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A yea ago, Tdeni had the itle ohi Institute',
the etployment problm of older s ha. d ra rar o
We were still riding the high tide of Tp erity. liile MzW POSt-
war beckaogs had l been i:ld11 ai 3, he-igtered luternati
tension a=d the nded dees po had s n r latfio r finip
to the evoramy. Cwrivi4an eloymht, iihidch sded 614/2 million last July,
was at an aLL-tiur peak, and uiplogmrzt, agt ebot 2 million, mm at a rate
which might wel be reamrded with cole-

From the lunt point ofa. opecting in high gear, older
workers, like other members of our kn Po ton, appeared to e tri
relatively well. Mazy of the older menabd wt L wh bad been encouraged to
remin in the labat narket during the vbr Years, who had retuned to work
from retirm t, had continued in the labbr force. Their rates of unIpcr-
mnt were not appreclably different from those of youngermen and o , and
industry which had lifted age barriers during the period of wartim labor

ta, continedin ra to find these older loys useful additions
to its work force. This an seemed a far cryfrom the decade Of the Thirties,
with Its heavy cctrtion u oymt among the older men and en,
end its eti social distress.

But, even under these favorablecircumstances, it'was clear to those
of w o had studied the long-range trend, that the atal problem f
the enployebility of the older worker had not been solved.

I would like to pause briefly, here to review som of these deep
seated long-term trends. The first of these trends-.wvel lnown to all of us--
is the fact that there are more and more old and nearly old people in our P*Pu-
lation. A century or even, a half centur ago., we were predominanly a Nation
of yoUngsters. Birth rates were high, life expectancy vas relatively short
and the heavy inflow of i g --predmintly yog ple--served to
ree the average ago of the population. The progress of industrialization,
With the shift of population from far to -city, brougt with it--almo-t in-
evitably--a tendency towards an aging population. On the one hand, the de-
1ning trend of the birth rate and the-stoppage of large-scale immigration

have reduced the reative inflow of young peop into the population; while
on the other hand, advandes i edi science, and higher living standds
have'enabled a progressively greater proportion of our population to surv
ito old age Thus, sie 1900 alone, the aterage life expectation. at birth
Or white men, has increBed by 17 yearse, xrom abet t8 years in 1900, -to 6

years, in 1946.
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The effect of these trends on the age composition of our population
is shown in the accompanying table. (Table 1) In 1900, only about 3 million
persons, or one out of 25 was 65 years and over. By 1940, the number of
oldsters had tripled, and their proportion in the total population had risen to
almost 7 percent. By the year 2000, wde en expect that about 21-1/2 million
persons, or more than one out of every eight, will be in this aged group. If
we include in our totals, the "nearly-old" people in the ages 45-64 years, the
figures are also strikin. The proportion of the population 45 years and over
is expected to increase from one-sixth of the total, at the beginning of the
century, to two-fifths, in the year 2000.

If economic opportunity for the old and near-old had kept pace with
their increase in numbers, there would, of course, be no special economic
"problem" of the aged. This however was not the case. There has been a pro-
nounced long-term decline in labor force participation among men 65 years and
over. (Table 2) In 1890, about seven out of every ten men, 65 years and over,
were gainfully occupied. By 1940, this proportion had dropped to only 43 per-
cent. Then, with the wartime labor shortage, large numbers of older men and
women reentered the labor force, while others postponed their retirement,
After the end of the war, the downtrend was resumd, although with the employment
situation still generally favorable, the proportion in the labor force has re-
mained somewhat higher than in 1940.

This decline in work activity among the older members of our popula-
tion would perhaps be regarded as salutary if it simply reflected the increased
ability of the individual and of society to provide adequately for a period of
leisure and retirement in old age. To some extent, this has of course been a
factor. With the extension of social security and pension programs, and with
the general rise in income levels, there are more people now who can afford to
retire than 50 years ago. And there are still present in our working force,
many other aged workers who would undoubtedly prefer to stop working, either
because of poor health or personal choice, if they had any adequate alternative
source of income. The proposed ndments to the Social Security Act currently
being considered by Congress, by increasing the present inadequate benefits,
extending the coverage, And proding other needed iMrovemnts, will give moe
of thene aged workers an opportunity to make a real choice between work and re-
tirement.

At the same time, there is a group of older people--and, I think, a
large group--who are capable of performing gainful work, and would welcome an
opportunity to engage in some form of employment, but who have been rejected by
our economy as "too old to work." The available evidence suggests that, for
many older workers, separation from work is involuntary, rather than a matter
of choice. .For example, the Social Security Board conducted a special field
survey of persons receiving old age insurance benefits in 1941-42 and found
that only about 5 percent of those receiving old-age benefits had retired while
in good health and simply wished to retire, while more than half had been laid
off by employers. Most of the others, about one-thirdquit because of illness
or failing health. Though similar information is not available for the postwar
period, it is a safe guess that, even under the prosperous conditions of the
past few years, we still had in our aged population large numbers of men and
women whose working lives had been cut short not because of choice, or because
they were no longer able to work, but because there was no employmnt available
adapted to their capacities.
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This basic enployfat pream>, hich ,transcends the ups and downs of
the buiess cycle, has develoled and-grn in iesions over the years as
our Nation 11as moved from a atrian ec to one 'of large-scale
industrial enterprise. As an bu&pneat famr, or as a small shopkeeper or
artisan, the worker was able to adjust p'adual and progressively to those
changes in his capacities which accmany old age--particularly if he could
count on help from his own family invte perf ae of the heavier wmore arduous
duties. Under conditions when t ogcal change came slowly and families
came large, he could dual shift from direct participation to the role of
planner and director of the family eterprise, and could continue to fulfill a
productive function. 'But the patttrl q our industrial development has been
dominated by the movement from farm to city and from the small-scale establish-
ment, to large-scale enterprise. AS as a wage earner in our modern industry,
the aging wqrker has been at his greatet disadvantage.

In part, the handicap& of the older worker, in industry, flow directly
from the nature of our modern techlog. As we progross in years there is a
process of slowing down, an organic deterioration, which may come rapidly and
drastically for some, much more grd l for others. At some stage, the
worker will find that his reactions are slower, that his perception is not as
keen. Dr. Edward Stieglitz in his book "The Second Forty Years" has outlined
the nature of this decline in mental and physical powers. Yet, our mass-
production industry generally allows for no corresponding slowing down in pro-
duction quotas. Job standards are impersonal and rigid; the conveyer belt
moves at the same rate for the old, as for the young. Even where the Job is
precision work rather than the production line, there may be some weakening in
eyesight, or a loss of dexterity, which may similarly limit the usefulness of
the older worker.

At the sae time, there is--to some extent--a slowing down in ability
to learn. Employers generally regard the older workers as less adaptable to new
methods, and as "poor investments" for training or retraining. When new inven-
tions and new ways of doing things came few and far between, this was not much
of a handicap. But in a dynamic technology, when skills and specialties become
rapidly obsolete, it creates a serious problem. Some psychologist has recorded
that the decline in the learning capacity of the older person is not nearly as
great as we sometimes imagined--according to his calculation, the peak of learn-
ing ability is at age 22, but that the capacity at age 80 is about the same as
it was at age 12. So the rise in learning capacity in the course of a decade is
matched by a decline which lasts over a period of nearly six decades. This
would indicate that, under the right circumstances, an older person is not such
a "poor investment" for retraining.

In addition to these more or less fundamental handicaps, there ar-
others, which are less tangible--in part real, and in part, a product of pre-
Judice or misinformation. Some employers feel that their older employees add
substantially to the cost of workmen's compensation, group insurance and other
welfare plans. Others have the attitude that the public "doesn't like to deal"
with older people. And all too many, tend to identify senescence with some
fixed chronological age, such as 65, and establish rigid rules for compulsory
retirement when ti age is reached.
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At this point perhaps it might be ve1l to emphasize some of the
findings of the psychiatrists with respect to sudden retirement. Dr. C. Alarles
Burlingame ii the Digest or Neurology and Psychiatry, July, 1949, warns his
fellow physicians against sudge, shifting their patients from jobs of extreme
responsibility to complete ieoi'rit De tates that it may result in a type
of "mental bends" analous to the pressure bends Hatfered by underground
workers who shift too quickly frr*1 high air pressures to normal pressures above
ground. The ideal, from a. ps rh .okgicl point of view, isr a gradual lessening
of responsibility and tanbion, insatea of a sudden shift.

Leonard Rimler has anwlyzd Aem of the types of mental di&sturbances
which arise from the widening gap btwee the worker's capacity and the job
requirements.

In our stock-taking atof the der worker as an employee, the picture
is however not all one-sided. In positions where experience and Judgment are
important factors-_-t the prcfess^cml, managerial and supervisory levels--
maturity is often a valuable asset. Kreger, it is generally recognized that
the older worker is more stable as'an employee, more attached to his firm. And
a recent study by the Bureau of Labor Statistics indicates, too, that he has
lover absenteeism rates and is less prone to accidents, though once injured,
he may take longer to mend.

Moreover, when the older employee is established in a job, and has
built up a record of service, seniority gives him a substantial measure of job
security. With the extension of collective bargaining this has become an in-
creasingly important consideration, thoughits effect varies considerably from
industry to industry. And, even apart from such formal protections, employers
generally tend to "take care" of their own older employees, particularly when
business is good. Many employers attempt to set aside certain types of jobs
for their aged employees and to shift them to lighter, less-exacting duties
when they can no longer carry on in their original Jobs. The concept of modern
industry as a sort of monster which devours its workers and rejects them in
their declining years is a crass oversimplification of the real problem and
does grave injustice to the great majority of American employers6

The major employment problem of the older worker is generally not
that of continuing employment in the job which he is holding. Employers
usually retain and adjust their older workers up to the age of retirement. The
protective attitude adopted by many employers to those employees who have
grown old in their service is of little help however to the man past middle
age who, for reasons beyond his control, may suddenly be thrust on the labor
market. In our dynamic economy this is a freqieftt ccurrence Zven in a
period of general prosperity, employers go out of business, or changing methods
and styles may cause elimination of individual jobs. And once out of work the
older worker is- likely to find it progressively moie difficult to secure re-
employment.

The older worker, as a jobseeker has a3ll of the handicaps and has
few of the advantages of the man of like age who is on the Job. Many employers
who may be liberal in their treatment of their own older employees are at the
same time reluctant to take on new employees at advanced ages. In addition



to his other difficulties the very seniority system which protects the older
worker as an employee, works to his disadvantage hen he is on the outside. He
is l.kely to find that jobs in his particular skill or at his level of experience
are -ard to find, and "starting all over again" is not a pleasant alternative
for the man past middl age.

All of these handicaps are, of course, intensified in a period of
business decline. The unemployment problem of the older worker, as it existed
after a decade of heavy n yment is presented in sharp focus by the 1940
Census data on duration of unemployment. As shown in Table 3, the oldest
workers, as well as the yuth,, suffered the highest rates of umployment. If
we examine the pattern of duration, as it existed in early 19.0, it is clear
however that older workers were wt bing laid of at a greater rate. then the
younger men. In fact, the prINAge 9C we andA salary workers seeking work
tWo months or less (a good croa#. at8em o those who had become newly unm-
ployed) was actually slightly lower for * vorkers above 45 th --$or the lower
age groups. However at the o Ite exee, the proortion of workers unem-
ployed for long periods, of t yYeW omoe, was highest for the older workers.
Of all wage and salary vorkers, 65 year and -over, 6.6 percent, In March 1940,
had been unmployed for one year or loneer, -mo than twice the ratio that was
shown for those between 25 and 44 years of age. These data suggest that the
major emloyment problem of the older worker during the 1930's was one of find-
ing a job, once unemployed, rather than of an general discrimination in lay-
offs.

I have dwelt at some length on the 1940 experience because I think it
casts some light on the current uneployment situation,, as it affects the older
worker. It is clear that we are.no in a period of readJusment,asfter having
caught up on ny of the acciltd w ime shortages. U ployment, accord-
ing to the latest Census estimates, has risen by about .1-12 million over the
year, to 3.8 million. And civilian employment thi past June, though still
very high by earlier standards, was about 1-3/4 million below. June of last
year. Although there is reason to hope that employmt will level out soon and
resume an orderly expansion, the working population is currently increasing at
the rate of almst one million per year.

Given the possibility of crlrtnued sizeable uployment how are the
eldrwvokers likely to fare? The available facts on the surface do not appear
to be undly n. Betwen the first half of 1948 and the first hl of
1949, the nubr of u oyed persons, 4.5 years and over, increased frm about
600,oO to 900,000, or by about 50 percent, which is only slightly greater than
the rate of increahe in uneployment for all groups over this period. Other
unpublished Census data for recent months also indicate that the rate of new
unespWYment aong ol4 workers has been about the same as for other adults.

In the light of our 1940 experience, this should not surprise us.
The ree4 test il come if unemployment remains at current levels or continues
to grow for sa appreciable period of tim. T , if our analysis is correct,
there will be the dUgor of the deveopment of a hard-core of wovrers past
middle-age who will not be able to find Jobs, and who will again constitute a
major social problem.



I hope that I have not painted too dark a picture of the long-term
trend and of the imemiate employment situation of the older workers. It is
certainly not a hopeless picture. One of the most encouraging aspects of our
current econmic situation is that we have, as a Nation, committed ourselves and
our govere to a policy of maintaining high levels of employment and income.
We have never been more aware of the forces propelling our economy, and of how
they may be controlled. There is reason to hope that this policy and this
knowledge will be translated into effective and timely action.

This applies with equal force to the special problem df particular
groups in our working, iunity such as the elder workers. In the past few
years, there has been a tremendous upsurge of public interest in their problems
and in the measures which need to be taken to imrove their status. It has
fbund expression in the press, in meetings of many State and local agencies, and
in the appearance on the scene of special study groups and institutes, such as
yours. I think this is all for the good. The problem, as I have outlined it,
is not capable of any simple solution, and no one person or group can presume
to lay out a detailed blueprint for action.

There is one point which I would however like to stress in closing.
We must marshall our facts. At many points in-my prsentation I find I have
had to speak in generalities, simply because ccshensive and current data
have not been available. First of all, we shouldA kww more about how the older
workers themelIves fees, regardingw tir continued wmloynent. To what extent
would they be willing to continu to work at advanced ages, even if retiremeit
benefits become more adequate? How ready are they to make adjustments in their
work, and to undergo retraining, if necessary?

Then,, we must know more about current prevailing.practices of em-
ployers in this regard. What are the types t work which are actually assigned
to older employees? What are the ages at which employees are actually hired;
what are employer policies on compulsory retirement, or on shifting older
workers to different types of jobs? How do seniority and related rules affect
their employment? What are the relative costs of older workers to the firms
under existing pension and welfare programs?

Some unions have had to wrestle with this problemand there is much
that we could learn from their experience. Of course, the union oly
presses vigorously for seniority, which does help -the older worker in general,
although there are many oases in which a youngr man my have greater niority
in the compeWy then an older one. But seniority is not the whole answer.
What steps have unions taken to authorize the shifting of a worker to a lower
grade Job at lower rates of psj in order that he na continue to be employed,
,en though he canot maintain the quantity or quality of his previous work?

And finally, we certainly require detailed information on the actual
work performance of older men and women. Studies of their relatIve productivity
in different occupations and Indastries-should indicate the types of work for
which they are best adapted, and--oorveirsely--those jobs where they are under
the greatest hanicap. In this connection, additional studies of work injury
experience, turner and absenteeism, by age, are aleo called for.
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qhis fact-Vinding progiw is, of itef. a maejr job. But oce the
facts are as the real c1oa3 will be m of lting them into an

effective, el.ib program. The" mst bcude plas for special
co l i, plAcement aud training fciiis fr- o*r r It involves,
too, a edumtiow Jos aTo be successful,

it nust enlist the O U bt* Cimy= It may seem

like an ambitimu progrm, .bt it tat t.ad be d If we ae to

avoid the comequenes t.tod -and ao an wevr.Srolng econmic and
social burden of depen in ol a.

TABIZ 1. Peroent Distribution at -Mt~d Btae POP4Ation by Age

Actual Forecast 1/
Age

1900 0 19h * 2000

Under 5 12.1 1.0 8.0 7.0 6.5 6.o
5 to )19 32.3 29.8 26.5 24.9 21.5 19.7
20 to 44 37.8 38.4 39.0 36.3-" 36.2 34.6
45 to 64 13.7 I6.1 19.7 .22.6 24.2 26.5
65 and over 4.1 4.7 6.8 9.2. X.6 13.2

Forecasts assume medium trends V fertility and mrtaity and no immipation
after Julyr 1, 1945.

Source: tl. So Bureu of the Ceosus.

Prepared by: Bureau of Labor Statistics
U. . .Depa of Labor
Washington,, D. C.
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TABLE 2. Percent ef men, 6g Years and Over, In Labor Force

yer Percent

1890 70.1
1900 65.o
1920 57.2
1930 55.5
1940 43.4
1945 49.9
1949 45.6

Source: Adapted from U. S. Bureau af the Census.

Prepared by: Bureau at Labor Statistics
U. S. Department o' Labor
Wahingtm, D. C.

TABLE 3. Percent of Wage and Salary Wrkers in Each Age Group Seking Work.,
by Duration of Ubmploymt

Total : Total :Duration of unemployment
Age groap :waga : seeking

: salary : wrk 2 :3to 5 6 to11 : 12 months
:workwre : and less : months : months * and over

14-24 100.0 14.5 3.5 4.0 3.4 3.6
25-34' 100.0 8.9 2.0 -2.4 1.8 2.7
35-44 0.0 8.5 1.7 2.1 1.8 2.9
45-54 100.0 10.3 1.8 2.3 2.1 4.1
55-64 100.0 13.6 1.8 2.7 2.8 6.3
65 years and

over 100.0 13.1 1.5 2.4 2.6 6.6

Source: 1940 Censw of Population, The Labor Force (Sample Statistics)
10oyment and Personal Characterist~cs.

Prepared by: Bureau of Labor Statistics
VJ. S. Departmnt of Labor
Washington, D. C.


