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For some time news anchors, business commentators, and others with media access have 

called attention to the declining rate of labor force participation. The latest data from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics show that the labor force participation rate (LFPR) for the 

entire U.S. work force peaked in 1997-2000 around 67 percent and has been falling ever 

since. Today’s low, however, is not an all-time low. LFPR was lower every year between 

1947 and 1977.  

The decline in recent years quite often is attributed to an erosion in labor force 

participation among older Americans. The data indicate very clearly that this is not the case. 

Among women 65 years of age and older LFPR in 2013 was 14.9 percent – higher than in 

any year since 1948 when this information first was collected and made accessible to  the 

public. Further, the data that are available on the BLS website indicate that LFPR has 

been rising in every single year since the start of the Great Recession. Partial data for 2014 

indicate that LFPR for the entire year likely will top 15 percent.  

For men of the same ages LFPR at 23.5 percent in 2013 was higher than in any year since 

1973 except 2012 when it was reported at 23.6 percent. Thus, for the most part, LFPR for 

men has risen in every year since the onset of the Great Recession. 

The problem of declining labor force participation across the United States is attributable 

to younger workers. Using BLS website data to arrive at labor force participation estimates 

for 25 to 64 years of age, Mayo Research Institute found that LFPR for men in these ages 

has fallen from approximately 88 percent in September 2000 to 84 percent today. Among 

women in those ages, LFPR had decreased from 72 percent to 70 percent. 

It would be helpful for sure to be able to explain with certainty why this decline in labor 

force participation has been taking place among workers in their prime working years. By 

focusing on workers 25 to 64 years of age we know that it has nothing to do with high-

school students and little to do with college-age students. Perhaps it has something to do 

with workers becoming discouraged about their job prospects during and after the Great 
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Recession and dropping out of the labor force. But why is this happening to 25-to-64 year 

olds and not older workers?  

The data provide some support for the discouraged-worker argument for both men and 

women for whom LFPR since the start of the Great Recession has fallen. However, it does 

not tell us why labor force participation has been declining for men in their prime working 

years from roughly 88 percent in September 2000 to 86 percent seven years later. In 

contrast to the men, labor force participation for women from 2000 to 2007 remained 

steady at 72 percent. 

We turn next to two anomalies that call for attention. First, while labor market conditions 

have been improving steadily since the Great Recession, why has the jobless rate for 20-to-

24 year old men and women been double digit every September for the last six years? Is it 

simply the price young people pay in transitioning from the classroom to the workplace? 

Or does it have something to do with their work ethic, their sense of entitlement, and their 

dependence on their parents?   

Second, why is the rate of unemployment for full-time workers higher than for part-time 

workers: 6.0 percent in September 2014 compared to 5.7 percent? The difference was 

much greater in September 2013: 7.5 percent vs. 5.8 percent. Ever since April 2008 the rate 

has been lower – often substantially lower – for the part-time vs. full-time labor force. This 

development has the effect of holding down the overall jobless rate, month after month 

since the start of the Great Recession.   

Last month Mayo Research Institute cited 2013 information from the Census Bureau 

report on income and poverty in the United States. Specifically it related to year-round 

full-time (YRFT) workers. That information bears repeating. 

Median earnings for women working YRFT was 78 percent of the median earnings of men 

with the same work experience: $39,157 compared to $50,033. Since 1975, there has been a 

surge of more than 27 million women holding YRFT jobs, with inflation-adjusted median 

earnings climbing by nearly $10,000. 

Over the same period, there was a smaller increase – about 23 million -- in the number of 

men employed YRFT. Today there are 61 million men at YRFT jobs for whom real 

earnings for this kind of work effort have not changed in 40 years.   

The U.S. labor market is much too complex to be reduced to a single number such as LFPR 

or the jobless rate. It’s time for cable-TV journalists to put aside the “rip-and-read” 

method of reporting, roll up their sleeves and get down to work. 
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