the labor force. By 1986,
fully 55 percent of employed women 25 to 34 were year-

_round, full-time' workers, up from 39 percent in 1966. The

proportlon ‘of women in this age group working full year
but' part time also rose- considerably. This latter pattem——
full-year work on a part-tlme basis—was the second ‘most
common’ schedule (after year round, full tlme) for women in
: the prime workmg-age group in- 1986

Future outlook

" Will women continue to enter the labor force in greater
numbers? How high will their partrcrpatron rates go? How
large will the proportion of women who work year round,
full time become? While there are ‘no definite answers to

these and some otlier questions about women’s labor market
behavior in the future, BLs recently introduced projections to -

 the year 2000 which describe some probable scenarios.® The
“projections ‘presume a continued increase in female labor
force participation, but at a much slower rate than durmg the
precedmg two decades.

Slower inCreases ‘Between 1986 “and 2000 ‘the " labor
force participation rate for wornen in the prime working-age

group is projected to increase 10 percentage points, from

about 71 percent to 81 percent (assuming the “middle
growth™ scenario). While very large by most standards, this
would by only half the size of the increase that took place
in the previous 14 years, when the rate: _]umped from 51
percent to 71 percent.

The primary reason for the prOJected slower rate of in-
crease is that the huge gains of the past have brought female

partrcrpatron rates to relatively high levels, There is simply

much less room to grow from a 70-percent participation rate
than there was from a 40- or 50-percent rate. A second
reason is that the projections assume that partlclpatron rates
for prime’ workmg age women will not exceed those for

Table 2. - Hours at work for 25-to 54-year-old women and
meér 1|38 nonagrlcultural lndustrles, annual averages, 1968

‘[Percent distribution]
' B Women Men
Hours of work -
. 1988 ;| 1968 | 1886 | 1968
Average hOUIS™. .\ v e icee il |- 388 0367 439 ] aa7
Total hours . ... R, L 1000 171000 | 1000 | 1000 |
Under 30 hours . . S o 195 | 215, . 5.7.1 44
30-34 hours ... 94 96 438 47
:35<39.hours . .~ 97 110 4.0 3.9
40hours . .. 29 | 420 | 444 | 434
“41-48 hours . s N 5 B - k| 13.2 173
~49hoursand over ..., upii e e | 1041 65 12771 263

Table 3. Women with work ex
by age,; full-time or part-time ]o

rience in 1966 and 1986
and weeks worked

- [Percent distribution]
I N ] Age 2554 | Agei25-34 - | [Age'35-44 |- -Age45-54
‘~lf_lquexperluneg > T T T
o : B 1986°| 1966 (1986 | 1966 | 1986 | 1966 | 1986 | 1966 - |-
s.Worked at full-time }ob ‘ ;
5052 weeks 455 | 85| 386 | 578 | 45.2-| 59.8 | 51.7
- 1 40=49 weeks 83| 72188160 82| 60 78
27-39 weeks 65. 46 | 76| 42 [ 62 | 33| 58
1426 woeks . 65| 5.1 92 |38 631 34| 44
- s -13weeks 61 | 33 86 | 25 54 22 38
Workadalpantlmejob . P N
50-52'weeks ... ... 114 | 981103 ] 68 |120 | 109 | 127 | 112
4049 weeks i, ... . 33| 29133 25| 341 30| 33| 30
27-39 weeks .. ... . 28 | .31 | 27 27 29 34 28 3.0
- 14-26 weeks ... .. 40 | 45| 42 |67 | 41 4.1 35 | 38
1-13 weeks .. .... 381 691 42.1:84:1 371 73 | .81 5.2

men. Thrs constrammg assumptlon is built into the pI‘OJeC-

. tion methodology A third reason for the proyected slowing

is that most of the populatlon growth will take place in the
oldest 10-year group in this study (45- to 54- year-olds);.
where participation is lower. During the 1990’s, this group.
will account for v1rtually all of the population growth in the
prime workmg-age group—as the first of the: baby-boom
generation moves into their mid-forties and early fifties..
While some slowing in the pace of women’s labor force
increases is almost inevitable in future years, the precise
timing and extent of such slowing are matters of Judgment :
In this connect1on, it should be noted that BLS projections of

- women’s labor force pamcrpatron have come closer to. the -

mark in recent years. Between. 1959 and 1976, BLs produced
six projections of the future size of the labor force, and all
six underestimated actual growth in the female labor force.’

The phenomenal increases in participation rates for prime
workmg age women that started in the mid-1960’s surprised
almost all analysts. However, BLS projections introduced in
1978 and the early 1980’s assumed that such growth will

~ continue, although not necessanly at the same rapld pace. 10

Gender dzjferences shrmk ~ While partrcrpatron rates for
women are expected to ‘continue rising through the end .of
the century, those for men are projected to edge further.
down. As a result, the longstanding gap. between male and
female rates will shrink even more. The following tabula-
tion shows that the difference in the prime working-age
group, which was about 60 percentage points in 1950 (and
23 points in 1986), will narrow to 12 points by' the year
2000. For 25- to 34-year-olds, the gender drfference 1s ex-/
pected to shrink to only 10 points. '

Projected,
Actual, 1950 2000
. Women Men  Women - Men
25to54 years ,......... 368 96.5 80.8 .. 92.6
24-34 years .:..... .o 340 96.0 82.3 936
35-44 years ... ... ... 391 978 842 7939

45-54 years .......... 37.9 958 .. 75.4...90.1
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Moreover, as the gap between male and female ‘raiesV'
continues to narrow, the outline traced by these rates over

the life cycle is expected to become increasingly unisex. In - .
the year 2000, activity rates of women are projected to rise
steadily from the teen years to a peak in the 35 to 44 age group,

then to decline in the 45 to 54 age group before dropping off

sharply for those 55 and over. Chart 1 notes the similarity

between this pattern and that for men in the year 2000.
The shift in the outline of women’s participation rates
from the “M” shape to an inverted *'U,” which started in the

1970’s, will be even more prominent by 2000. In' fact,

women’s participation rates (in terms of both level and,pat-

tern by age) are projected to be more similar to thos’e‘foi‘_men

than to women’s rates in 1960 or 1970. Moreover, as male -

rates decline over time—especially in . the, .older age

groups—the right side of their inverted “U” shifts to the left
and thus becomes more like that for women.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN LABOR MARKET BEHAVIOR of men-and
women shrank dramatically in the four decades following
World War 1. This was due largely to 2 tremendous in-
crease in labor market activity by women. Over the past 40
years, the. proportion of 25- to 54-year-old women in the

‘labor force jumped from one-third to more than 70 percent.

Furthermore, among employed women, 3 -of 4 worked full
time in 1986, and well over half of them worked year round '

_and full time. BLS projections to the year 2000 call for
-+ continued increases in market ‘activity of women, and as a

result, further convergence in male and female labor force
patterns over the life cycle.
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