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SQURCE: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics.

Despite periodic fluctuations in the
pace of U.S. economic activity, the
percentage of working-age Ameri-
cans who are employed has risen
steadily since the early 1970s and
now stands at a record 63.4%. Be-
cause employment changes play an
important role in determining over-
all economic growth, it is useful to
explore the source of the employ-
ment rate increase to see whether
this trend may continue.

The rise in the employment-to-
population ratio since the early
1970s reflects a substantial increase

in women’s employment rates, a
trend which began much earlier. The
overall employment ratio rose, de-
spite a substantial decline in the em-
ployment rates for men and people
55 and over. (Early-retirement pro-
grams, initiated in the 1970s, con-
tributed to this decline.) Teenagers’
employment rate was roughly un-
changed over the period.

It follows that the dramatic in-
crease in overall employment rates
was driven by an even more dra-
matic rise in the employment rates
of prime-age workers (25 to 54).

Growth within this group resulted
exclusively from the increase in
women's employment.

It is unlikely that the employment
of prime-age women will keep ris-
ing at the same rate over the next
decade. If substantial growth in the
overall employment percentages is
to continue, it will likely require in-
creases in the employment rates of
men and people over 54. However,
a more likely scenario is that growth
in the percentage of Americans who
are employed will slow greatly in
the coming years.



