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Since the onset of the Great Recession, the media have taken note of a decline in U.S. labor 

force participation from 66.0 percent in 2007 to 62.9 percent in 2014. For the most part, 

media commentary runs along these lines: discouraged with poor job opportunities many 

U.S. workers have simply dropped out of the labor force. Some commentators have added 

that the decline is attributable to the retirement of the baby boomers born immediately 

following WWII who reached age 62 in 2008.  

Using data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics website, Mayo Research Institute takes a 

more intense look at the labor force participation (LFP) of white men and black men 20 

years of age and older since 1980, a period long enough to reveal significant trends. This 

focus reflects the simple fact that for years men have been the primary breadwinner in the 

American family.  

Among white men LFP in 2014 varied greatly by age ranging from 23.6 percent for 70-to-

74 year olds to 91.9 percent for 35-to-39 year olds.  

Except for men 60 years of age and older, LFP in every 5-year age group has been falling 

time and again since 1980 and fell to its lowest level in 2014. To illustrate, for 25-to-29 year 

olds it dropped from 95.2 percent in 1980 to 88.6 percent in 2014. For 45-to-49 year olds it 

fell from 94.2 percent to 88.8 percent. 

LFP among black men also varies substantially by age and has been dropping for every 5-

year age group since 1980. For example, among 30-to-35 year olds it plunged from 91.4 

percent to 84.7 percent. In every 5-year age group without exception participation in 2014 

was lower for black men than for white men. 

As suggested by the media, some of this consistent across-the-board decrease in LFP is 

attributed to the Great Recession where workers discouraged by the lack of job 



opportunities drop out of the labor force.  However participation was at or near new lows 

five years after the end of the Great Recession in 2009. 

Among white men, one overriding development has taken place over the last 35 years: a 

much larger increase in the number of never-married white men (62 percent) than those 

who are married spouse present (14 percent). The BLS website does not provide 

comparable data for black men. 

However, Pew Research Center reported recently that among black men 25 years of age 

and older 36 percent were never-married in 2012.  Pew did not report comparable data for 

white men.   

Never-married men in general do not have the same responsibilities of married men and 

may not have the same need to work in order to provide for their dependents. Mayo 

Research Institute is convinced that the decline in LFP since the end of the Great Recession 

is not so much a short-term economic phenomenon but a continuation of a long-term social 

and demographic development. 

The Current Population Survey regularly reports several reasons for nonparticipation in 

addition to discouragement: school attendance, caring for family members, disability, and 

retirement.  

Notwithstanding the statements of the media regarding the retirement of the baby boom 

generation, LFP for older men was higher in 2014 than in 1980. For example, among 65-to-

69 year old white men, the rate climbed from 28.7 percent to 36.6 percent. For white men 

70-to-74 years old, it increased from 14.9 percent in 1987 to 23.6 percent in 2014. The 

increases for black men in those age have been similar but not of the same order of 

magnitude. 

It follows that the decline in LFP since the onset of the Great Recession is NOT DUE to the 

heightened retirement of older men whether white or black. There are other factors that 

likely have a bearing on nonparticipation that are not reported by the CPS. Whether 

married or not, nonparticipation may reflect an avoidance of wage garnishment or 

employer random drug screening of workers or comfort with the safety-net benefits 

available. In addition, a nonparticipant may be lying to the Census enumerator because 

that person is engaged in illegal activity that across the entire U.S. economy is estimated at 

approximately $2 trillion per year.  

Furthermore, the official nonparticipation estimates could reflect untold numbers of 

immigrants who in fact are working but do not have a green card. The CPS provides no 

information on the immigrant status of persons living in the United States. 



Current estimates of the increased nonparticipation of working-age men raise serious 

questions regarding how they will be supported in the years ahead. Will their work 

experience qualify them for Social Security benefits and Medicare?  If not, will they turn to 

Medicaid and other forms of public assistance?  

If in fact they have been supporting themselves, whether by legal or illegal means, will they 

set aside enough for their retirement years? Will they find a way to qualify for disability 

benefits? Who will look after them in their old age? Their spouse? Their children and 

grandchildren?   

The lesson is this. If able-bodied men don’t work, family life – one of the essential pillars of 

civilization -- is disrupted, and a dysfunctional family threatens the entire civil society. 
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