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Introduction
Post-Pandemic Edition (2022)
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THIS BOOK, WHICH first appeared in 2016, is about the collapse of work for men in modern America: a continuing calamity that began in the 1960s. Today, in 2022, American men suffer Depression-era employment rates—even though they inhabit the wealthiest and most productive society ever known.

Millions of men in the prime of life languish in a state of economic inactivity and financial dependence, neither working nor looking for work. Their improbably demeaned straits are a main feature of a broader landscape of pathologies elsewhere termed the “New Misery.”1 These pathologies have intensified during the era of Covid.

Covid-19 struck like a meteorite and disrupted the world we knew in cataclysmic fashion. Now, as a largely vaccinated America contemplates life after the crisis, a dumbfounding spectacle confronts us: a nationwide peacetime labor shortage. Businesses everywhere are begging for help while vast numbers of working-age men (and women) sit on the sidelines, checked out of the workforce (see figure 1).

It seems that in just six years, America has gone from “men without work” to “work without men” (and now, work without women as well). As of this writing, more than 11 million job openings are unfilled.2 For every unemployed person, two positions stand vacant.3 Job openings so exceed the ranks of America’s un-working prime-age men (those twenty-five to fifty-four neither working nor looking for work) that every member of this idle army could be placed in a job, and there would still be more than 3.9 million jobs awaiting candidates.4
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Americans have been renowned for their work ethic, but the future of that work ethic should not be taken for granted. New trends indicate that the “men without work” affliction may be spreading to groups previously resistant to it. This introduction examines some of these perverse new trends as well as features of the crisis that have maintained dogged continuity since this book first appeared.

II

At the national level, our country is unimaginably wealthy. Between 2000 and the end of 2021, nominal net worth for U.S. households soared by $100 trillion—and $30 trillion of that surge took place after the beginning of the global pandemic.5

Divided evenly, year-end 2021’s bounty would mean $1.7 million for a notional family of four.6 Inflation-adjusted private wealth has been growing at an annual rate of almost 3 percent per capita since the beginning of the century: on pace for doubling every twenty-four years.7

By this indicator, the economy looks like its remarkable old postwar self. Unfortunately, America’s “real economy”—the one producing the goods and services for the national population—has not been faring nearly as well.

The “new normal” for twenty-first century growth—1 percent per capita per annum—is less than half the earlier postwar tempo. Despite its rapid snapback from the brief pandemic plunge, gross domestic product (GDP) in early 2022 was almost $6 trillion smaller than if America had kept on its 1950-2000 growth path.8 That’s a gap of almost 25 percent, which works out to a shortfall of $14,000 for every American man, woman, and child. At its anemic new twenty-first century pace, doubling America’s per capita GDP would take almost 70 years.

If our GDP performance is disappointing, the employment record is dismal. Between January 2000 and April 2022, work rates for Americans twenty and older ratcheted lower with each new recession.9 Had overall adult work rates held at the early 2000 levels, an additional 10 million Americans would be in paid labor today,10 and society would be in a very different place.11

The dysfunctions of our national economy are the backdrop to the ongoing deterioration in employment profiles of working prime-age men. There were 63 million of these men at latest count.12 For all the postwar changes in America’s manpower pool, prime-age men still constitute the backbone of the U.S. labor force. What’s more, it is during these same prime working ages that men typically form their families and raise their children—noneconomic functions without which no society can persist.

Plainly speaking, the United States cannot prosper unless its prime-age men do.

Between the end of World War II and the mid-1960s, work rates for prime-age men averaged around 94 percent. In other words, in any given month, only about 6 percent of prime-age men lacked paid employment. Then, starting around 1965, the share of such men with no paid work rose with every passing decade. Their work rate at the peak of each successive business cycle established a new and lower “floor” than the one before it. The most recent such bottom was in 2019.

In the first decade of the new century, the average monthly share of prime-age men with no paid work was more than twice as high as in the 1960s. The trend has headed fitfully upward since then. In the 2010s, a monthly average of 16 percent—nearly one in six prime-age men—were earning no wages. Given the disruption wrought by Covid-19, average rates of worklessness for prime-age men are even higher thus far for the 2020s—the highest yet for the postwar era (see figure 2).

Because America did not regularly collect data on employment before World War II,13 the most reliable yardstick for the prewar situation comes from the 1940 census. In March of that year, 13.6 percent of America’s prime-age men (twenty-five to fifty-four) had no paid work. And the national unemployment rate was even higher, at nearly 15 percent.14

[image: Image]

This might sound impossible, but so far in the twenty-first century, the average monthly work rate for prime-age men is lower than it was in March 1940. And in most months of our new century, this cohort’s work rates have likewise been below the 1940 level.

We’ve been able to ignore this Depression-scale problem because America’s men without work are not violently threatening civil order. Instead, they are all too likely cooped up at home, inactive, courting deaths of despair.15 Their worklessness is largely voluntary, which helps keep the crisis hidden.

The government also chooses to overlook this flight from work by men. In effect, our statistical systems and the policymakers who rely on them are still fighting the last great jobs war—the Great Depression. For them, unemployment is always the headline number. By design, the unemployment rate does not count those outside of the labor force.

But the postwar collapse of male work was not driven by a resumption of interwar joblessness. Its engine instead is an exodus from the workforce.

Over the postwar era, the ranks of unemployed men have risen and fallen with regularity, echoing the booms and busts in the business cycle. By contrast, the not in labor force (NILF) group has remained the fastest-growing component of America’s prime-age male population. Between 1965 and 2022, it grew nearly three times as fast as the male population and almost three and a half times as fast as the prime-age male labor force (see figure 3).16
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The retreat from the labor force has eclipsed traditional joblessness as the main cause of low work rates for American men. (The last time those two lines overlapped was in 1992.) Neither in the depths of the Great Recession nor in the Covid-19 pandemic was there a single month when there were more unemployed prime-age men than there were prime-age male NILFs.

In 2019, at the peak of the last pre-Covid-19 business cycle, prime-age male NILFs outnumbered unemployed counterparts by over four and a half to one. At the time of this writing (spring 2022), that ratio is likewise more than four to one.

A policy mindset that focuses on unemployment to the exclusion of the flight from work is consequently going to miss something like four-fifths of today’s collapse of work for American men in the prime of life. Thus, in early 2022, with prime-age male work rates mirroring the tail end of the Great Depression, we hear endlessly about an economy “at or near full employment”17 with “the lowest weekly jobless claims since 1969.”18

In early 2022, more than 7 million prime-age men were neither working nor looking for work—more than 11 percent of the prime-age male manpower pool and more than three times the fraction in 1965. No less astonishing than the enormity of this unworkforce has been the constancy of its growth. The uncanny regularity of the trend can be seen in figure 4. Good times or bad, their NILF rate has been going up by a percentage point every seven years since 1965. Tellingly, that trend line for figure 4 is almost identical to the 2016 version, calculated six tumultuous years ago.19

In 2021, according to the European Union’s statistical agency Eurostat, no Western European country reported as low a prime-age male labor force participation rate (LFPR) as America—save for Italy,20 where moonlighting and tax avoidance are pervasive.

Why have we, of all countries, been so very “successful” at minting un-working men at the prime of life?

Conventional wisdom frames the male flight from work in terms of structural and technical changes: technological innovation and disruptions, diminished demand for less educated manpower, relative decline of manufacturing, “China shock,” and outsourcing of low-skill work.

There is truth to this, of course. But conventional analyses overstate the role of demand-side factors in America’s decline of male work. After all, with more than 11 million unfilled job openings, it is no longer tenable to insist there is no work for today’s army of un-working men. There are other factors to consider as well.

Supply-side factors concern willingness to enter the labor market and accept a job offer. There could be many reasons for supply-side constraints, including a mismatch between individual expectations about remuneration and actual wages in the real world.
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But the modern U.S. welfare state, with its archipelago of “disability insurance” programs, nowadays finances an alternative, work-free existence for millions of prime-age men.

Resistance to such a notion is widespread in academic and intellectual circles; however, most of America’s “describers” have no personal familiarity with people who actually rely upon disability programs for economic support. On the other hand, practically everyone in J. D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy is related to someone “gaming” disability.21

Further, official data on our disability programs understate the true prevalence of disability recipience. These programs do not talk to each other and thus are not capable, even in principle, of offering a summary number for national disability dependence.

It is also true that government surveys charged with reporting the scope and scale of government benefit recipience consistently fail to do so accurately for many programs.22 So it is not surprising that experts relying on official numbers underestimate how disability income negatively affects the desire to work.

No one ought to claim that government disability benefits afford recipients a princely living. But even seemingly penurious incentives may subsidize extended helplessness and dependence. And there are troubling signs that disability programs may have been a gateway to government-subsidized opioid abuse, unintentionally contributing to our plague of overdose deaths.23

In addition to the supply-side factors, there is also a “barriers to entry” problem for America’s men without work that is often overlooked: America’s huge number of sentenced felons.

Amazingly, the U.S. government neglects to offer any information about the size or circumstances of this population. So the task is left to others. Independent demographic research I cited in 2016 estimated America’s adult felon population at 19.5 million in 2010.24 Despite “mass incarceration,” that meant 17 million ex-cons were not behind bars. In the earlier edition of this book, I estimated that about one in eight adult men in 2016 had a felony conviction in his background.

Today’s figures would be higher. Rough extrapolations for 2022 indicate something like one in seven American men has been sentenced for a felony. The fraction may be even higher among men of prime working age. The current share of ex-cons in the male working-age population is surely unprecedented in the annals of any open society.

As for ex-con employment, pioneering studies are offering clues. A team from RAND, for example, revealed that most unemployed American men in their thirties have arrest records.25 In a path-breaking use of administrative data, linking official jobs statistics to arrest and incarceration records for thirteen states, Keith Finlay and Michael Mueller-Smith showed that, for years after their sentencing, employment rates for felons remained far below work rates for high school dropouts—ordinarily considered the group with the weakest labor force performance in America. And the jobs picture for prisoners in the years after release looks even worse (see figure 5).26

Any assessment of long-term work rates for U.S. men that does not take into account the country’s growing but still invisible felon population will be critically incomplete. And with crime rates heading up after a generation of across-the-board declines, an upsurge in criminal sentencing could lie just ahead.

But to repeat: the greatest challenge to the conventional storyline about men without work comes from the brute facts of the pandemic-era labor market. Since the end of 2020, the number of unfilled jobs in America has exploded, yet worklessness among prime-age men has remained almost unchanged.

That contradiction needs to be explained.

III

As we enter the third year of the Covid-19 era, the U.S. economy is characterized by acute paradoxes without precedent or obvious historical analogy. Work rates for men in 2022 remain at levels not seen since the Depression days of late 1939 and early 1940. But given our concurrent manpower shortages, we might equally have guessed that today’s America was a fully mobilized, war-footing 1944 economy.

The paradox may be explained by social pathology. A vast pool of un-working prime-age men (and others) apparently cannot be lured back into the workforce, no matter how tight the labor market and no matter how much bargaining power workers possess during the so-called “Great Resignation.”
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Contrary to some commentary, today’s labor shortage is not a skills shortage by any common understanding of that term. Many of today’s un-working prime-age men have above-average educational attainment. In 2021, well over two-fifths had some college, and nearly a fifth were college graduates.27 In any case, millions of open positions do not require daunting educational credentials. Major sectors of the economy—retail, leisure, hospitality, construction, and transport—are open to applicants without extensive skills, apart from the “skills” of showing up to work, regularly and on time, drug free.28

But un-working men in the prime of life seem unmoved by labor market signals. One would expect the pool of un-working men to fluctuate accordingly whenever the labor market tightened or slackened. But, for two decades before the Covid-19 pandemic, it did not. Even worse, a slightly positive relationship emerged from 2000 to 2022: the larger the number of unfilled jobs, the larger the size of the NILF pool for prime-age men. From early 2018 until the 2020 pandemic, America had more jobs unfilled than prime male NILFs to fill them. The same was true for the growing surfeit of job openings over national unemployment totals.

The Covid-19 pandemic did not create this trend, but it exacerbated that situation. Moreover, during the pandemic era, other groups seem to have caught the “men without work” contagion too. As traumatic as the million-plus Covid-19 death toll has been (and as deadly as the pandemic remains, even after the vaccine rollout29), we cannot understand current labor market anomalies if we focus only on the contagion itself. We must also examine the government’s response to it.

In the early stages of Covid-19, as the world locked down, Washington averted global economic collapse by pulling out all the stops on monetary and fiscal policy. In 2020 and 2021, the Federal Reserve flooded the financial system with dollars,30 while the federal government unleashed wave after wave of deficit-financed emergency pandemic relief spending—those latter obligations cumulatively equivalent to more than 20 percent of pre-Covid-19 GDP.31

These heroic interventions did indeed forestall a worldwide depression. But given the scale, haste, and uncertainty of the rescue operation, it should hardly surprise us that the unintended consequences were also immense. Inadvertently, these actions disincentivized work in America as never before—far beyond what any “temporary lockdown” public health rationale could have possibly warranted.

Thanks to emergency relief transfers, Americans had more money in their pockets during pandemic emergency years than ever before: more in fact than they could spend, or cared to. This resulted in the jaw dropping, totally unforeseen jump in personal savings during a time of national economic crisis (see figure 6).
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Personal Consumption Expenditures [PCE], retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PCE; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Disposable Personal Income [DSPI], retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/DSPI; U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Personal Saving [PMSAVE], retrieved from FRED, Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis; https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/PMSAVE, date accessed: July 20, 2022.



In 2020 and 2021, personal savings rates in America doubled. Then, when the pandemic relief measures ended, personal savings rates went back to their normal levels. In the interim, however, a windfall nest egg of more than $2.5 trillion in borrowed public funds was bestowed on private households. This was money that could supplement earned income—or substitute for it.

And Covid-19 payments also provided cash to keep people out of work more directly. Though meant to contain economic distress and keep vulnerable families in their homes, some programs displaced people from the labor market more or less by design. One was the $600-a-week “unemployment” benefit available almost unconditionally in 2020 and 2021 (when it was lowered to $300), never limited to only the technically unemployed. Pandemic unemployment insurance benefits went to tens of millions of Americans. At the peak of the program, recipients outnumbered the unemployed by 17 million, almost 150 percent.32

Wittingly or not, Washington stumbled into a dress rehearsal for the universal basic income, a pet project of enlightened dirigistes at academies and aid agencies around the world. For a year and a half, without paying much attention to its influence on the behavior or expectations of workers, Uncle Sam effectively financed its own universal basic income scheme.

After the shock of Covid-19 subsided, these government interventions deeply warped the jobs recovery. The dimensions, timing, and limitations of that recovery attest to those induced distortions. Consider labor force participation rates LFPRs) for the adult population twenty and older (see figure 7).

The most rapid phase of Americans returning to the labor force took place prior to August 2020, before anyone was vaccinated. Over the following fifteen months, as vaccines became available and unfilled job openings soared, LFPRs floundered, far below pre-Covid-19 levels.

The LFPRs did not improve again until after Labor Day 2021, when the $300-a-week pandemic unemployment benefits were finally shut off. As an illustration of how incentives matter, consider the natural social experiment we’ve just witnessed. In the six months before the cutoff, and in the face of soaring job openings, fewer than a million people (re)joined the labor force. In the six months after the cutoff, America’s labor force rose by 2.5 million—three times as many people.

As of this writing, American LFPRs have made back almost two-thirds of their pandemic losses. Even so, the workforce remains roughly 3 million short of where it would be on pre-Covid-19 (February 2020) participation rates. The current workforce, in fact, is smaller by almost 4 million than it would have been on pre-Covid-19 trends.33 As much as 1 million of that shortfall represents immigration disruptions in 2020 and 2021 due to Covid-19.34 Overall, the current shortfall nearly matches the 4.2 million jump in unfilled jobs under Covid-19 (i.e., between January 2020 and April 2022).
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The sudden drop in immigrant labor imposed a natural experiment on our market economy. Despite claims and expectations to the contrary, a sharply reduced flow of foreign workers into the country has not resulted in many more jobs for native-born Americans. Domestic labor markets are not yet seeking equilibrium. Instead, the mismatch between the demand for and the supply of labor is reminiscent of the distorted world of centrally planned economies, with their signature “economics of shortage.”

We now see how the men without work problem has been exacerbated by the pandemic and the government’s response to it. We’re witnessing a new flight from work in modern America, highlighted by the 3-million-person manpower gap in the country’s domestic labor force (see figure 8).
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Of that 3 million shortfall, less than a tenth is due to prime-age men. However, more than half is explained by the drop in labor force participation by men and women fifty-five and older.

Curiously, the lLFPRs for the fifty-five-plus group (April 2022) are still slightly lower than numbers from summer 2020. Unlike rates for the rest of the population, the fifty-five-plus rates have scarcely budged since the termination of pandemic benefits in September 2021 (see figure 9).
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This requires some explaining. For a generation, the performance of older Americans was the bright spot in a dour U.S. employment picture. And these older Americans—almost all born before 1965—grew up with earlier postwar mores, including a robust work ethic. So why have their LFPRs fallen back a decade and a half?

Covid-19 shyness may play some role, since the fifth-five plus group is more likely to be hospitalized or worse by the virus.35 But the overwhelming majority of older Americans are now fully vaccinated,36 and two years of flat-lining LFPRs in the face of the vaccine rollout suggests a certain insensitivity to vaccination trends per se.

Another interpretation is that many from the “missing gray workforce” went into a premature retirement on Covid-19-era financial windfalls, including pandemic emergency transfers. Wealth effects from the emergency measures may be especially pertinent here.

For a generation—from the fall of the Berlin Wall to 2019—failure to create wealth for America’s bottom half was part and parcel of the New Misery. But in just two years, between the end of 2019 and the end of 2021, the net worth of the bottom half rocketed up by almost $1.8 trillion, nearly doubling. In effect, the 64 million homes in the bottom half of the wealth curve won a Covid-19 policy lottery. Many of these people were over fifty-five and had accumulated little in the way of a nest egg for retirement.37

In 2019, right before the pandemic, one in four homes headed by those fifty-five to sixty-four had less than $25,000 in net worth. This was also true for more than a fifth of homes headed by men or women in their late sixties.38 Almost 9 million homes with less than $25,000 in life savings were headed by men and women fifty-five to sixty-nine years of age. And the jump in net worth under Covid-19 averaged about $25,000 apiece for the bottom half of U.S. homes. That welcome financial surprise may have been a factor in the withdrawal of many older men and women from the postpandemic workforce.

Whether such modest windfalls amount to a permanent alternative to earning a living is another question. Some of these Covid-19-era retirees may find their retirement is not only premature, but financially unsustainable. We will only know how large that group turns out to be in the fullness of time.

For labor force dropouts in the Covid-19 era, the question is: “shock” or “shift”? Are we watching a gradual return to old work patterns or an emergence of new ones? We know Covid-19 disincentives affected the labor market’s immediate response to the seismic shocks of 2020. Have longer-term work norms and attitudes been infected by the pandemic too?

Self-reported time-use surveys may provide some preliminary hints. In the first edition of this book, the self-portrait offered by un-working prime-age men was grim: checked out from civil society, largely disengaged from family care and housework, plopped in front of screens like a full-time job, and mired in other habits increasing the risk of falling victim to “deaths of despair.”39

There are uncomfortable echoes of the “men without work” disease in some of the new time-use readings for men fifty-five to sixty-four—so too for some prime-age women.40 Among older men, such warning signs are showing up for the NILFs, as well for female NEETs without children at home. (The NEETs are persons “neither employed nor in education or training”—the NILFs minus full-time students.)

By some 2020 indicators, prime-age NEET women without kids at home look even idler than prime-age male NEETs. They devote less time to household chores and more time to “socializing, relaxing, and leisure.” They allocate almost eleven and a half hours a day to personal time (mainly sleep), more than any other group of adult men or women. Stay-at-home prime-age moms reported more time for care, and less for screens, during the Covid-19 crisis than beforehand. Child-free NEET counterparts reported just the opposite.

Prime-age NEET women without children seemed to be playing catch-up with prime-age male NEETs on screen time (roughly 1,550 annual hours in 2020 for women vs. about 2,060 hours for men). But NILF men in the preretirement fifty-five to sixty-four ages were the kings of the screen, clocking in a self-reported 2,400 hours during 2020, in what may be a new record. (NILF women fifty-five to sixty-four did not look like the men, by the way: they spend considerably less time on a screen and more time out of the house, among other things.)

Those 2020 soundings are drawn from fairly small samples, during an annus horribilis. But they bear watching.

IV

Today, as when this book first appeared, America’s “men without work” problem remains largely overlooked. Unfortunately, it is not the only instance of social distress in modern America to go unnoticed and un-remarked upon in intellectual and decision-making circles for decades.

Much the same is true for other elements of the New Misery, including the “deaths of despair” crisis and the persisting inability of the bottom half of the country to generate wealth and prosper. A common denominator to these varied ills has been the striking lack of awareness about them in academic and policy circles.

It is a profound failure on the part of our “knowledge elite” for so many at the pinnacle of our meritocracy to have missed the prolonged travails of large numbers of fellow citizens whose lives do not intersect with their own.

It is to help redress this oversight, and to spur the understanding and empathy prerequisite to eventually dispelling the New Misery, that I offer my analysis.


Introduction
2016 Edition
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OVER THE PAST two generations, America has suffered a quiet catastrophe. That catastrophe is the collapse of work—for men. In the half century between 1965 and 2015, work rates for the American male spiraled relentlessly downward, and an ominous migration commenced: a “flight from work,” in which ever-growing numbers of working-age men exited the labor force altogether. America is now home to an immense army of jobless men no longer even looking for work—more than seven million alone between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-five, the traditional prime of working life.

The collapse of work for America’s men is arguably a crisis for our nation—but it is a largely invisible crisis. It is almost never discussed in the public square. Somehow, we as a nation have managed to ignore this problem for decades, even as it has steadily worsened. There is perhaps no other instance in the modern American experience of a social change of such consequence receiving so little consideration by concerned citizens, intellectuals, business leaders, and policymakers.

How big is the “men without work” problem today? Consider a single fact: in 2015, the work rate (or employment-to-population ratio) for American males ages twenty-five–to–fifty-four was slightly lower than it had been in 1940, which was at the tail end of the Great Depression.

The general decline of work for grown men and the dramatic, continuing expansion of a class of un-working males (including both those who are ostensibly able-bodied and in the prime of life) constitute a fundamentally new and unfamiliar reality for America. So very new and unfamiliar is this crisis, in fact, that it has until now very largely gone unnoticed and unremarked upon. Our news media, our pundits, and our major political parties have somehow managed to overlook this extraordinary dislocation almost altogether.

One reason the phenomenon has escaped notice is that there have been no obvious outward signs of national distress attending the American male’s massive and continuing postwar exodus from paid employment: no national strikes, no great riots, no angry social paroxysms. In addition, America today is rich and, by all indications, getting even richer. Hence the end of work for a large, and steadily growing, share of working-age American men has been met to date with public complacency, in part because we evidently can afford to do so. And this is precisely the problem: for the genial indifference with which the rest of society has greeted the growing absence of adult men from the productive economy is in itself powerful testimony that these men have become essentially dispensable.

But the progressive detachment of so many adult American men from the reality and routines of regular paid labor poses a threat to our nation’s future prosperity. It can only result in lower living standards, greater economic disparities, and slower economic growth than we might otherwise expect. And the troubles posed by this male flight from work are by no means solely economic. It is also a social crisis—and, I shall argue, a moral crisis. The growing incapability of grown men to function as breadwinners cannot help but undermine the American family. It casts those who nature designed to be strong into the role of dependents—on their wives or girlfriends, on their aging parents, or on government welfare. Among those who should be most capable of shouldering the burdens of civic responsibilities, it instead encourages sloth, idleness, and vices perhaps more insidious. Whether we choose to recognize it or not, this feature of the American condition—the new “men without work” normal—is inimical to the American tradition of self-reliance; it is subversive of our national ethos and arguably even of our civilization.

Our nation cannot begin to grapple with this challenge to our future unless we first understand its genesis, its dimensions, and its implications. In the following pages I attempt to offer a preliminary description of these.


PART 1
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Men Without Work


CHAPTER 1

The Collapse of Work in the Second Gilded Age
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HOW IS THE U.S. economy doing these days? How are Americans themselves faring economically? These two closely related questions are central to any assessment of the well-being of our society and the health of our body politic. But these questions are more difficult to answer today than at any time in living memory.

This is not because our information-saturated era lacks facts and figures to take our nation’s economic measure. Rather, it is because fundamental indicators of our country’s economic outlook are far out of alignment with one another. Since the end of the twentieth century, the United States has witnessed an ominous and growing divergence among three trends that should ordinarily move together: wealth, output, and employment.

 In terms of wealth creation, the twenty-first century appears to be off to a roaring start. It may look as if Americans have never had it so good and that the future is full of promise. Between early 2001 and late 2015, the net worth of U.S. households and nonprofit institutions almost doubled, rising to $87 trillion (see figure 1.1).1 In 2015, net worth averaged $270,000 per American—well over a million dollars per family of four. And this upsurge of wealth took place despite the terrible 2008 crash. In 2007, at the precrash apogee of estimated U.S. private wealth, total net worth of U.S. households and nonprofit institutions approached $68 trillion. Eight years later it was reportedly almost $20 trillion higher.

The U.S. economy also still looks like the world’s unrivaled engine of wealth generation, notwithstanding the vaunted “rise of China.” The Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report, for example, estimated that as of mid-year 2015, the United States possessed 34 percent of the entire world’s personal (“household”) wealth.2 China ran a distant second at 9 percent. U.S. wealth holdings also exceeded those of Europe in spite of the fact that Europe’s population is well over twice as large.

The value of U.S. real estate assets is at or near all-time highs today, and U.S. businesses and corporations appear to be thriving. In the summer of 2016, the Wilshire 5000 Full Cap Price Index set a new record, with a total calculated capitalization of over $22.5 trillion. Since stock prices are strongly shaped by expectations of future profits, it appears investors are counting on the happy days continuing for some time to come.

Impressive as this upswing in measured wealth appears on paper, though, there is also an element of artificiality to it. From the 2008 crash to this day, the Federal Reserve has deliberately inflated U.S. asset values through its unprecedented and prolonged “zero interest rate” policies, interventions that are, unsurprisingly, proving difficult to unwind.
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A less cheerful picture emerges if we look at macroeconomic trends. Here, U.S. economic performance since the start of the century might best be described as mediocre and its future prospects no better than guarded.

The 2008 crash brought a severe recession—the worst since the Great Depression—and the recovery has been painfully slow and unusually weak. According to the Bureau of Economic Analysis, it took nearly four years for U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) to regain its late 2007 level. By contrast, in the sharp Reagan-era slump, the recovery took just twenty-one months. Our “Great Recession” was somewhat more akin to the Great Depression, when it took seven years to get back to 1929 levels. As of early 2016, the total value added for the U.S. economy was barely 10 percent higher than before the 2008 crash (see figure 1.2).

The situation is even more sobering with respect to real per capita output. It took the United States until mid-2014 to return to its late 2007 per capita production levels. As of the first quarter of 2016, U.S. per capita output was barely 3 percent higher than it had been eight years earlier. America, it seems, has suffered something close to a “lost decade.” And the snapback in per capita GDP since its mid-2009 low has averaged only 1.1 percent a year, barely half of our long-run annual per capita growth rate of 2.2 percent for 1947–2007 or 2.0 percent for 1987–2007. In other words, the U.S. economy currently is not nearly on track to return to its historic growth patterns.
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Why is this recovery so much more fitful than other postwar recoveries?3 Some economists suggest the reason has to do with the unusual nature of the Great Recession. Downturns born of major financial crises intrinsically require longer correction periods than business cycle downturns.4 Others theorize that the scale of recent technological innovation is unrepeatable or that we have entered into an age of “secular stagnation” with low “natural real interest rates” consistent with significantly reduced investment demand.5

What is incontestable is that the ten-year moving average for U.S. per capita economic growth is lower today than at any time since the Korean War and that this slowdown commenced in the decade before the 2008 crash. As a result, a consensus among economists has developed in recent years redefining the growth potential of the U.S. economy downward. The U.S. Congressional Budget Office, for example, suggests that the “potential growth” rate for the U.S. economy at full employment of production factors has now dropped below 2 percent a year, implying a sustainable long-term annual per capita economic growth rate of 1 percent or less.6

The situation in the nation’s labor force, for its part, is plainly awful (see fig 1.3). Between the start of the century and early 2016, the employment-to-population ratio (“work rate”) for Americans ages twenty and older declined by over four percentage points. Postwar America has never experienced anything like this. From peak to trough, the collapse in work rates for U.S. adults in the Bush–Obama years was roughly twice what had been the country’s previous worst postwar recession in the 1980s. At that time, it took America five years to regain the adult work rates recorded at the start of 1980. This time, over a decade and a half into our new century, the U.S. job market has scarcely begun to claw its way back to the 2007 work rates. As can be seen in figure 1.3, U.S. adult work rates never recovered entirely after the 2001 recession.
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The country’s work rates virtually flatlined in the four years after the Great Recession (late 2009 to early 2014). So far as can be determined, this is the only “recovery” in U.S. history in which this basic labor market indicator almost completely failed to respond.

The work rate has improved since 2014, but it would be unwise to exaggerate that turnaround. As of early 2016, our adult work rate was still at its lowest level in three decades. If our nation’s work rate today were back to its start-of-the-century highs, approximately 10 million more Americans would currently have paying jobs.7

Here, then, is the underlying contradiction of economic life in America’s second Gilded Age: A period of what might at best be described as indifferent economic growth has somehow produced markedly more wealth for its wealth-holders and markedly less work for its workers.8 This paradox may help explain a number of otherwise perplexing features of our time, such as the steep drop in popular satisfaction with the direction of the country, the increasing attraction of extremist voices in electoral politics, and why overwhelming majorities continue to tell public opinion pollsters, year after year, that our ever-richer America is still stuck in a recession.9

However bad our new employment profile may appear to the untutored eye, another facet looks even more dismal: employment trends for America’s men. Male work rates have been in almost relentless decline, and not just since the dawn of the new century. Work rates for adult men have been falling for most of the post–World War II era. Between the early 1950s and today, the work rate for adult men has plummeted by more than eighteen percentage points. The drop since the Great Recession accounts for less than a quarter of the total long-term decline of twenty-plus employment-to-population ratios for U.S. men in the postwar era.

Many will find all this astounding. Others might object that I’m comparing apples and oranges here. After all, postwar America was an aging society, and older people tend to be out of the workforce. Would not a long-term fall in work rates exactly be expected in a prosperous and graying nation?

Alas, adjustments for changes in the postwar population structure do not come close to “correcting away” the collapse in male work rates. Even after appropriate corrections, work rates for U.S. men have still undergone a stunning decline. I shall detail the particulars of this sad saga in the following pages.


CHAPTER 2

Hiding in Plain Sight: An Army of Jobless Men, Lost in an Overlooked Depression
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MUCH CURRENT ANALYSIS of labor market conditions paints a cautiously optimistic—even unabashedly positive—picture of job trends. But easily accessible data demonstrate that we are, in reality, living through an extended period of extraordinary, Great Depression–scale underutilization of male manpower, and this severe “work deficit” for men has gradually worsened over time.

Expert opinions on U.S. labor market performance have been increasingly sanguine over the past year or so. A few select media headlines and quotations illustrate the emerging consensus:

•“The Jobless Numbers Aren’t Just Good, They’re Great” (August 2015, Bloomberg1)

•“The Jobs Report Is Even Better Than It Looks” (November 2015, FiveThirtyEight2)

•“Healthy Job Market at Odds with Global Gloom” (March 2016, Wall Street Journal3)

•An excerpt from “Two Sides to Economic Recovery: Growth Stalls, While Jobs Soar” stated: “The job market, according to Labor Department figures released in recent months, is at its healthiest point since the boom of the late 1990s.” (April 2016, International New York Times4)

•“June’s Super Jobs Report (July 2016, Atlantic Monthly5)

In addition, U.S. economists and policymakers who have served under Republican and Democratic presidents maintain that today’s U.S. economy is either near or at “full employment”:

•“It is encouraging to see that the U.S. economy is approaching full employment with low inflation.” (Ben Bernanke, former chairman of the Federal Reserve Board, October 20156)

•“The American economy is in good shape . . . we are essentially at full employment . . . tight labor markets are leading to increases in hourly earnings and in the producer prices of services.” (Martin Feldstein, former chair of the President’s Council of Economic Advisers and longtime director of the National Bureau of Economic Research, February 20167)

•“We are coming close to [the Federal Reserve’s] assigned congressional goal of full employment. [Many measures of unemployment] really suggest a labor market that is vastly improved.” (Janet Yellen, chairman of the Federal Reserve, April 20168)

All of these assessments draw upon data on labor market dynamics: job openings, new hires, “quit ratios,” unemployment filings and the like. And all those data are informative—as far as they go. But they miss also something, a big something: the deterioration of work rates for American men.

The pronouncements above stand in stark contrast to the trends illustrated in figure 2.1, which track officially estimated work rates for U.S. men over the postwar era (see figure 2.1).

The federal government did not begin releasing continuous monthly data on U.S. employment until after World War II. By any broad measure, U.S. employment-to-population rates for civilian, noninstitutionalized men in 2015 were close to their lowest levels on record—and vastly lower than levels in earlier postwar decades.9

Between 1948 and 2015, the work rate for U.S. men twenty and older fell from 85.8 percent to 68.2 percent. Thus the proportion of American men twenty and older without paid work more than doubled, from 14 percent to almost 32 percent. Granted, the work rate for adult men in 2015 was over a percentage point higher than 2010 (its all-time low). But purportedly “near full employment” conditions notwithstanding, the work rate for the twenty-plus male was more than a fifth lower in 2015 than in 1948.

Of course, the twenty-plus work rate measure includes men sixty-five and older, men of classic retirement age. But when the sixty-five-plus population is excluded, work rates trace a long march downward here, too. By 2015, nearly 22 percent of U.S. men between the ages of twenty and sixty-five were not engaged in paid work of any kind, and the work rate for this grouping was nearly 12.5 percentage points below its 1948 level. In short, the fraction of U.S. men from ages twenty–to–sixty-four not at work in 2015 was 2.3 times higher than it had been in 1948.
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As for “prime-age” men—the twenty-five–to–fifty-four group that historically always has the highest employment—work rates fell from 94.1 percent in 1948 to 84.3 percent in 2015. Under today’s “near-full employment” norm, a monthly average of nearly one in six prime-age men had no paying job of any kind.

Though the work rate for prime-age men has recovered to some degree since 2010, the latest report as of this writing (July 2016) is barely on par with the lowest-ever Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) reading before the Crash of 2008 (the depths of the early 1980s recession). In 2015, the proportion of prime-age men without jobs was over 2.5 times higher than in 1948. Indeed, 1948 work rates for men in their late fifties and early sixties were slightly higher than for prime-age men today.

Even more shocking is the comparison of work rates for prime-age men today with those from the prewar Depression era.

During the Depression era, we did not possess our current official statistical apparatus for continuously monitoring employment conditions. Our postwar statistical apparatus for continuously monitoring employment conditions only came in response to the prewar employment crisis. Consequently, our main source of information on Depression-era employment comes from our decennial population censuses. As fate would have it, the Great Depression spanned two national censuses, the 1930 census, near the start of the Depression, and the 1940 census, near its end.10 We contrapose male employment patterns then and now in table 2.1.
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According the 1940 census, the work rate for civilian noninstitutional men twenty–to–sixty-four years old was 81.3 percent. In 2015, that rate was 78.4 percent. The work rate for prime-age males in 1940 was reported to be 86.5 percent, two points higher than in 2015 and about a point and a half higher than readings thus far for 2016. In other words, work rates for men appear to be lower today than they were late in the Great Depression when the civilian unemployment rate ran above 14 percent.11 Furthermore, the work rate for American men is manifestly lower today than it was in 1930, to judge by returns from the 1930 census.

Admittedly, the comparison is not straightforward, since the 1930 census used different questions about employment status than we use today and did not break out “civilian noninstitutional population” from the total adult population. Nonetheless, the Census Bureau has harmonized those 1930 employment figures with modern definitions of work and joblessness.12 By these reconstructions, the 1930 ratio for employment to total population for men twenty–to–sixty-four was over 88 percent. Among men twenty-five to forty-four (prime work ages for that era) the ratio for employment to total population was over 91 percent. In 2015, the official work rate for working-age men twenty–to–sixty-four was nearly ten percentage points below this 1930 figure (78.4 percent vs. 88.2 percent) and for men twenty-five to forty-four, the nominal gap was nearly six points (85.3 percent vs. 91.2 percent). These numerical differences, I should note, understate slightly the true work rate gap between adult men in 1930 and today, since the 1930 numbers do not exclude men in the armed forces, prisons, long-term hospitalization, etc., from the demographic denominator by which current work rates for the “civilian noninstitutional” population are calculated.

To be clear, the employment disaster in the depths of the Great Depression was unquestionably worse than it was in either 1930 or 1940.13 For better or worse, however, we only have these two census data points for that era’s labor market conditions, and current data indicate that work rates for American men are lower today than in either of these years. It is thus meaningful to talk about work rates for American men today as being at Depression-era levels. In fact, they are more depressed than those recorded in particular years of the Great Depression.

Just how great is our current “work deficit” for American men? One reasonable benchmark for measuring that gap might be the mid-1960s. Then, the U.S. economy was strong and labor markets functioned at genuinely full employment levels.

Between 1965 and 2015, work rates for men twenty and older fell by over 13 percent. Population aging cannot account for most of this massive decline: nearly four-fifths of that drop was due to age-specific declines in work rates or 1967–2015 (the period for which more detailed data are available for such calculations). Over these same years, work rates for men in the broad twenty–to–sixty-four group fell from 90 percent to less than 79 percent. In other words, over the two generations, the fraction of men without jobs of any sort in the broad twenty–to–sixty-four group went from 10 percent of the total to almost 22 percent). Almost none of that decline can be attributed to changes in age structure (see figure 2.2). For the critical prime-age group (men twenty-five–to–fifty-four), work rates dropped over this half century from about 94 percent to just over 84 percent. Consequently, the percentage of wholly jobless prime-age men shot from 6 percent to nearly 16 percent.

If we look at the long-term trends over the postwar era, we see an eerie and radical transformation in the condition of prime-age men: the unrelenting ratcheting upward in the fraction of men without any paid employment (see figure 2.3). In the decade of the 1960s, monthly averages indicated that one in sixteen prime-age American men were not at work. By the 1990s, the ratio had jumped to one in eight. In the current decade (January 2010 to June 2016), the ratio has dropped below one in six for an average of 17.5 percent of prime-age men with no paid work in the past month.14

What does all this mean for the current “work deficit” for grown men? If age-specific work rates for the civilian noninstitutional adult population had simply held constant from 1965 to today, over 10.5 million additional men ages twenty–to–sixty-four would have been working for pay in 2015 America, including an additional 6 million men in the prime twenty-five–to–fifty-four group.15
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In one important respect, however, this 10.5-million-plus figure overstates today’s “deficit” for men. The reason: it fails to account for the steady increase in education and training for adult men over the past five decades. Education and work-related training can temporarily take work-minded men out of the workforce. It’s critical to make adjustments for these factors to get a meaningful sense of the true falloff in paid employment for men in modern America.

Unfortunately, making these adjustments is not such a straightforward task. Statistics on training are notoriously limited, inconsistent, and contradictory.15 Numbers on formal education can also be problematic. Nevertheless, by 2014 (the latest figures available), nearly a million more men in their early twenties were in school than would have been the case with 1965 enrollment ratios.16 For men twenty-five–to–sixty-four, the corresponding number exceeded 1.6 million.17 These numbers suggest that at least 2.5 million more adult men were in education or training in 2014 than in 1965.

Of course, not all of these men would have been out of work pursuing work-related education or training. It’s actually quite the contrary. The overwhelming majority of adult male job trainees appear to be job holders already. That is the nature of job-related training. As for formal education, most men of all adult ages enrolled in formal schooling are also in the workforce. They are typically part-time student workers or part-time working students. In 2014, according to Current Population Survey (CPS) data from the Census Bureau, 55 percent of all men twenty and older enrolled in schooling were simultaneously working paid jobs. The same was true for nearly 70 percent of men twenty-five–to–fifty-four years of age.18 So the real question becomes what proportion of the additional men in school or training were out of the workforce because they were in school or training.

Roughly speaking, CPS data indicate that adult schooling per se is currently taking about a million more working-age men out of the paid workforce today than would have been the case if the twenty-plus population conformed to 1965-era enrollment ratios.19 (Not all of this schooling is directly or even indirectly employment related.) If we deduct this million from the 10.5 million figure above, the “corrected” total for 2015 would be approximately 9.5 million.

In sum, even after (generously) adjusting for today’s demanding regimen of adult schooling and training, the net “jobs deficit” in 2015 for men twenty–to–sixty-four in relation to 1965-era work patterns would come out to a number approaching 10 million. The implied employment deficit works out to around 1.2 million for men in their early twenties and about 5.5 million for prime-age men twenty-five–to–fifty-four, with the remainder being men in their late fifties and early sixties.

If 1965-style employment patterns applied today, an additional 10-plus percent of America’s civilian noninstitutional male population between the ages of twenty and sixty-five would have been working and earning a paycheck in 2015, even after taking educational expansion into account. We would also have about 10 percent more men at work in the prime-age years than we do today.

Romans used the word “decimation” to describe the loss of a tenth of a given unit of men. The United States has suffered something akin to a decimation of its male workforce over the past fifty years. This disturbing situation is our “new normal.” No less disturbing is the fact that the general public and political elites have uncritically accepted this American decimation as today’s “new normal.”

Today’s received wisdom holds that the United States is now at or near “full employment.” An alternative view would hold that, by not-so-distant historic standards, the nation today is short of full employment by nearly 10 million male workers (to say nothing of the additional current “jobs deficit” for women). Unlike the dead soldiers in Roman antiquity, our decimated men still live and walk among us, though in an existence without productive economic purpose. We might say those many millions of men without work constitute a sort of invisible army, ghost soldiers lost in an overlooked, modern-day depression.


CHAPTER 3

Postwar America’s Great Male Flight from Work
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THE DRAMATIC DROP in employment for American men over two generations—nearly 10 million fewer jobs for men twenty–to–sixty-four years of age in 2015 than would have been expected at 1965 work rates, even after adjusting for population aging and educational expansion—presents us with a sort of “dog not barking” riddle. The quiet postwar collapse of male work did not occasion great political eruption, breakdowns, or convulsions. Nor has the de facto disappearance of some 10 million able-bodied men from the paid workforce sparked an acute shortage of workers for the U.S. economy. (True, American business interests complain today of the lack of skilled labor with particular qualifications for specific specialized occupations, but this is a cry that has been sounded for decades.) How do so many millions of “missing men” disappear from U.S. payrolls today with so little attendant sociopolitical upheaval? Why has this decimation not commanded attention as a national emergency?

Two big postwar changes in the U.S. labor market help answer this riddle.

The first is the historic postwar transformation in the nature of women’s work. This epic change was not, of course, peculiar to America. It unfolded in all Westernized industrial democracies, and elsewhere as well. Before World War II, the exclusive economic activity for the overwhelming majority of U.S. women was unpaid labor at home. Today the overwhelming majority of women—including women with young children—engage in at least some remunerated employment outside the family. Needless to say, this shift has opened up new prospects for prosperity, as well as new horizons of economic independence and autonomy.1

The tremendous expansion of economic opportunities for U.S. women created a massive new supply of workers in the postwar economy. The share of women with paid work skyrocketed in every age group and doubled for women between twenty-five and sixty-four. For women twenty-five–to–fifty-four, the work rate was 34 percent in 1948; in 2015, it topped 70 percent. In arithmetic terms, this enormous influx of new workers completely offset the decline in work rates for prime-age men—and then some (see figure 3.1). Thanks to the progressive entry of ever-greater proportions of women into the workforce, overall work rates for every grouping of Americans between the ages of twenty and sixty-four also increased substantially between the late 1940s and the late 1990s. Around the late 1990s, however, the escalation of work rates for U.S. women stalled and, over the past decade and a half, fell from their all-time highs. Only then did the overall work rate for U.S. adults begin to register a decline.

[image: Image]

For two full generations, the upsurge of employment for women disguised the steady decline in work for men. It also changed the complexion of the population not at work. The prime-age population without paid employment become ever-more “male” in the decades since 1948—mainly through a huge rise in the number of prime-age men without jobs (see figure 3.2). In 1948, men made up a little more than a tenth of working-age (twenty–to–sixty-four) Americans without jobs. By 2015, however, they made up nearly two-fifths of this population.

The second overarching change came in the nature of male participation in the labor market—or rather, the declining likelihood of such participation. Postwar America has witnessed a long-term and continuing exodus of working-age men from the workforce. Ever-greater numbers of working-age men simply have dropped out—some for a while and some forever—from the competition for jobs. These men have established a new and alternative lifestyle to the age-old male quest for a paying job. Members of this caste can, at least, expect to scrape by in an employment-free existence, and membership in the caste is, in an important sense, voluntary. Not only are those in this caste not actively looking for work, but only a small minority report that they’ve left the labor force because they cannot find a job (the classic definition of a “discouraged worker”2).
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The growing absence of these men from the productive economy has not provoked social disorder or other unpleasant “security and control” issues, precisely because this flight from work has ostensibly been a willing outmigration. This mass retreat from the workforce has been possible to ignore because these men are largely socially invisible and inert, written off or discounted by society and, perhaps, all too often, even by themselves.

Until roughly the outbreak of World War II, the overwhelming majority of nonfarm working-age American men fell into one of two employment categories: working a paid job or unemployed. There was no “third way” for healthy, able-bodied males. Life then was much closer to the bone than today. There were few social guarantees of any sort. The prospect of being without regular employment filled most men with dread. To be jobless was to court financial disaster, and the specter of long-term joblessness was terrifying to anyone responsible for supporting a family.

In today’s America, by contrast, the taxonomy of employment is no longer so black-and-white. There are now not two but three possible work categories for civilian, noninstitutionalized working-age men: (1) employed, (2) unemployed but seeking work, and (3) neither working nor seeking work (i.e., living outside the labor force altogether).

This “third way” was previously unthinkable as a voluntary option (at least for the self-respecting, and for those without independent wealth). Today’s no-work life is hardly a pathway to economic success, as we shall see. On the other hand, neither does it consign the growing numbers of no-work men to a life sentence of destitution and ruin. The United States today is evidently rich enough to carry, after a fashion, a growing contingent of working-age men who subsist without either engaging in or seeking paid employment. In short, a life without work (or the search for work) has become a viable option for today’s prime-age male—and ever-greater numbers of them seem to be choosing this option.

The spread and general social toleration of the workless lifestyle for men, of course, could not have taken place without a normative sea change as well. An earlier era had terms for sturdy men who chose to sit on the economic sidelines, living off the toil or bounty of others. None were kind or forgiving. I shall touch upon aspects of this great change in norms and mores later.

The rise of the un-working American man underscores the antiquated and misleading nature of our major official measure of labor market health: the so-called unemployment rate. By that familiar yardstick, the employment situation for prime-age men in 2015 and early 2016 looks pretty good. Joblessness for prime-age men in early 2016 was a little over 4 percent. It was lower than for most years over the past half century and about the same level as in the economic upswings of the late Kennedy or the mid-Clinton presidencies. Indeed, it was lower than at any point during the long Reagan expansion. Further, by the metric of prime-age male unemployment, the pace of recovery from the “Great Recession” looks to have been more rapid and dynamic than many recessions in the postwar era.

But the unemployment rate was created in an age when mass withdrawal of working-age men from the workforce was inconceivable. Consequently, it takes no account of the very group that has been growing most rapidly within America’s postwar male working-age population: a group that now vastly outnumbers those formally unemployed.

Yes, the unemployment rate still has its uses. Administrators, for example, still need to know how many unemployment insurance checks to mail out each month. But it no longer serves as a reliable predictor for the numbers or proportions of persons who are not working—or, for that matter, for those who are working. The relationship between the work rate and the unemployment rate for prime-age men has eroded over in the postwar era, and this erosion markedly accelerated after 1965.

We can better understand how the unemployment rate became an outdated and increasingly flawed metric if we trace the flight from work by men over the postwar period. We can start by looking at this phenomenon within the prime-age cohort.

Between 1948 and 1965, the absolute number of prime-age men outside the workforce rose only very slightly, from 935,000 to just under 1.1 million.3 Between 1965 and 2015, however, these totals exploded. By 2015, the number of prime-age inactive men was over 7 million—6.5 times higher than it had been half a century earlier. In this fifty-year period, America’s population of un-working prime-age men grew by almost 3.8 percent per annum. By contrast, the total male population twenty-five–to–fifty-four years of age roughly doubled in size, growing on average by 1.3 percent annually over these decades. The slowest growing component of the prime-age male population was men working or seeking work. This component expanded by just 75 percent, or by 1.1 percent a year.

For fifty years, in other words, the numbers of prime-age men neither working nor looking for work has grown more than three times faster—nearly four times faster—than the number who are working or looking for work. This same general trend holds for broader groupings of working-age men. For men twenty–to–sixty-four, for example, the numbers not in the labor force more than quintupled between 1965 and 2015, soaring from 3 million to 16 million. While the overall male twenty–to–sixty-four labor force grew by about 1 percent a year over these decades, the ranks of their economically inactive counterparts were swelling more than three times that fast.

The labor force participation rate (LFPR)—job holders and job seekers relative to the population from which they are drawn—for prime-age men fell from a monthly average of 96.6 percent in 1965 to just 88.2 percent in 2015. Expressed another way, the proportion of economically inactive men of prime working age leapt from 3.4 percent in 1965 to 11.8 percent in 2015. And for men twenty–to–sixty-four years of age, LFPRs fell from 92.9 percent to 78.8 percent—meaning the economically inactive share of prime-age males tripled, rocketing up from 7 percent to 21 percent. For all men twenty and older, LFPRs fell from to 83.6 to 71.5 percent. With either 1967 or 2015 constant population structures, the decline would have been on the order of nine percentage points between 1967 and 2015, meaning that close to three-fourths of this decline was not due to aging effects.

Thanks to this steady, ongoing exodus from the labor force, the economically inactive have come to eclipse the unemployed as the main category of men without jobs in modern America (see figure 3.3). From 1948 through 1965, there was a rough balance between the numbers of prime-age men who were out of work but looking for a job and those out of the labor force altogether, neither working nor seeking work. In fact, the unemployed slightly outnumbered the un-working. Between January 1948 and December 1965, an average of eighty-seven prime-age men were not in the labor force for every one hundred unemployed. Between 1965 and 2015, that balance radically shifted. By 2015, there were on average three un-working prime-age men for each prime-age man out of work but looking for a job in any given month. At no point in the past two decades—not a single month—have the unemployed exceeded the economically inactive among America’s prime-age men. Even in the depths of the Great Recession (February 2010), more men were completely inactive economically than unemployed and looking for work.4
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As already noted, many men not working or seeking work today are attempting to improve their employability through adult schooling and training. But work-related education is hardly the main driver of the ongoing male flight from work. In 2014 (latest data available) the number of prime-age men enrolled in some schooling, but not in the workforce, numbered just under eight hundred thousand. In that same year, the monthly average of prime-age males not in the labor force was 7.2 million. Such adult part- or full-time students accounted for less than one in nine economically inactive men of prime-age. Over 6.4 million prime-age men were neither engaged in the workforce nor in education in 2014—more than a tenth of the entire civilian noninstitutional cohort.

As of 2014, America thus had two and a half prime-age men who were both un-working and not in school for each one who was jobless but seeking work. It is difficult to make the precise comparison with 1965, owing to the surprising difficulty of obtaining employment data for that year for adults who were both enrolled in school and working at least part time.5 In 1965 there were roughly 1.1 million civilian noninstitutional prime-age men outside the labor force but over seven hundred thousand men in that same age group reportedly enrolled in schooling. If we assume the same work rates for prime-age male students applied then as they apply today—a nontrivial “if”—the average monthly total for prime-age economically idle men (known in Britain as “neither employed nor in education or training” [NEET]) would have amounted to fewer than nine hundred thousand in 1965. Set that nine hundred thousand yearly total against a monthly average of the more than eight hundred thousand jobless who were seeking paid employment. Thus, America’s ratio of prime-age NEET males to prime-age unemployed males may have tilted from rough parity in 1965 to something more on the order of 2.5:1 in a half century.

Accordingly, more than eight times as many prime-age men were economically inactive and not pursuing education in 2014 than in 1965. Over those same years, the share of such more or less wholly economically idle prime-age men would have nearly quadrupled to over a tenth of the entire cohort.

For the broader twenty–to–sixty-four grouping, the trends would be similar. By our rough estimates and assumptions, in 1965 one man out of twenty-two in the corresponding civilian noninstitutional population was economically inactive and also not in school. For 2014, the figure was more than one man in seven. The men of conventional working age who had made a full or near-full retreat from the workforce would have been six and a half times greater in 2014 than in 1965. This NEET group grew nearly three times faster than the civilian working-age male population and well over three times faster than the male working-age labor force.6

One final aspect of the U.S. postwar male flight from work merits mention here: its relentless intergenerational momentum. It is not just that LFPRs have deteriorated for certain age groups or specific periods. Rather, the process has progressively depressed every successive rising cohort’s LFPRs over the course of the prime working ages (see figure 3.4). (This chart comes from a 2016 study on declining prime-age male LFPRs by the president’s Council of Economic Advisors [CEA], one of the few research groups in America today to devote such attention to that problem.)

Figure 3.4 traces U.S. LFPRs over the course of the prime-age working years for men born each successive decade from the 1930s onward. On average, a man seems less likely to be in the labor force than his older brother, who in turn is less likely to be in the workforce than his father, or his father’s older brother.

This chart highlights a seemingly inexorable male detachment from the workforce and work—a detachment that is transforming our society, our economy, and American men themselves. It is a detachment that has proceeded apace in good times and bad.
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CHAPTER 4

America’s Great Male Flight from Work in Historical and International Perspective
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THAT AMERICAN MEN today should toil less than their fathers or their fathers’ fathers is in itself no surprise. This is a predictable consequence of mass prosperity. Free-time is a luxury. Affluent societies produce more of this luxury than poorer societies, and affluent peoples avail themselves of this luxury more than their less-affluent forebears. This is common across people, places, and time.

The postwar flight from work by American men, however, does not neatly fit into this general tableau. There is no obvious reason to expect that the widely desired rise in free-time should necessarily mean that a growing share of working-age adults engaged in no paid work have nothing but free-time—much less that prime-age men should be in the vanguard of this new leisure class of un-workers.

On the contrary, America’s postwar male flight from work is historically and internationally peculiar, if not anomalous. Our declining LFPRs among males are certainly not “typical” of other modern Westernized societies. Although Americans who actually work spend markedly longer hours at the job than their counterparts in affluent European countries and in Japan, the share of prime-age American men who do no work at all is also much higher than among our affluent international peers.

Roughly three generations of quantitative economic research have provided us with an increasingly comprehensive picture of how modern economic growth (what some term “structural transformation”) changes both productive capacities and standards of living. As Nobel Economics Laureate Robert William Fogel has observed,

Over the course of the twentieth century, annual hours of work [in Western Europe and America] have fallen by nearly half, so much so that the household head in a rich country now usually works only about seventeen hundred hours per year in the marketplace. Indeed, on the average day, he spends more hours at leisure than at work.1

As for the United States, Dora Costa, an economist at the University of California Los Angeles, concluded in 1998,

The length of the work day fell sharply between the 1880s when the typical worker labored ten hours a day six days a week and 1920 when his counterpart worked an eight hour day six-days a week. By 1940 the typical work schedule was eight hours a day five days a week. Although further reductions in work time largely took the form of increases in vacations, holidays, sick days, personal leave, and earlier retirement, time diary studies suggest that the work day has continued to trend downwards to less than eight hours a day.2

With rising incomes and attendant gains in personal wealth, older American men were no longer consigned to laboring until death. The convention of “retirement” arose well before the New Deal or Social Security. By 1930, Costa noted, over 40 percent of American men sixty-five and older were no longer working or looking for work—nearly twice the fraction in 1880.3 With prosperity rising, a small but growing fraction of men in their early sixties and late fifties also began to retire early.

Nevertheless, the overwhelming majority of American men fifty-five–to–sixty-four were still part of the labor force in the early postwar era. In 1950, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, LFPRs for this group were 87 percent, and there was no analogous case for retirement on the part of men who were in the prime of working life (ages twenty-five–to–fifty-four). In fact, what may be most striking about work trends for prime-age American men in the early postwar era is that their LFPRs actually rose. The increase was not immense, of course, since LFPRs right after the war were already well above 95 percent. In retrospect, what’s remarkable is that they rose at all. In the late 1940s, LFPRs for prime-age men averaged 96.6 percent; for the decade of the fifties, 97.1 percent. LFPRs did not fall back below their 1948 levels until the late 1960s.

There is no mystery to this improvement in early postwar LFPRs. Prime-age American men were becoming healthier, better educated, and more capable of entering the labor market.4 Between 1948 and 1960, as the proportion of prime-age civilian men not in the labor force shrank from 3.4 percent to 3.0 percent, the risk of death during prime work years for an American man likewise fell from nearly 17 percent to less than 15 percent. (By 2014, that risk had fallen to barely 8 percent.)5 Educational attainment was likewise on the upswing. Between 1947 and 1959, the fraction of U.S. men twenty-five and older with a high school degree jumped from 23 percent to 42 percent. (By 2015, it was 88 percent.) For men in their late twenties, it went from 49 percent to 64 percent. (By 2015, it was 91 percent.)6 The wonder here is that workforce participation over the past half century deteriorated despite these positive trends.

This prime-age male flight from work is a wonder all the more when set against other “traditional” members of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD; see figure 4.1). This de facto club of affluent, aid-giving Western democracies includes Japan, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and eighteen Western European nations as well as the United States. Today, the United States ranks twenty-second among these twenty-three countries in prime-age male labor force participation, underperformed only by Italy. This was not always so. In 1966, the United States was in the middle among countries for which such data were available. In all of these countries, LFPRs for prime-age men declined at least a bit over the next five decades. In none—not even Italy—did LFPRs fall as far and as fast as in the United States.
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U.S. LFPRs, moreover, look distinctly poorer for prime-age males than for other male age groups. For the overall male fifteen–to–sixty-four grouping, the United States ranked fifteenth in 2014, subpar but not bottom of the barrel. For the fifty-five–to–sixty-four group, U.S. men ranked tenth and fifth for seniors sixty-five and older. So not only does America’s flight from work by prime-age men appear extraordinary compared to our economic peers: it appears even greater when compared to U.S. and international labor force participation patterns for other adults overall.7

In no sense can the U.S. flight from work by prime-age males be deemed “normal” or “routine” for countries at our “general stage of socioeconomic development.” Rather, something in today’s America seems especially amiss.

Contrast LFPRs for prime-age men in the United States with those in some of Europe’s most sclerotic labor markets: France and the debt-stressed European Union nations of Portugal, Italy, Ireland, Greece, and Spain (the PIIGS), which suffered (and, in some cases, still suffer) severe adjustment troubles as a result of the 2008 crash (see figure 4.2). American trends in prime-age male LFPRs are actually less favorable than in France, much less the PIIGS economies. The flight from work has been markedly more pronounced in the United States since at least the 1970s, the period for which data for all countries are commonly available. Both Greece and France currently report prime-age male LFPRs roughly five percentage points higher than United States—higher levels than the United States has seen since the mid-1980s. Greece’s well-publicized fiscal debt and economic crises in 2014 nearly led to its expulsion from the European Union. Yet a far higher proportion of prime-age men were out of the U.S. workforce that year—almost four-fifths again as many.

 And so the puzzle: America has a more robust economy, a more flexible and dynamic labor market, and a more limited welfare state than any of these six countries. But it has failed to keep its younger men in the workforce at the level that these struggling nations (with the arguable exception of Italy) have achieved. Why?

Japan presents a different sort of contrast. The labor market is less distorted there than in France and the PIIGS countries, and the Japanese welfare state is, generally speaking, less hypertrophied.8 Still, Japan has famously suffered a generation of anemic growth since its “economic bubble” burst in 1990, with real per capita growth averaging just 0.8 percent per year up to 2014.9 Despite its decidedly unfavorable long-term macroeconomic environment, however, Japan’s prime-age male workforce participation has seen far less deterioration than America’s over those “lost decades.” Between 1990 and 2015, Japan’s prime-age male workforce rates slipped by just two percentage points, next to America’s five-point drop. The share of prime-age American men neither working nor looking for work is now over two and a half times higher than the Japanese figure. Presumed “cultural” factors (e.g., restricted workforce opportunities for Japanese women) cannot explain away this differential. As we shall see later, workforce participation rates for prime-age women are now higher in Japan than the United States.
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Another point worth exploring about the unusual nature of the modern American male’s flight from work relates to how strikingly these contrast with the work habits (or work ethic) of the great majority of working-age American men and women who hold down paid jobs.

In theory, we should expect average hours of paid work per employee to decline over time in an increasingly affluent workforce. We have certainly seen this in almost all of today’s affluent societies. In the United States, however, a curious aberration has become apparent over the past generation or more: estimated annual hours per U.S. worker have held firm, remaining stuck at a higher level than seen in many countries not yet as wealthy as America today.

Consider the annual hours worked and per capita output over the past generation in the G-7 countries (the world’s major affluent democratic societies: the United States, Japan, Germany, France, Britain, Italy, and Canada; see figure 4.3). No G-7 economy today produces as much value added per citizen as the United States and none have a workforce where employees spend as much of the year on the job.
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Japanese employees were once reputed to be workaholics, but over the past generation, average hours of paid work per employee have plummeted: their hours of work are now lower than their U.S. counterparts. Employed Canadians and Britons now work at least one hundred hours per year (over two full workweeks) less than working Yanks. The gap between the United States and France, according to the OECD, is now nearly three hundred hours (over eight full workweeks). More than four hundred annual hours (over ten full workweeks) separate workers in America and Germany.10 All other G-7 economies report declines in average annual hours along with rising income levels over the past quarter century. Yet the American worker’s annual level of hours worked has nearly held constant.

Compare, as well, the annual hours of work per paid employee in G-7 countries with their LFPRs for prime-age men (see figure 4.4). The G-7 countries with lower annual work hours also see somewhat higher percentages of prime-age men altogether absent from the workforce. But America today does not follow this general pattern. Our increasingly productive society simultaneously features stable worker hours per employee—now at levels far higher than other G-7 economies—and steadily rising proportions of prime-age men out of the workforce, which are also at levels far higher than other G-7 economies.

It has been over twenty years since Juliet Schor, Boston College professor, coined the phrase “the overworked American,”11 underscoring our unusual proclivity for long hours and short to nonexistent vacations in relation to our affluent peers abroad. Not generally appreciated, however, is that the land of “the overworked American” is also home to an unusually large and rapidly growing contingent of “underworked Americans”: relatively young men who spend absolutely no time at a job and are not acting to alter that situation.
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In 1930, John Maynard Keynes famously speculated about life in the future in his “Economic Possibilities for Our Grandchildren.”12 Those grandchildren would most likely be living right about now. In that essay, he dared to predict that the workweek would be much shorter and income levels would be much higher for these future generations. Keynes was correct in the gist of his prophecies: throughout Europe and the rest of the West, income levels are far higher today than when his argument was first published, and the workweek is appreciably shorter (abeit not yet as short as he boldly suggested it might come to be). Yet implicit in Keynes’s essay is the assumption that all would share in the spread of free-time in this future world. The notion that some men (and women) would be working the same long hours as their fathers, while a growing caste of prime-age men would be more or less exempt from performing any work at all and supported by the rest of society, as we see in America today, would certainly not have merited mention. That idea would have seemed too absurd and perverse a possibility for serious consideration.


CHAPTER 5

Who Is He? A Statistical Portrait of the Un-Working American Man
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ALMOST ALL of the collapse of work in adult male America over the past half century is due to the rising numbers of men no longer seeking jobs. Between 1965 and 2015, the employment-to-population ratio for U.S. men twenty and older fell by a bit over thirteen percentage points (81.3 percent to 68.1 percent). Over this same period, LFPRs for U.S. men twenty and over fell by more than twelve percentage points (83.9 percent to 71.5 percent). In effect, exit from the workforce—including retirement—accounted for almost all of the drop in employment levels for all adult men.

The drop in workforce participation rates also accounts for the overwhelming majority of the work rate decline for prime-age men. For men twenty-five–to–fifty-four, work rates dropped by 9.7 percentage points between 1965 and 2015 (94.1 percent to 84.4 percent). Prime-age male LFPRs fell by 8.4 points (96.7 percent to 88.3 percent) over the same time. Consequently, the prime-age male exodus from the labor market accounted for seven-eighths of the total work rate decline. And, unlike withdrawal from the labor force at older ages, a mass workforce exit for prime-of-lifers cannot plausibly be attributed to retirement.

Who are these U.S. men who have left the workforce in their prime working years? In this chapter I will examine their demographic characteristics, as well as some of the key tendencies associated with the steady rapid growth in numbers of this troubling new social group.

Labor markets are fluid and dynamic, characterized by a constant churning. By contrast, there is far less turnover in the pool of un-working prime-age American men. Census Bureau numbers imply that fully two-thirds of those prime-age males who were out of the labor force for any part of 2014 were out of it for the entire year. Thus, while there appears to be some movement both in and out from the ranks of the un-working, checking out of the labor force generally appears to be a long-term proposition for those prime-age men who make the decision not to seek work though they are jobless.

These long-term un-working, or “not in the labor force” (NILF), men are the hard core of modern America’s “men without work” problem. According to Bureau of Labor Statistics data, in 2015 an average of 7.2 million prime-age men were NILFs, and the likelihood of being a prime-age American man who neither works nor seeks work was three and a half times greater in 2015 than fifty years earlier (11.7 percent vs. 3.3 percent). But broad trends in the odds of being an un-worker are also apparent for the year 2015 in accordance with a prime-age man’s race or ethnicity, educational attainment, marital status and family structure, and nativity (i.e., whether native-born or foreign-born).

With respect to race and ethnicity, the greatest cleavage is between black men and all others, though differences among the huge and diverse nonblack population are also evident. (Hispanic men, for example, were more likely than average to be in a job and out of the NILF pool; the reverse is true for self-identified Native Americans.) According to U.S. race and ethnicity data, however, black males made up nearly twice as much of the prime-age NILF population as prime-age job holders (20.4 percent vs. 10.6 percent). In addition, when Hispanic heritage is thrown into the mix, non-Latino blacks accounted for exactly twice as large a share of prime-age male NILFs as employees (19.8 percent vs. 9.9 percent).

Educational attainment, in turn, dramatically affected the odds that a prime-age male in 2015 would be holding down a job or living as an un-worker. A prime-age man with at least some graduate education was three times more likely to be in the former rather than the latter category. Conversely, men without a high school diploma were more than twice as likely to be among the un-working. With every improvement in educational attainment, the odds of being in the workforce rise. By the same token, the chances of landing in the NILF pool increase the lower the educational attainment. Nevertheless, relatively educated men still accounted for a surprising share of the long-term jobless prime-age men not seeking work. In 2015, over two-fifths of prime-age male un-workers had some college education, and one-sixth had at least a bachelor’s degree.

Marital status and family structure/living arrangements likewise prove powerful predictors. Married men accounted for three-fifths of prime-age job holders but only about one-third of NILFs in 2015. On the other hand, men who have never married were underrepresented among the employed and overrepresented among NILFs. (A similar pattern holds for prime-age men who were divorced, separated, or widowed.) Living under the same roof with one or more children also increases the odds of being a worker, regardless of marital status, and married prime-age men with children accounted for over twice as much of the paid workforce as the NILF-force.

Finally, foreign-born men in 2015 were more likely to be job holders and decidedly less likely to be NILFs than the prime-age male population as a whole. Foreign-born males made up more than one-fifth of prime-age job holders in 2015, but less than one-sixth of the un-workers.

In sum, an American man ages twenty-five–to–fifty-four was more likely to be an un-worker in 2015 if he (1) had no more than a high school diploma; (2) was not married and had no children or children who lived elsewhere; (3) was not an immigrant; or (4) was African American.

I will examine the interaction between these factors in a moment. For now, however, I will explore how the role of these factors has changed during the long downward slide in prime-age male LFPRs and how these appreciable changes have influenced this past half-century’s male flight from work.

Work rates and LFPRs both have slumped over the past half century for prime-age men of virtually every ethnic group, educational level, and marital status. They have likewise fallen irrespective of family structure for as long as such CPS data have been collected (1968). The only exceptions are foreign-born men. Their work rates and LFPRs actually rose between 1994 and 2015.

By 1965, both prime-age male work rates and LFPRs were already substantially lower for blacks than whites. They also dropped far more steeply for blacks than whites over the next fifty years. It is worth noting, however, that those rates were higher for black men in 1965 than they are for white men today. Additionally, deterioration in labor market performance among prime-age men has been far less pronounced among Latinos than non-Hispanic whites or non-Hispanic blacks since 1971, when the Census Bureau began its annual collection of information on ethnicity for persons of Hispanic heritage.

In 1965, some differential in work and NILF rates were already evident by educational level. Both were lowest among high school dropouts and highest among prime-age men with a college degree. In 1965, however, even high school dropouts were more likely to be employed and in the workforce than the average U.S. male today. Between 1965 and 2015, work rates for prime-age men with less than a high school degree plummeted by nearly eighteen percentage points, and their inactivity rates shot up by sixteen percentage points. For men with a high school diploma, the work rates fell nearly sixteen points, and NILF rates rose by thirteen points. By contrast, prime-age men with at least some graduate education saw their work rates fall by less than two points and their NILF rates rise by less than two points.

Marital status was already a powerful predictor of American employment behavior in 1965 for prime-age men. A gap of nearly thirteen percentage points separated work rates for the married and the never married; NILF rates were eight points higher for the never married. Even so, LFPRs for these never married in 1965 were somewhat higher than the national average for prime-age men today. Between 1965 and 2015, work rates fell and NILF rates rose for men of every marital status—married, separated, divorced, widowed, and never married—but they worsened far more for the never married.1

In 1968, the CPS began asking more detailed questions about family structure. The results track with overall trends for marital status but provide more definition. Work rates in 1968 were nearly twelve points higher for a married man with children than a never-married man without them; LFPRs were a full nine points higher. Over the following decades, labor market performance deteriorated less for married men with children than any other family type.

Though only beginning in 1994, CPS data on employment by nativity are compelling. In 1994, prime-age immigrant men were reportedly less likely to be working than their native-born counterparts and more likely to be out of the labor force altogether. By 2015, this situation had been completely reversed. After two decades of mass immigration, prime-age male work rates were more than five points higher among the foreign born, and LFPRs were over four points higher. Indeed, immigrants pushed national prime-age male work rates and LFPRs up by about one percentage point in 2015.

The long-term fall in prime-age male work rates and rise in NILF rates are also due to the changing weight of subgroups in the composition of the overall population. Over the past half century, America has become more multicultural (less “Anglo”), education attainment has risen sharply, the “traditional” married-with-children family type has sharply declined, and America has become much more foreign born. Our changing racial and ethnic composition does not appear to have had much overall effect on long-term trends in work rates and inactivity rates after adjusting for 1965 ethnicity weightings. America’s prime-age male work rate would have been about half a percentage point lower in 2015 and the prime-age male inactivity level three-tenths of a point lower. No change at all in 2015 work rates and LFPRs would come from substituting 1971 population weightings for race and Hispanic origin. Broadly speaking, the relatively unfavorable trends for prime-age male African Americans are largely offset by the relatively favorable trends among Latinos over these decades.

On the other hand, changes in prime-age males’ educational makeup have had a big effect on work rates and inactivity rates—a strongly positive effect. If 1965 distribution of educational attainments for prime-age men still applied, the work rate would be nearly six additional percentage points lower and the NILF rate four percentage points higher than they actually were in 2015. In brief, the collapse of work for modern America’s men happened despite considerable upgrades in educational attainment in recent decades.

If educational attainment has buoyed work rates and workforce participation for prime-age American men, changes in marriage patterns and family structure had at least as strong an influence in pulling those rates down. In 1965, 85 percent of prime-age men were married, nearly thirty percentage points higher than 2015. On the other hand, the proportion of never-married men was over three times higher in 2015 than 1965. With 1965 proportions of married/separated or divorced/widowed/never-married men, our prime-age male 2015 work rate would have been over six percentage points higher. The NILF rate would have been at least six points lower—less than one-half of its actual 2015 level. Adjustments for family structure and at-home children point in the same direction, although neither is as strong.

Interestingly, adjustment for nativity suggests work rates would have been four percentage points lower in 2015 with 1994 ratios of prime-age men who are immigrant to native born. At the same time, prime-age male inactivity rates would have been only slightly higher (0.3 percentage points). How could this be? Between the early 1990s and today, reported work rates for prime-age male immigrants went up while the unemployment rate went down. Thus, the overall LFPRs in our hypothetical alternative 2015 were scarcely impacted.

This brief demographic sketch of the modern American un-worker suggests that powerful social influences shape whether a prime-age male will have a job or be in the workforce at all and that these social influences have changed significantly over the last fifty years. Such a formulation, however, runs perilously close to the social determinist fallacy—the assumption that humans are helpless objects at the mercy of overarching social forces, without agency in affecting their life outcomes.

Of course, human beings are endowed with free will. Their lives are not merely an unending series of readings from socioeconomic probability functions. People can make choices about their lives. Obviously, they hardly have a choice about their ethnicity or race, but they have some choice about their educational attainment (although some will debate just how much choice the disadvantaged truly possess). What is incontestable, however, is that people have immense choice in two realms of social identity: whether they marry (and to a lesser but not an inconsiderable degree, whether they have children and/or stay married) and whether they move to America from another country. Such volitional behavior is at least as important as seeming social forces in explaining work patterns for America men today.

No matter their race or educational status, married men raising a family work more, and never-married men without children or children in their home work less. No matter their ethnicity or race, prime-age men who come to this country work more than those here by birth. Neither a wedding ring nor a green card confers innate advantage in the competition for jobs. Rather, marriage and migration decisions point to motivations, aspirations, priorities, values, and other intangibles that do so much to explain real-world human achievements.

Consider race and ethnicity. America today is not a wholly colorblind society, even if it is much closer to this ideal than it was fifty years ago. The legacy of prejudice might seem to explain why prime-age male work rates and workforce participation rates are lower for blacks than whites today. But they cannot explain why work rates and LFPRs for white men today are decidedly lower than they were for black men in 1965. And they surely cannot explain why prime-age male LFPRs today are higher for Latinos than non-Hispanic whites (see figure 5.1). Nor can they explain why labor participation rates of married black men twenty-five–to–fifty-four are higher than for never-married white men in that same age group (see figure 5.2).

Next, consider education. It is widely accepted today that educational attainment is determinative of labor force prospects. As important as the advantages of education surely are, however, behavior and choice also affect labor market outcomes for men with any given level of education attainment. Prime-age LFPRs today for married men with only high school diplomas, for example, are distinctly higher than for never-married men with some college education or an associate degree (see figure 5.3). Similarly, among prime-age men with less than a high school degree, 2015 LFPRs were roughly twenty percentage points higher for the married than the never married. Indeed, LFPRs for contemporary prime-age American men are essentially indistinguishable for married high school dropouts and never-married college graduates (see figure 5.4).
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As for nativity, today’s foreign-born prime-age men are more likely to have a job or be in the labor force than their native-born counterparts. This is true for every major ethnic group. In 2015, foreign-born prime-age men outperformed their native-born counterparts in LFPRs by nearly three percentage points among white Americans, over three points among Asian Americans, and a striking ten points among black Americans. The LFPR was also six percentage points higher for foreign-born prime Latino males than for native-born prime-age Latino males.

Further, immigrants have greater LFPRs than native-born Americans today at every level of educational standing, with the curious exception of college graduates. For prime-age men with some college, the foreign-born edge in LFPRs in 2015 was less than one percentage point. But for those with high school diplomas but no college, immigrant rates were nearly eight percentage points higher. For those without a high school diploma, the difference was an astonishing twenty-five percentage points (92 versus 67 percent).2 Foreign high school dropouts today have LFPRs close to the highly advantaged cohort of native-born male college graduates, with whom they arguably have little in common, save their exceedingly low odds of being out of the workforce (see figure 5.5).
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For the most part, the foreign-born high school dropouts are Latino—many with limited English language ability and many who entered the United States illegally. Despite “living in the shadows,” they largely seem to have had no difficulty becoming part of the U.S. labor force. One critical determinant to being in the U.S. workforce today seems to be wanting to be there in the first place.
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CHAPTER 6

Idle Hands: Time Use, Social Participation, and the Male Flight from Work

[image: Image]

FREE-TIME MAY be a luxury good in universal demand, but it does not necessarily follow that such luxury will universally be put to good use by those who obtain it.

Successive generations in our consumer era appear to be ever less aware of the age-old distinction between leisure and idleness in the spending of free-time. Bluntly stated, leisure refines and elevates; idleness corrupts and degrades.

Free-time can be devoted to recreation, reflection, and self-improvement as well as the pursuit of knowledge, spirituality, and the arts. A respite from toil and chores is a prerequisite for contemplation and the deepening of consciousness that allows for cultural advance. Indeed in the words of German philosopher Josef Pieper’s probing treatise, leisure is the basis of culture.1

Free-time can also be wasted or expended in ways that diminish the individual and his bonds to family and community. A predilection for character- and capability-diminishing whiles was once an occasion for explicit opprobrium, not only because these habits were held to constitute personal flaws, but also because they were understood to risk untoward social consequences.

A number of religious traditions have long held that such idleness imperiled one’s soul. Roman Catholic doctrine condemns “sloth,” a state of woeful inactivity and avoidance of temporal and eternal obligations deemed a cardinal sin. Protestant theologians have tended to be even harder on idleness than their Catholic brethren. As Max Weber famously noted, the Protestant ethic maintained that “waste of time is thus the first and in principle the deadliest of sins.”2

Not so long ago, even secular reformers identified “idleness” as one of the great social ills that enlightened government policy in Western countries should address. Lord William Beveridge, whose 1942 “Beveridge Report” provided wartime Britain with its initial blueprint for the postwar British welfare state, enumerated five “Giant Evils” that social policy should confront. One was idleness. “Idleness is not the same as Want,” he explained, “It is a positive separate evil from which men do not escape by having an income. . . . Idleness even on an income corrupts.”3 He specifically targeted “Freedom from Idleness” as one of the great social objectives that postwar policy should strive to achieve.

How time is allocated is not wholly immaterial to the character formation of individuals or the balance of vice and virtue in a society. So how does the un-working prime-age man—with more free-time on his hands than other males or females in the United States today, or perhaps any contemporaries in American history—make use of his luxury?

I begin by examining the reported time use and social participation patterns of U.S. men between the ages of twenty-five and fifty-four who neither worked nor sought work for at least twelve months.

According to the Census Bureau’s CPS Annual Social and Economic Survey (ASEC), 68 percent of prime-age men out of the workforce for any part of 2014 were out for the entire year. ASEC data on this trend go back at least twenty years. In 1994, only about half of prime-age men out of work for any part of the year were out for the entire year. The fraction has been gradually rising over time (except for a slight decline after the sharp spike in the wake of the post–Great Recession spike in 2011). These figures suggest that once a prime-age man removes himself from the labor force, there is a good —and increasing—chance he will remain an un-worker for a long time.

According to responses to this ASEC annual survey, about 15 percent of the prime-age men who did not work at all in 2014 stated they were unemployed because they could not find work. In other words, five out of six prime-age men gave reasons other than a lack of jobs for their absence from the workplace. Twenty years earlier, 16 percent of men not working the whole of 1994 said the reason was an inability to find a job. After the 2008 crash, that share shot up to 28 percent in 2009, the highest such reading reported over the past two decades. But even in that economic annus horribilis, well over 70 percent of the prime-age men out of work that whole year said the reason was something other than an inability to find work.

For a twenty-year period (1994–2014), the average annual share of prime-age men who said they were not at work all year because they were unable to find a job was 14 percent. And the ASEC survey, unlike the Bureau of Labor Statistics numbers, does not distinguish between those who have left the labor force altogether and the long-term unemployed still seeking work in the total number of persons out of the workforce for the whole year. Since the long-term unemployed are by definition looking for jobs, this means that the 15 percent figure for the year 2014 actually overstates—perhaps appreciably—the fraction of NILF men out of work because they are having trouble finding a job—and a longer term average as well.

Other Census Bureau surveys provide additional information on the reason men say they have been without jobs for relatively long periods of time. One is the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP). In 2001 and 2007, Census Bureau researchers used SIPP data (from 1996 and 2004, respectively) to examine the demographic profiles of adults fifteen and older who had been without jobs for four consecutive months and the reasons they gave for nonemployment.

For the broad twenty–to–sixty-four age group, just 13 percent of nonworking men gave “unable to find work” as the reason for not working in 1996. In 2004, the corresponding proportion was 14 percent. Once again, lack of job opportunities is identified by only a small minority of men without work as the reason for being without employment. Since this example of nonworkers includes not only the long-term unemployed but also those on short-term unemployment, the rate for NILF men must be even smaller.

The SIPP surveys permit us to tease out one bit of information on nonworking men that we cannot obtain from ASEC those who say they did not work over the past four consecutive months because they were caring for children or others. In 1996, the fraction of such men twenty–to–sixty-four was a mere 2.6 percent, compared to nearly 39 percent for nonworking women of the same age.4 In 2004, the reported share was 2.4 percent for men and nearly 39 percent for women.5 For the year 2013, SIPP microdata indicate that only a slightly higher fraction of prime-age men—just 4.6 percent—said they were out of the labor force because they were looking after a child or someone else.

These stark numbers plainly suggest that un-working men in modern America simply do not prioritize care for children or other family members. And this vast “care chasm” separating un-working men and un-working women cannot entirely, or even mainly, be explained by differences in family type or structure.

What, then, do today’s un-working prime-age men do with all their free-time? What do they do from the moment they wake up in the morning until the moment they fall asleep at night? Our best aperture into these patterns is the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) annual American Time Use Survey (ATUS), conducted annually since 2003.6 In this survey, respondents report how they have used their time over the twenty-four-hour day just completed. Its main objective is to enrich our understanding of daily work patterns by Americans. But the survey also attempts to elicit considerable detail on the amount of time spent sleeping, eating, and engaging in other activities.

Some researchers have used the ATUS and earlier time-use surveys to measure broad changes in postwar America’s patterns of work and free-time use. In a number of studies, for example, Mark Aguiar and Eric Hurst examined the weekly hours that adult men and women devoted to work and nonwork between 1965 and 2005.7 They estimated that between 1965 and 2005, weekly nonwork8 rose by about eight hours per week for men without high school degrees, while it fell by over two hours per week for those men with a college degree or more. Most of this movement came between 1985 and 2003–5. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, they found, men without high school degrees were enjoying over thirteen more nonwork hours per week than their college-educated counterparts. By 2003–5, more educated men were spending about five more hours a week at paid work than the less educated (high school degree or less), but they were also spending more time doing home chores and caring for kids.

The curious increase in what Aguiar and Hurst termed “leisure inequality” requires some explanation, since their findings seem to fly in the face of the strong worldwide tendency for work time to decline as income and wealth increase. They show that part of the recent increase in “leisure inequality” was due to the increasing numbers of un-working men rather than unemployed or underemployed men. But this was only part of the story. While they calculated that the overwhelming increase in nonwork time for less-educated men was attributable to declining work rates, they also found that more educated men (beyond a high school education) were spending more time clocking in a greater number of overall weekly hours at the job, doing home chores, and caring for children than two decades earlier. They concluded that,

One possible explanation of the unequal response is that the preference for leisure (the disutility of work) increased more for low-educated workers during this time. This explanation is consistent with the fact that individuals of differing educational attainment who are out of the labor market and facing the same prices exhibit dramatically different time allocation decisions.9

In other words, these anomalous patterns may largely have been driven by a change in preferences or tastes, especially on the part of men without jobs and particularly among less-educated men without jobs.

A closer examination of reported time-use patterns brings the differences in tastes and preferences for men with and without jobs into sharper focus. Thanks to the relatively detailed breakdowns of time use by reported activity, we can get a surprisingly comprehensive picture of the differences in the daily routines for prime-age employed and unemployed men and men who neither have jobs nor are seeking work.

There are two intrinsic shortcomings to such self-reported chronicles of personal activity. The first is inaccurate or inattentive recall.10 The second is the potential reluctance of respondents to attest even in an ostensibly confidential interview or written diary to behavior that might seem to contravene social norms. The ATUS has made diligent efforts to deal with both problems, but they’re there.

Working prime-age women offer an instructive comparison with un-working men because they tend to be especially pressed by “time poverty.”11 In addition to their work obligations, most of these women are also raising children. In 2015, 66 percent of employed women ages twenty-five to fifty-four lived in households with at least one child under eighteen. This compared with just 37 percent of prime-age NILF men.12 Given their manifold commitments, these working women tend to be the major demographic group with the least discretionary time at their disposal. They thus offer an informative counterpoint to NILF men, who have more discretionary time than any other major demographic group of working-age adults.

The differences in these time-use profiles are stunning (see table 6.1). Patterns for all groups changed little between the first annual ATUS survey in 2003 and the most recent as of this writing (2014). We can therefore concentrate on profiles from the year 2014. Not surprisingly, the two greatest differences in reported time use among these four groups were in “work and work-related activities” on the one hand, and “socializing, relaxing, and leisure” on the other.
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Employed prime-age men reportedly spent an average of about six hours a day (including weekends and holidays), or 2,200 hours a year, on work and work-related activity. Employed women spent about five hours a day, or 1,850 hours a year. Unemployed prime-age men averaged over an hour a day, or about four hundred hours a year, on these activities (mainly job search). Prime-age NILF men averaged seven minutes a day on such activities, or about forty-three hours a year.

Without work, work travel, or job search to attend to, these nonworkforce men gained an extra 2,150 hours of free-time each year against men with a job; more than 1,800 hours a year against women with a job, and an extra 350 more free-time hours against the men who were unemployed but looking for work. What is striking, however, is how little of this enormous free-time dividend was devoted to helping others in their family or community. In 2014, for example, NILF men spent no more time engaged in household care than employed women and less than unemployed men. NILF men also spent appreciably less time caring for other household members than employed women or unemployed men and no more than working men. NILF males spent two minutes more a day caring for nonhousehold members than employed men but eight minutes a day less than unemployed males. Finally, these men without work men spent less time in religious and volunteer activities than any of the three other groups.

On the other hand, NILF men spent more time in 2014 on “personal care”—sleeping, grooming, health-related self-care, and the like—totaling some 200 more hours each year than unemployed men, 250 hours more than working women, and over 450 hours a year more than men with jobs. Yet the greatest difference in the daily routine of un-working men compared to the other three groups was, of course, the time spent on “socializing, relaxing, and leisure.” Un-working men reportedly devoted nearly eight hours a day to these activities. Compared to other demographic groups, NILF men reportedly expended over seven hundred more hours each year than unemployed men, fifteen hundred more hours than men with jobs, and a staggering seventeen hundred more hours than working women in this category of “socializing, relaxing, and leisure.”13 In effect this was akin to a full-time job for the average un-working prime-age man.

Just what leisure-based activities are these un-working men doing eight hours a day? Among Americans twenty-five–to–fifty-four, men who neither worked nor sought work in 2014 spent more time engaging in the following categories than working men and women or unemployed men: “attending gambling establishments,” “tobacco and drug use,” “listening to the radio,” and “arts and (perhaps incongruously) crafts as a hobby.”

On an annualized basis, un-working men spent about seventy hours more time “socializing and communicating with others” than unemployed men, nearly one hundred hours more than employed women, and over one hundred hours more than working men. When it came to “television and movies (not religious),” the contrast between NILF men and all the rest was so enormous that it suggests a fundamental difference in mentality. For un-working men, watching TV and movies ate up an average of five and a half hours a day. That’s four hours a day more than for working women, nearly three and a half hours more than working men, and a striking two hours a day more than unemployed men.

And what exactly are the un-working prime-age men doing during these many hours that account for so much of their daily routine? The ATUS does not allow us to determine this. It is a reasonable inference, however, that the Internet may play a big role here, through desktops, hand-held devices, and so forth.14 Whatever they’re viewing or doing on their big screens, computers, or smartphones, it must be alluring. Between the 2003 and 2014 ATUS surveys, time spent on “socializing, relaxing, and leisure” declined slightly for prime-age unemployed men, as well as prime-age workers of both sexes. It jumped by just over half an hour a day for un-working prime-age men (nearly two hundred hours a year). NILF men “funded” the increase in such activities by reducing other allocations in their daily time budget. Reductions in time devoted to volunteering, religious activities, and purposeful movement outside the house (“travel”), for example, reportedly freed up almost exactly the amount of time newly applied to “socializing, relaxing and leisure.”

Earlier I mentioned that about a tenth of the prime-age men neither working nor seeking work are pursuing education. Since it seemed reasonable to suspect that these motivated adult students might have different patterns of time use than the great majority of prime-age NILFs, I disaggregated the overall NILF population into adult students and NEETs (those who are neither employed nor in education/training; see table 6.2). Adult students reported spending about thirty hours a week studying. They spent much less time on “socializing, relaxing, and leisure” than unemployed men, although more than employed men. They devoted less time to “eating/drinking” than any other group and more time doing home chores (“household care” plus “household services”) than NEETs. They also spent much more time volunteering—more time, in fact, than any other group—though they spent less time caring for others than any other group—perhaps a result of their household and living arrangements.

Prime-age NEET men, on the other hand, spent even less time volunteering than the NILF averages suggest—and significantly more time on “socializing, relaxing, and leisure.” To those assorted activities, they devoted a reported average of over eight hours a day, or almost three thousand hours a year. Paramount here is “television and movies (not religious),” which consumes an average of nearly six hours of the prime-age NEET man’s day, or 2,100 hours a year. Adult students, by contrast, reportedly spent about four hours a day watching TV and movies—about the same as for men with jobs.

The General Social Survey (GSS), a large-scale and ongoing sociological study administered by the National Opinion Research Center, allows us to examine self-reported patterns of social engagement, social participation, and asocial behavior for prime-age U.S. men by employment status.15 By every indicator, men not in the workforce look to be less socially engaged than men with work (though by some of these indicators they do not appear less engaged than the unemployed).

[image: Image]

There is a longstanding pattern of lower religious attendance for nonworking men than for working men twenty-five–to–fifty-five. Between 1972 and 2014, formal worship was on the decline among all American adults, but the proportion of un-working men who never went to worship was distinctly higher than for men with work. No appreciable difference existed, however, in nonattendance for un-workers and the unemployed. Un-working men were likewise less likely to have volunteered over the previous month than working men. And while newspaper readership has declined for all Americans since the 1970s, daily newspaper reading was appreciably lower for the un-working than the working, despite having more free-time. Working men were also consistently more likely to vote in presidential election years than un-working men.

Finally, the GSS reveals a sharp divide between working men and other prime-age groups with respect to self-reported illegal drug use (see figure 6.1). In 2004 (the most recent year for such information), 8 percent of working men and 22 percent of unemployed men reported some illegal drug use over the past year, while nearly one in three (31 percent) of prime-age male un-workers admitted to illegal drug use.
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I have not attempted to adjust these ATUS and GSS results for ethnicity, educational attainment, marital status, or other characteristics. A more nuanced picture may emerge from such refinements. I hope others will pursue this work. I should point out that in the GSS, a number of social participation and social engagement indicators are not appreciably different for men who have no job but are looking for one and the jobless men who are not seeking work. Yet the overall picture of the daily life rhythms of prime-age men who have made a long-term exit from the workforce is distinctive.

To a distressing degree, these men appear to have relinquished what we think of ordinarily as adult responsibilities not only as breadwinners but as parents, family members, community members, and citizens. Having largely freed themselves of such obligations, they fill their days in the pursuit of more immediate sources of gratification. While a minority (those in training or further education) can be seen as pursuing or already possessing a vocation in life, the vast majority cannot be so described. On the contrary, the data here suggest that something like infantilization besets some un-working men.

These data raise troubling questions about the suitability of these long-term un-workers for reentry into the workplace. In the wake of the 2008 crash, some economic research has focused on the “duration dependence” of unemployment—the extent to which being out of work for a relatively long time itself makes it harder for a would-be worker to secure a job, all other things being equal.16 In one study, prospective real-world employers were sent over three thousand fictional resumes for male job applicants. The imaginary candidates were identical in demographic, education, and skill characteristics, but some had longer or shorter spells out of the workforce.17 This experiment found that employers across a wide range of fields and occupations were much more reluctant to offer an interview to a man who had been out of a job more than six months. These striking findings prompted wide discussion, leading some to talk of employer “discrimination” and others to speculate about the possible perceived atrophy of job skills among men without work.

We should not put too much weight on a single study. But that paper helps frame an intriguing question, as does an enormous real-world experiment the United States has already conducted. We know that certain Americans who had been out of the workforce for many years—or only first attempted to enter the workforce in their thirties or forties—did find employment in the modern workplace, and did so by the tens of millions. These Americans are called women—and, more specifically, most were called mothers. Regardless of previous job experience, a mother who has raised children typically develops a number of skills that are valued (and arguably indispensable) in the workplace: among them, reliability and dependability in following a schedule. Whatever their other putative shortcomings, these mothers who were in charge of infants and young children were seldom idle. Can the same can be said today of the prime-age American man who has neither worked nor looked for work for six months, a year, or even longer?


CHAPTER 7

Long-Term Structural Forces and the Decline of Work for American Men
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THUS FAR I have examined the dimensions of the collapse of work for men over the past half century, the role of the ongoing flight from work in this collapse, the poor LFPRs today of U.S. men in relation to those in other affluent Western countries, the changing sociodemographic characteristics of the American man who is neither working nor looking for work, and the time-use and social participation patterns of the un-working American man. Our examination of modern America’s “men without work” problem, however, has yet to touch upon the role of momentous changes in the postwar U.S. economy in exacerbating this problem—or perhaps in creating it altogether.

Any account of America’s growing male work problem that does not recognize that macroeconomic changes have played a part in this troubling dynamic cannot help but be incomplete. Therefore, it’s important to summarize some of the thinking and evidence suggesting that long-term structural forces (including such things as international trade, technological and financial innovation, outsourcing, the rise of the on-demand economy, temporary work, and other trends shaping aggregate demand) may be responsible for much, if not most, of the decline in work for men in postwar America.

A 2016 report by the president’s Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) did a good job of laying out this case.1 After documenting the long-term decline in prime-age male workforce participation rates and sorting out some of its components, the report rightly suggested that these long-term labor force trends can be explained in terms of three different kinds of effect: (1) supply side, (2) demand side, and (3) institutional. This chapter will focus on the demand-side effect.

Structural and macroeconomic forces would be demand-side explanations for declining employment rates and workforce participation. The CEA report offered a careful presentation of the demand-side explanation, focusing particularly on the evidence for decreasing demand for less-skilled labor in postwar America:

If less-educated men were simply choosing to work less . . . this should raise the relative wages of the less-educated men who choose to continue participating in the workforce. Yet, in recent decades the opposite has happened: less-educated Americans have actually suffered a reduction in their wages relative to other groups.

A number of studies have identified declining labor market opportunities for low-skilled workers and related stagnant real wage growth as the most likely explanation for the decline of prime-age male labor force participation, at least for the period in the mid- to late 1970s and 1980s. . . . More recently, economists have suggested that a relative decline in labor demand for occupations that are middle-skilled or middle-paying may have begun contributing to the decline in participation in the 1990s . . . As demand for these middle-skilled workers has fallen, they may have displaced lower-skilled workers from their lower-skilled jobs . . . leading some lower-skilled workers to leave the labor force . . .

Possible causes include technological advances and globalization, including import competition and offshoring . . . Some economists point to “skill-biased technological change”: advances that benefit workers with certain skill sets more than others . . . These forces have, among other things, eliminated large numbers of American manufacturing jobs over a number of decades . . . leaving many people—mostly men—unable to find new ones.2

This passage presents the consensus view among contemporary economists on the dynamics of these “demand-side” forces. Most economists would agree that these structural and macroeconomic changes have depressed demand for labor, especially for less-educated, lower-skilled labor in the postwar era.

I concur with this assessment and would further add that other macroeconomic factors less emphasized in the CEA report—such as the U.S. economy’s relatively disappointing record in generating economic growth since the start of the new century—have also limited demand for work. The question, however, is how significant an impact these “demand-side” factors have had on the collapse of work for American men. We cannot hope to settle that question here, but we can review some of the evidence suggesting that the impact of such structural and macro-economic changes may have been more qualified than some believe.

First, there is a remarkably steady decline in LFPRs for prime-age U.S. men over the past fifty years. This decline has now proceeded with nearly clocklike regularity, almost totally uninfluenced by the business cycle, for half a century (see figure 7.1). America suffered seven recessions between 1965 and 2015, but knowing when these recessions occurred gives us no additional information on the trajectory of the prime-age male LFPR decline. (If fact, it actually looks as if recessions may slightly slow the flight from work.) By the same token, knowing whether the U.S. economy was growing rapidly or slowly or, for that matter, contracting provides almost no help in anticipating the pace at which prime-age men would be leaving the labor force. Sociologists and economists once remarked on the curious and counterintuitive nature of this trajectory and presumed it would have to be reversed.3 Today they accept it as a fact of life.4 As Alan Kruger, Princeton economist and former chairman of the Council of Economic Advisers for President Obama, remarked in a speech in 2015, “According to CPS data, the monthly rate for transitioning from out of the labor force to back in the labor force is unrelated to the business cycle.”5
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Notes: Gray columns indicate recessions. Recession variables: The data used to create this figure are from the Current Population Survey (CPS) and were downloaded from the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The data used to create the regression table in the upper left corner are also from the Current Population Survey but were downloaded from IPUMS-CPS for statistical manipulation. 1 if “year” variable falls into any time during the following list of recession dates; 0 otherwise.

Recession dummy variables for the following recessions spanning the subsequent years: 1969–1970, 1973–1975, 1980–1982, 1990–1991, 2001, and 2007–2009.

Sources: “Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey: Men 25–54 from 1948–2015 (Monthly Data),” Bureau of Labor Statistics, http://data.bls.gov/pdq/querytool.jsp?survey=ln; “U.S. Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions,” Recession Data: National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), http://www.nber.org/cycles.html.

Second, unlike LFPRs, work rates for U.S. men (including prime-age men) fell in recessions and stabilized in recoveries. But work rates for women seem less affected—and in some recessions seem basically unaffected (see figure 7.2). Between 1965 and the late 1990s—over the course of five recessions—prime-age female work rates rose by a cumulative total of over thirty percentage points. It remains to be explained what sort of structural or macroeconomic “demand-side effect” would impact labor demand for only half the U.S. population.
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Note: Gray columns indicate recession start and end dates.

Sources: Recession data start and end dates are determined by the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) according to “U.S. Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions,” Recession Data: National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), http://www.nber.org/cycles.html.

Labor force participation data were generated by “Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey,” Men LNS12300001, Women LNS12300002, Bureau of Labor Statistics, retrieved on August 5, 2016, http://data.bls.gov/pdq/querytool.jsp?survey=ln.

Third, slow growth does not necessarily make for weak labor demand in affluent modern economies (see figure 7.3). Despite a much weaker growth rate, Japan had much stronger labor force participation numbers than the United States even in the “lost decades” of the 1990s, when the U.S. economy was growing robustly. And Japan’s more favorable LFPR trends cannot be written off as a “cultural” anomaly explained by unusually low LFPRs for Japanese women. On the contrary, Japanese female rates rose steadily and, in fact, now exceed U.S. rates for prime-age women.
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Notes: The Japanese labor force participation rate is referred to as the “activity rate.” Only annual data was available for females in Japan ages 25–54. Monthly “activity rate” data for males in Japan ages 25–54 were averaged to create an annual “activity rate.”

Sources: “Japanese and United States Labor Force Participation Rates,” LRAc25FEJPA156N, FRED, https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/LRAC25FEJPA156N;

“Activity Rate: Aged 25–54 Males From Japan,” LRA 25MAJPM156S; “Activity Rate: Aged 25–54 Females in Japan,” LRAC25FEJPA156N; “Activity Rate: Aged 25–54 Males in The United States,” LRAC25MAUSM156N; “Activity Rate: Aged 25–54 Females in The United States,” LRAC25FEUSM156N.

Fourth, not all less-educated prime-age men in America were subject to the negative labor market demand-side effect. A comparison of LFPRs for native-born and foreign-born lower-skilled men of prime working age makes this clear (see figure 7.4). By 2015, the gap between LFPRs for such native and immigrant men without high school degrees was over twenty-four percentage points. Between 1994 and 2015, LFPRs for these native-born prime-age men plunged by nine percentage points. For less-educated immigrants, LFPRs actually rose by over more than three points, to 92.5 percent over the same period of time. If a broad “demand-side” effect is really the dominant reason for the decline in LFPRs for this group, someone needs to explain why important subgroups of the cohort were not subject to it.

A fifth point is this: if demand-side effects were a truly significant determinant of changes in labor force participation patterns, one might expect that regional differentials would tend to diminish following such “shocks” as labor markets sought equilibrium. But nothing like this has occurred over the past several decades (see figure 7.5). Extreme variation characterized state-level prime-age male NILF levels in 2014, ranging from over 20 percent in West Virginia to 6 percent in Iowa. Moreover, some states with the highest inactivity levels were next to states with the lowest levels: West Virginia (20.3 percent) borders Maryland (8.7 percent), Maine (14.3 percent) borders New Hampshire (8.8 percent), New Mexico (17.4 percent) touches Utah (7.1 percent), and so on. Moreover, these variations have increased over time. Growing long-term regional differences might be explained by institutional effects, as we shall soon see, or even supply-side effects. But this feature of contemporary U.S. labor markets is not easily explained in terms of demand-side effects.
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Changes in demand for labor in general and less-skilled labor in particular have certainly played some role in the ominous work trends for U.S. men documented in this study. This is not a small matter of dispute. Specifically, the parallel trends in work-rate decline for prime-age U.S. men and women since roughly 2000 suggest that our relatively weak economic performance since then has reduced employment opportunities in contemporary America. But are such “demand” factors so distinctive and powerful to explain America’s uniquely poor labor force participation trends for prime-age men since the 1960s? It would seem difficult to explain why this should be the case.

Of course, we should all welcome further research on the demand-driven aspect of the male work problem. But I would also suggest that supply-side factors (diminished incentive to work) and institutional factors (legal or other barriers to work) deserve closer examination than they have received in explaining the postwar collapse in male employment rates and the great male flight from work. I focus on these other two factors in the final two chapters.


CHAPTER 8

Dependence, Disability, and Living Standards for Un-Working Men
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HOW DO America’s un-working men support themselves? We can begin by looking at the Census Bureau’s figures on household income for prime-age men by employment status (see figure 8.1). In 2014 (the most recent year available for such data), the CPS ASEC survey reported that the median earned income for prime-age men out of the labor force and not looking for work was zero. In other words, fully half of all NILFs reported no wage income at all. The average earned income for this group was barely $4,500. The median income for unemployed men came to $10,000, and their average income was about $22,000. The median income for men who had a job was $44,000 and their mean income was almost $57,000. When comparing average earnings for 2014 and 1965, adjusting for inflation, working men average considerably more income than two generations ago. Even currently unemployed men earn more. The earned income for NILFs, however, is lower now than two generations earlier.

While un-working prime-age men nowadays report practically no earned income of their own, they are not entirely without means. The prime-age male NILF household reported a median income of just under $25,000 and a mean income of more than $41,000. These totals were, of course, lower than for homes with working and unemployed prime-age men in them. Interestingly, however, the amount of additional household income available in homes with working, unemployed, and un-working men did not differ appreciably in 2014. In terms of mean income, the additional annual household resources beyond the prime-age male earned income were almost the same for un-working and working men ($37,000 vs. $38,000). The additional resources were actually greater in the NILF home than a home with an unemployed man ($37,000 vs. $32,000).
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In sum, households with un-working prime-age men were poorer than homes with employed men, or, for that matter, unemployed men who were looking for work, and the differences in overall household income levels were almost entirely explained by the lack of earnings on the part of un-working men.

Sources of such additional household income differed substantially and in accordance with the employment status of a family’s prime-age man. For men with jobs, the average spousal contribution was about $20,000—around twice as much as for unemployed men (about $11,000) and NILFs (under $10,000). A much higher fraction of working men had wives, two out of three, versus un-working men, two out of five. Wives contributed more in absolute terms to the household budget in homes with working men than in homes with un-working men, as well as a larger relative share of the remaining family income not accounted for by the man’s earnings.

In addition to being supported by their spouses and other household members, the living expenses of un-working men today are subsidized by Uncle Sam. According to ASEC, the average amount of government benefits received by working prime-age men was just over $500 in 2014. For un-working prime-age men, the average was about $5,700, over ten times as much. Un-working prime-age men reportedly drew about two and a half times as much in the way of government support as their unemployed counterparts.

These ASEC numbers for government payments to un-working men, however, are underestimates—likely substantial ones. ASEC is notorious for understating the prevalence and amounts of transfer payments to recipients. It relies upon survey responses in its calculations for household income sources, and government benefits—especially means-tested “antipoverty” benefits—tend to be underreported. Even after Census Bureau statisticians’ adjustments to compensate for such underreporting, ASEC figures for social benefits from many programs are far lower than the true sums administrative records report being allocated to recipients. A 2015 study on New York City, for example, found that the CPS headcount of beneficiaries missed “over one-third of housing assistance recipients, 40 percent of food stamp recipients and 60 percent of TANF and General Assistance recipients.”1 It also found that the dollar amounts of welfare transfers were dramatically underreported.2

A better source for information may be the already-mentioned SIPP, or the Survey for Income and Program Participation. As its name indicates, SIPP was designed specifically to measure “program participation.” While there is evidence that it, too, underreports, researchers generally believe it comes closer to the mark than the CPS in estimating the true number of program enrollees and actual payments.

Table 8.1 presents results from an analysis of SIPP microdata conducted by a research team supervised by Brigham Young University professor Joe Price. It shows patterns of reported government benefit payments for households with prime-age men in 2013, differentiated by employment status. It also offers corresponding figures from 1985 to give some sense of trends over time.
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As can be seen, dependence upon “means-tested” benefits had become widespread by 2013. As of 2013, 27 percent of all prime-age men lived in homes receiving poverty-related benefits. The figure for 1985 was 11 percent. A full 23 percent of working prime-age men lived in homes that received means-tested benefits in 2013. But 63 percent of homes with un-working men reportedly received such assistance, 41 percent lived on food stamps (the Supplemental Nutritional Assistance Program), and 53 percent reported being on Medicaid. (Un-working men, incidentally, were routinely more dependent on such public assistance than those who were out of work but looking for a job.) In addition, such welfare dependence for NILFs seems to have shot up by nearly twenty percentage points since 1985. The increase in NILF homes obtaining one or more means-tested benefits was much greater than homes with prime-age men who were unemployed but looking for work, never mind homes with working men in them—the only exceptions were for targeted benefit programs for children, such as WIC, insofar as un-working men were more likely to live in childless homes.

Means-tested benefits, of course, are not the only variety of government assistance that un-working men rely upon. Disability benefits—temporary or permanent pensions for those officially declared incapable of working to support themselves—are a major source of income for prime-age men who neither have a job nor are looking for one. By all indications, disability payments are an increasingly important source of support for such men.

Unfortunately, considerable uncertainty and even confusion exists about the true extent of NILF dependence upon U.S. disability programs. No central authority keeps track of America’s many separate disability programs. The main program is Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI). It dispensed more than $11 billion a month to over ten million beneficiaries as of late 2014.3 There is also the Supplemental Security Insurance (SSI) program, which provided an additional $4.4 billion a month in late 2014 to some eight million claimants.4 The Veterans Administration disability compensation program paid out another $4.5 billion a month to 3.5 million beneficiaries as of 2013.5 On top of these and other less-familiar or well-tracked disability programs, there are also workers’ compensation benefits at the state level.6 The United States is currently spending hundreds of billions of dollars a year on disability payments and the bureaucracies that administer them. Yet we do not know exactly how much money is being devoted to such claims or how many people in America are receiving payouts from one or more of these programs.

Suffice it to say that researchers will seriously underestimate the scope and scale of disability payments in America today if they focus on SSDI alone. This, however, is exactly what the president’s CEA seems to have done in its recent report on declining LFPRs for prime-age men in America:

SSDI receipt rates have been rising among prime-age men for the last 50 years. Today, 3.3 percent of prime-age men receive SSDI payments. A number of research papers find that increases in the number of people receiving SSDI led to lower labor force participation among the general population . . . and to lower earnings . . . However, from 1967 until 2014, the percentage of prime-age men receiving disability insurance rose from 1 percent to 3 percent, not nearly enough to explain the 7.5-percentage-point decline in the labor force participation rate over that period . . . So while SSDI receipt’s impact on prime-age male labor force participation is negative, under reasonable assumptions it is small and cannot explain more than a portion of the overall decline in participation.7

The CEA’s conclusion hinges on the assumption that SSDI is the only source of disability support available to un-workers today. But a more comprehensive assessment would recognize that un-workers can access disability funds from a multiplicity of programs that currently exist and that disability payments, like other of income sources, are fungible, meaning men can live on disability checks sent to others in their household.

Table 8.2 presents 2013 and 1985 SIPP data on disability program income for prime-age men, according to employment status. Over these three decades, the share of prime-age men reporting disability payments rose from 4.2 percent to 6.3 percent. Only about 2 percent of working men claimed such benefits in both years. For unemployed prime-age men, the share was about 4 percent in 2013, a very slight decline over the intervening generation. But an explosion of disability recipiency was registered for NILFs. This group accounted for most of the nationwide increase in prime-age disability payments. By 2013, 57 percent of prime-age un-working men lived in homes reporting disability benefits, nearly twenty percentage points higher than it had been in 1985 and twice as high as the CEA assessment of the NILF problem indicated. If we look at NILF households rather than simply at the un-working men in them, we see that the incidence of disability benefit recipiency is even higher: nearly two-thirds (66 percent) of those homes reported taking in money from at least one government disability program in 2013. Roughly a quarter of the prime-age NILF men with disability benefits reported receiving such benefits from two or more programs. A small group reported benefits from three or more programs. By 2013, nearly one in six (15 percent) of NILF homes were reportedly taking home benefits from two or more such programs. And, as previously noted, SIPP members are somewhat likely to understate the true extent of dependence upon government social benefits.

[image: Image]

Table 8.2 is only a first step toward determining the actual role that disability programs—and the means-tested benefit programs that disability eligibility facilitates—play in financing the living standards of the ever-growing cadre of prime-age men who have retreated out of the workforce. We could gain a better look through the use of “linked administrative data,” the strategy pursued in the aforementioned study of welfare benefit recipiency in New York City. This work is beyond the scope of just this study, however. I am hopeful that researchers in the U.S. government, the academy, and policy think tanks will soon take up this challenge. For now, however, it is only possible to simply observe that the role of disability programs in supporting NILF households is clearly much greater than many leading economists and policy experts believe.

I have already pointed out the counterintuitive increase over time in state-level disparities in prime-age male LFPRs in chapter 7. Growing disability and welfare dependence on the part of the NILF population may help to explain this paradox. As the Ethics and Public Policy Center’s Henry Olsen has argued, existing social welfare programs have the perverse and unintended effect of binding recipients to the locality in which they draw benefits—whether there are more promising economic opportunities elsewhere or not.Growing disability and welfare dependence may thereby be contributing to the malfunction of the national labor market in matching the un-working with work.

If social welfare and disability programs in effect tether recipients to the localities and states where benefits are dispensed, we might expect state-level disparities in prime-age male LFPRs to track relatively weakly with state-level differences in public program benefit levels—but also to see meaningful correlations between work patterns and social welfare benefit packages at the state level for immigrants to America, since the move from overseas to the United States in effect provides a “natural experiment” through which to observe the impact of the U.S. welfare state on work incentives. Sure enough, there is no meaningful correlation between implicit state-level benefit packages (as calculated by Michael Tanner and Charles Hughes of the Cato Institute) and prime-age male state-level LFPRs: but at the same time, we can detect a meaningful correspondence between levels of welfare/disability benefits on the one hand and immigrants’ welfare dependence and labor force behavior on the other.8 Consider the test case of prime-age male Latino immigrants in Texas and California. California has a generous and expansive set of state-level social guarantees; Texas does not. California makes it easy for immigrants to obtain social welfare benefits; Texas does not. By Tanner’s calculations, the implicit welfare benefit package for a family of four could be equivalent to up to a $17-an-hour wage in California for 2013—as opposed to $6-an-hour wage in Texas (a level then below the national minimum wage). Sure enough: as figure 8.2 demonstrates, in 2014 prime-age male LFPRs for Hispanic immigrants were lower in California than in Texas, as were work rates—this, for one of America’s hardest working demographic groups. Utilization of means-tested welfare benefits was also evidently much higher for immigrant Latinos in California than for those in Texas, according to the CPS data. The negative supply-side effects on work exerted by our welfare/disability state are evidently operative—but the complex nature of that system’s variegated and byzantine rules makes this more difficult to discern than might reasonably be expected, at least at first glance.9

We have examined income and its sources for the prime-age un-working man, but still need to get a sense of his living standard. Income levels are a highly unreliable predictor of consumption levels for the poor and near poor, as I have demonstrated elsewhere.10 To assess consumption levels, it’s better to look at expenditure patterns, which we can attempt to divine from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Consumer Expenditure Survey (CEX), annually conducted since the early 1980s. For some reason, CEX bundles unemployment and NILF men together in the same category. As we have seen, NILF prime-age men outnumber unemployed men by roughly three to one. These days, the “nonworking” men in this category overwhelmingly comprise NILFs.
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Notes: “nativity” is a variable defined by citizenship status—native born (born in the United States or born to native parents abroad) or foreign born (born abroad to foreign parents or currently not a citizen). Sample size—without population weights: California (71), Texas (25); with population weights: California (129,312), Texas (51,857).

Source: “Current Population Survey, Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) 2015,” U.S. Census Bureau, retrieved July 28, 2016.

According to the CEX, average 2014 income for prime-age male homes with a working man was three times higher than those with an unemployed/NILF man: $90,000 vs. $29,000 (see table 8.3). Homes with prime-age male workers contributed about $13,000 in personal taxes to the government; homes with nonworkers only contributed about $1,000. As for expenditures, unemployed/NILF homes in 2014 had about $31,000 in reported spending powers, and homes with a working man had about $62,000, twice as much. Unemployed/NILF homes also reported more expenditures than after-tax income, suggesting no savings or wealth building.

Yet, while homes with nonworking prime-age males generally had a lower living standard than homes with prime-age men with paying jobs, these households were by no means at the bottom of either the U.S. income or consumption spectrums. In 2014, the average income for a prime-age male home with a nonworking man (unemployed or not in labor force) would have placed it in the fourth income decile. Its spending power also would have placed it in the fourth decile of the U.S. consumption stratum.11 Ironically, that’s roughly where the notional “working class” was situated in days of yore.
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Although a considerable fraction of NILF households may fall below the federal poverty threshold, the important fact here may be that roughly two-thirds of households were not below the official poverty line. Further, the CEX data suggests that “consumption poverty”—as opposed to officially measured “income poverty”—affected a distinctly smaller share of households containing prime-age men who were not at work. In table 8.3, expenditures for prime-age male unemployed/NILF homes in 2014 averaged roughly twice the official poverty line for households with that number of members.12 Recall that the nonworking men in table 8.3 also received nonmonetized benefits from the government that were not included in the spending reckoning, subsidies that made their living standard higher in relation to the national average. No less important, the living standard of nonworking households appears to have risen in recent years. If we control for price changes and household size, per capita spending power was about 14 percent higher for prime-age male nonworking homes in 2014 than in 1996.13

Households with nonworking prime-age men are hardly rich, but they are by no means as poor as some might assume. In 2014, their average reported household expenditures were about two-fifths lower than the average for the country as a whole—but they were also about a third higher than the average for the bottom income quintile.14 In 2014, over 60 percent of households in the bottom quintile of the CEX were female headed (typically, single-mother homes). All in all, nonworking men—and by extension, the great majority of nonworking men who were not looking for work—appear to be better off than tens of millions of other Americans today, including the millions of single mothers who are either working or seeking work.

How do prime-age NILFs support themselves? The short answer is, apparently they don’t. Relatives and friends and the U.S. government float these long-term nonparticipants in the workforce, most of whom, as seen in chapter 6, are doing little to improve themselves or their chances for employment. And many un-working men have a surprisingly high living standard, given their apparent lack of earned income. (Note that we have no information on the fraction of these NILFs who are in reality working at least part-time off the books or under the table. This is a gap that should, at the very least, not go unmentioned here.)

Whatever else the tables and figures in this chapter may indicate, they have underscored an almost revolutionary change in male attitudes toward work and dependence in postwar America. It is impossible to imagine any earlier generation in which such a huge swath of prime-age men would voluntarily absent themselves from the workforce, living instead on the largesse of women they knew and taxpayers they did not. It is impossible to imagine any earlier generation of younger American men reconciling themselves in such tremendous numbers to a daily routine of idleness, financed substantially by some government programs that certified them as incapable of working. And it is likewise impossible to imagine that any earlier generation of working and taxpaying Americans would find acceptable our nation’s current arrangements for supporting men who are neither working nor looking for work.


CHAPTER 9

Criminality and the Decline of Work for American Men
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AMERICA’S GREAT male flight from work began in earnest around 1965 and has continued virtually without pause since then. The timing of this fateful shift in work patterns may be significant. The year marked a watershed moment in American social history. It was then President Johnson rolled out his “Great Society” programs, giving birth to the modern welfare state as we know it today. The Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 initiated a huge new wave of immigration into the United States, substantially increasing legal and illegal immigration, boosting the country’s population, and altering its ethnic composition over the past half century.

But 1965 was also an important social milestone for another reason: it was roughly then that a national crime wave began to sweep over the United States. The reaction to the explosion of criminality crystallized in a national consensus that America should suppress crime by arresting, convicting, and incarcerating felons. For more than a generation, U.S. incarceration rates have been unique among advanced democracies. Released felons and ex-prisoners form a far larger fraction of the working-age male population than any other population group. These men with criminal records are disproportionately people of color and/or those with low educational attainment. Amazingly, however, the U.S. government does not today bother to collect information on their employment patterns.

As we shall see, a single variable—having a criminal record—is a key missing piece in explaining why work rates and LFPRs have collapsed much more dramatically in America than other affluent Western societies over the past two generations. This single variable also helps explain why the collapse has been so much greater for American men than women and why it has been so much more dramatic for African American men and men with low educational attainment than for other prime-age men in the United States.

Some background here. Although crime statistics in America were arguably primitive half a century ago, such data as were available suggested crime levels had been more or less stable over the postwar era. Public perception also essentially tracked with those crime statistics. Starting in the mid-1960s, though, crime skyrocketed, and popular perceptions about crime followed. Public safety was generally believed to be worsening, perhaps dramatically. In the 1970s, Americans responded by enacting and enforcing more stringent measures against crime at the federal, state, and local levels. Vastly more convicts were sent to prison, and even more felons were processed through the criminal system via probation and “community supervision.”

After two decades, reported U.S. crime rates for all major types of crime finally declined (see figure 9.1). Crime rates in America today are thought to be more or less back to levels of the early 1960s. Incarceration rates, on the other hand, are roughly five times as high today as they were in the late 1960s.

The correspondence between crime and punishment is not our concern here. Rather, it is the impact of the upsurge in arrests, felony convictions, and incarcerations on the labor market. To understand the impact of this enormous social change on male work patterns in modern America, one must first attempt to estimate the number of men caught up in our criminal justice system over the past several decades, as well as the demographic and social characteristics of these men. Then one must attempt to assess the impact on postwar America’s changing employment trends for men according to age, social characteristics, and criminal history.

As a direct consequence of crime and punishment trends since the 1960s, American society now contains a truly vast, if generally invisible, army of noninstitutionalized felons and ex-prisoners. These are overwhelmingly adult men convicted of serious criminal offenses who have been punished with prison time or probation, but who are now part of our general population.

Most well-informed readers know that the number of U.S. convicts behind bars has soared in America in recent decades and that the United States currently has a higher share of its populace in jail or prison than almost any other country. But only a tiny fraction of all Americans ever convicted of a felony are actually incarcerated at this moment. Maybe 90 percent of all sentenced felons today are out of confinement and living more or less among us.

How can this be? It comes down to the basic arithmetic of sentencing and incarceration.

First, very few convicted felons are sent away for life. According to the Justice Department’s Bureau of Justice Statistics, average time served in state penitentiaries for an imprisoned first offender in recent years is just over two years.1 More than six hundred thousand convicts are released from prison every year,2 and many do not return. In addition, many convicted felons are never confined in the first place. They instead undergo “community supervision,” such as probation. In 2006 (the most recent year for which the Bureau of Justice Statistics publishes such figures), nearly a third of the 1.1 million felons convicted in state courts were sentenced neither to prison nor jail, but instead placed directly under some form of extramural supervision.3 Thus, correctional release and sentenced community supervision guarantee a steady annual “flow” of convicted felons joining the considerable “stock” of felons and ex-felons already on the street. Amazingly, there seem to be no official estimates for either America’s ex-prisoner population or its unimprisoned felon and ex-felon population. Some researchers, however, have attempted to approximate the dimensions of this invisible population, and their findings are staggering. For 2004, one demographic reconstruction put the population of America’s current felons and ex-felons at more than 16 million.4 A subsequent, still unpublished study estimated that the cohort of current and former felons in America had reached nearly 20 million by the year 2010—four times larger, the researchers estimated, than 30 years earlier. They also estimated that slightly over 5 million of these at-large felons were released former convicts (see figure 9.2).
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These two studies approximated the civilian noninstitutional ex-prisoner and felon population by sex. Unsurprisingly, the overwhelming majority of this population were men. An estimated 4.7 million adult men were at-large ex-prisoners as of 2010. The estimate of adult men who had been convicted of any felony came to over 14 million of the nearly 20 million current and former felons in 2010 who were adult men no longer behind bars. Their estimates indicate that approximately 12 percent of all civilian noninstitutional adult males in 2010 had a felony conviction in their background. Since the incarceration explosion is a relatively recent phenomenon, this also means that the proportion of prime-age men with a felony conviction was appreciably higher than 12 percent and the proportion for African American men higher still.
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If America’s felon population continued to grow at the same pace as the 2004–10 period, we would expect that total to surpass 23 million persons by the end of 2016 at the latest. America’s population of noninstitutionalized adults with a felony conviction somewhere in their past will almost certainly exceed 20 million by the end of 2016—and the current total for men within this group could now exceed 17 million, or 13 percent of all male adults in America. Needless to say, this means the proportion of prime-age men with felony convictions in the general population has been rising, too.

These estimates reveal some relationship between the adult felon population and prime-age male LFPRs at the state level in the census years 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 (see figure 9.3). Data and methodological issues attend this comparison, but there does seem to be a fairly modest correlation between state-level felon population and state-level prime-age male LFPRs (r-square of 0.24). Yet such high altitude comparisons cannot substitute for actual examination of individuals and their characteristics.5

Now, let us consider estimates of the likelihood of criminal justice system history—arrest, felony conviction, incarceration—for adult men by demographic and social characteristics over the postwar decades. Sadly, the most recent study by U.S. government researchers on the lifetime likelihood of incarceration was published in 2003 and ends at the year 2001.6 The circumstances of this ex-prisoner and at-large felon population are, it seems, a matter of almost complete indifference to the rest of us. These people only show up in our national statistics if and when they again run afoul of the criminal justice system.7
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Some scholars have attempted to reconstruct those trends themselves. One study by Harvard’s Bruce Western and Becky Pettit of the University of Texas estimated the risk of incarceration up to age thirty-five for young men of different ethnicities and educational levels (see figure 9.4). They concluded that the risk of incarceration varied wildly according to ethnicity and education. For non-Hispanic white men with twelve years of education, for example, the odds of incarceration by age thirty-five were about 5 percent for those born between 1957 and 1964. On the other hand, the odds were about 18 percent for non-Hispanic whites with less than a high school education. For a non-Hispanic black man with a high school education, the odds were over 25 percent. The odds were 58 percent for a black high school dropout. For Latinos with less than twelve years of education, the odds were about 23 percent: higher than for similar whites, but much lower than for similar blacks.

Western and Pettit also calculated that the risk of imprisonment for men ages thirty to thirty-four rose sharply between 1979 and 2009, going up for every subgroup, irrespective of ethnicity or education. But in absolute terms, the risks went up much more for non-Hispanic blacks than for non-Hispanic whites or Latinos and much more for men with less than a high school education than for any others. Between 1979 and 2009, they found that the risk of imprisonment rose from 1.4 percent to 5.4 percent for all white men in their early thirties and from 3.8 percent to 28 percent for those without a high school diploma or GED. For all black men, the corresponding numbers were 10.4 percent and 26.8 percent—and for those without a high school degree, 14.7 percent and 68 percent (see table 9.1).
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Now I turn to male employment patterns by criminal justice history. Because the U.S. government publishes no data on this topic, contemporary economists have almost entirely avoided it as a research issue.8 Thus, what I present in figures 9.5 and 9.6 is a peek at the relationship between employment and criminal history for prime-age men in modern America as afforded by the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY; see figs. 9.5 and 9.6).9
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The NLSY is (to my knowledge) one of only two large-scale surveys in America today that asks respondents about their antisocial behavior and criminal justice system history, along with the more conventional battery of social and economic questions.10 A team led by Professor Joe Price of Brigham Young University prepared these figures at my request for this study.

Data from the NLSY on employment history are not easily harmonized with the Bureau of Labor Statistics own taxonomy for employment status (working/unemployed/out of workforce). For one thing, respondents do not always report their entire work history for the year in question or whether they were looking for work when they did not have a job. In figures 9.5 and 9.6, I categorize as “NILF” those men who reported having no work for all weeks reported, irrespective of whether they were seeking work. I categorize as “unemployed” those men who reported spending less than 40 percent of the year employed. Those who reported spending more than 40 percent of the year at work are categorized as being employed. Therefore, these data are not directly comparable with corresponding Bureau of Labor Statistics data on work rates or inactivity rates by age, ethnicity, and education. Even so, the patterns they reveal are highly informative.
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NLSY data permit analysis of employment patterns by age, ethnicity, education, and criminal justice system history in the years 1992 (for NLSY79 men between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four), 2012 (for NLSY men between the ages of forty-five and fifty-four), and 2013 (for NLSY97 men between the ages of thirty and thirty-four). For every year under consideration, for every prime-age male group, for every ethnicity, and for every educational background, there is a robust and unmistakable labor market hierarchy with respect to criminal history.

Men with at least one spell in prison always have the lowest employment rates and the highest rates of absence from the workforce. Next come men who have at least one arrest in their past. The highest work rates and the lowest levels of absence from the labor market are those who have no incarceration history or no history of either arrest or incarceration (usually the group with the very highest labor market involvement). While NLSY does not have information on felony convictions per se from NLSY (i.e., for persons sentenced for a serious crime but including those who did not serve time in prison) we would expect work rates for the overall felon population to fall between those of ex-prisoners and those of men who had been arrested at least once but never went to prison.

In 2012–13, using my own employment status categories, a man thirty–to–thirty-four years of age who was arrested at least once was twice as likely to be out of the labor force as one never arrested or incarcerated (13.4 percent vs. 6.4 percent). A man who had been to prison was three times as likely to be out of the workforce (19.7 percent vs. 6.4 percent). Men forty-five–to–fifty-four with at least one arrest were twice as likely as those who had no arrests or incarcerations to be out of the workforce (27.1 percent vs. 12.8 percent), and those with a prison history were three times as likely (39.1 percent vs. 12.8 percent).

In 2012–13, the odds of being out of the labor force were three times higher for those who spent time in prison than those never arrested or imprisoned among men thirty to thirty-four for blacks and whites alike. Among those forty-five–to–fifty-four, the odds of being out of the workforce were over 40 percent for black men, two times the odds for their counterparts with no criminal justice history. The odds were 35 percent for white males—more than four times the odds for their white counterparts with no history in the criminal justice system.

Also noteworthy is the impact of educational attainment. While absence from the workforce of course was more likely for men with lower levels of education, workforce presence varied tremendously within each educational grouping according to criminal history. Among those forty-five–to–fifty-four, for example, a high school graduate with no criminal history had about a one in seven chance of being out of the workforce; the odds for one with a history of prison time were about one in three. For men thirty to thirty-four, a man with no high school degree but also no incarceration was less likely to be out of the workforce than his counterparts with high school degrees—or even some college—and at least one arrest.

Perhaps most critically, the workforce absence rates for less-educated young men varied dramatically by criminal history. Among less-educated young men who had already been to prison, nearly one in four were out of the labor force. For those with at least one arrest, over one in six were out of the labor force. For those with no arrest or prison record, fewer than one in twenty were out of the labor force. And these 2013 results were not a “one off.” Two decades earlier, the original cohort of NLSY men, then ages twenty-five to thirty-four, offered similar findings.

Without recounting the results for work-rate patterns for prime-age men, we can simply note that these too are strongly influenced by criminal history, irrespective of year, age, ethnicity, or education.

The preliminary and exploratory findings in figures 9.5 and 9.6, which are of limited comparability with official U.S. employment data, nevertheless make a telling point: criminal justice history looks to be a key variable in the collapse of work and the flight from work for U.S. men over the postwar era. To date, however, this has been what statisticians call an “omitted variable”—an unrecognized factor with a powerful independent influence whose omission biases any assessment of other examined factors—in most analyses of the American male work problem. Lacking easy access to such data, most analyses have focused on things that are easier to observe statistically—somewhat like the proverbial drunk searching for his car keys under the streetlight, regardless of whether those keys are actually lying under the light or not.

Putting criminal history into the picture helps answer a number of otherwise puzzling questions. It helps explain why U.S. prime-age male LFPR trends look so dismal in relation to other affluent OECD countries. No other OECD country has anything like our share of working-age men with prison or conviction records. It also helps to explain the extraordinary slide in work rates and LFPRs among the less-educated prime-age men group, in which arrests, felony convictions, and prison sentences have been most heavily concentrated. And it helps to explain the remarkable gap in LFPRs between low-skilled prime-age immigrant men and low-skilled native-born men (who are far more likely to have criminal records in America).

Much further work will be needed to come up with reasonable quantitative estimates of the impact of criminal history in depressing work rates and LFPRs. By the same token, the paths or mechanisms by which criminal history affects labor market performance need to be examined much more carefully and understood much better than they are today.11 We do not know what fraction of our growing corps of un-working prime-age men have a criminal record—or what fraction of those who have a criminal record are getting by, after a fashion, by claiming means-tested benefits or disability stipends themselves or drawing upon such benefits awarded to others. We should want to know just such things, and more, about the collision between the flight from work, criminality, and dependence.

It’s important, however, not to overemphasize the role of criminality in the decline of male work over the postwar period. It is just one factor, an important and typically overlooked factor, but still just one factor. We should also remember that the great male flight from work had already been under way for more than a decade and a half before the U.S. male population of ex-prisoners and at-large felons began to soar in the early 1980s and that, curiously enough, the explosive growth of that “criminal class” after 1980 seemingly did little or nothing to speed the pace of decline for prime-age male LFPRs over the following three-plus decades.

At the end of the day, I believe that appreciating that our growing new class of men without work looks to be disproportionately composed of people with a tangled history of criminal justice system encounters will put us on a better path to dealing with their work problems, which also happen to be ours.


CHAPTER 10

What Is to Be Done?
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THE DEATH of work for a large and ever-growing contingent of America’s manhood is a peculiar and historically unprecedented problem. It’s so very foreign to our previous way of life that we have yet to put a name to it. Yet this mass voluntary flight from work by men—this hitherto nameless problem—lies at the center of so much of America’s new dysfunction and despair. It could hardly be otherwise. A Depression-scale collapse in employment for men, which is what we are witnessing today, could hardly help but have far-reaching and highly destructive reverberations, regardless of why these workless men no longer hold down jobs.

Imagine how different our country would be if another 9 to 10 million American men—most of them of prime working age—held down paying jobs today. That is the difference between the male work rates America enjoyed in 1965 and those now. (And yes, of course, it would also be beneficial to make up the “jobs deficit” that women have suffered since the beginning of the twenty-first century, though it is on a very different scale.) The collapse of work for the U.S. male, effected by a huge flight from work by grown men, is the elephant in our public square. It is a problem so urgent, so immense that it should demand immediate attention and action, though it is one we have somehow collectively managed more or less to ignore (a few honorable exceptions noted). I hope this study can help bring our “men without work” problem into focus so that Americans across the political spectrum can fathom the seriousness of this situation and begin to think about the ways that we, as a country, can address it.

 Reasonable and well-informed people will disagree about the factors responsible for the great male flight from work in postwar America. They will also argue over the relative importance of some causes in relation to others. I believe, however, that there will be little disagreement in any quarter about the consequences of this strange new problem for our nation.

Economically, declining LFPRs and falling work rates have made for slower economic growth, widening gaps in income and wealth, greater budgetary pressures, and higher deficits and national debt. They have likewise increased the risk of poverty in the United States, not least for the children whose fathers are found in our huge army of men without work.

Socially, the male retreat from the labor force has further exacerbated family breakdown, promoted welfare dependence, recast “disability” into a viable alternative lifestyle, and routinized the support of men of prime working age by women. In addition, it has directly undermined prospects for social mobility. Americans may be the hardest working people of any affluent society in the world today, yet no other developed nation simultaneously floats such a large proportion of its prime-age men entirely outside the labor force—neither working, nor looking for work, nor doing much of anything else. Whatever the reasons or the motivations, they are essentially living off the rest of us. Social cohesion is a direct casualty of this development, and social trust could scarcely help but be degraded by it as well.

Politically, this death of work seems largely to have meant the death of civic engagement, community participation, and voluntary association for un-working men, too. Thus, we witness a still-growing phenomenon of American men in the prime of life who are not only disengaged from civil society, but also who require that same civil society’s indefinite largesse to pay their way through life. This state of affairs may not quite be the “custodial democracy” my colleague Charles Murray warned of a generation ago, but it is uncomfortably close to it nonetheless.1

The death of work has ushered in additional costs at the personal and social levels that may be difficult to quantify but are easy to describe. These include the corrosive effects of prolonged idleness on personality and behavior, the loss of self-esteem and the respect of others that may attend a man’s voluntary loss of economic independence, and the loss of meaning and fulfillment that work demonstrably brings to so many (though admittedly not all) people. Thus, the great male flight from work may well have increased our nation’s burden of misery in an incalculable but nonetheless immediate manner. Should this come as a surprise? Hardly. The surprise would be if a social emasculation on this scale had increased the happiness of those concerned.

It is high time for American citizens and policymakers to recognize the American male’s postwar flight from work for what it is: a grave social ill. It is imperative for the future health of our nation that we make a determined and sustained commitment to bringing these detached men back—back into the workplace, back into their families, back into our civil society.

I do not propose here to offer a comprehensive program to accomplish this great goal. This is not a “how to” book. America’s “men without work” problem is immense and complex and has been gathering fully for two generations. Reversing it will surely require action on many different fronts—and certainly not just governmental action. It will also require suggestions and strategies from voices across the political spectrum; only a broad and inclusive approach will develop and sustain the consensus needed to turn this tide.

In the spirit of kicking off just such a discussion and debate, I can begin by suggesting we devote closer attention to three broad issues: (1) revitalizing American business and its job-generating capacities, (2) reducing the immense and perverse disincentives against male work embedded in our social welfare programs, and (3) coming to terms with the enormous challenge of bringing convicts and felons back into our economy and society.

Of the American economy’s current ailments, the declining dynamism of U.S. businesses is among the most worrisome. Economists Ian Hathaway and Robert E. Litan have traced a long-term decline in business formation in the United States.2 More U.S. businesses have closed than opened in each year since the 2008 crash. According to Hathaway and Litan, “Business deaths now exceed business births for the first time in the thirty-plus-year history of our data.”3 Furthermore, the decline in business creation is not limited to certain regions, but instead appears to be a nationwide trend. Not surprisingly, a loss of what Raven Molloy of the Federal Reserve and her colleagues term “labor market fluidity” has accompanied this decline in business dynamism.4 They demonstrate that this loss in labor market fluidity has taken place over the years covered by the Hathaway-Litan study. Many forces may be at play here. Suffice it say that entrepreneurship is crucial to job creation and that America’s growing regulatory burden is not the recipe for encouraging entrepreneurship. As the Hudson Institute’s Marie-Joseé Kravis has observed, “Almost three decades of slower churn in the flow of business formation and business deaths, of less-dynamic labor markets, and of flat income growth point urgently to the need for better policy.”5

As for social welfare policy, we have seen the insidious role that disability programs play in sustaining the no-work lifestyle for grown men. Disability insurance has an indispensable role to play for those who truly cannot support themselves and others due to impairment. But across the entire public policy research community, regardless of partisan preferences, there is widespread agreement that U.S. disability programs today are subject to widespread abuse and “gaming.” The disability rolls should not constitute a holding pen for men who cannot find work or do not want it. It is time for a thorough reform of these programs and a shift away from an approach that rewards helplessness to one that emphasizes personal responsibility. If a “work first” principle informed our social welfare policies, we would be emphasizing training and education, job placement, tax credits—performance-conditioned benefits—instead of pensioning men off into permanent retirement in the prime of their lives at taxpayer expense. Twenty years ago—after a national consensus on the moral hazard of publicly subsidizing unwed motherhood finally crystallized—the United States enacted a largely successful “welfare reform” that brought millions of single mothers off welfare and into the workforce.6 It should be possible to form a national consensus to attempt something similar for our millions of idle, un-working, state-supported men of working age. Surely, the moral hazard of providing for them is no lower than providing for jobless single mothers who, unlike most un-working men, were largely busy raising children.

Then there is the task of drawing men with a criminal record back into productive work life or introducing them to it for the first time. Sadly, we do not have a clue about how to do this. We basically have no idea what approaches to “reentry” work, or for whom. This remarkable national ignorance is due in part to a simple oversight: our statistical systems do not regularly collect social or economic information on ex-prisoners or felons in society at large (the “civilian noninstitutional population”). When that group numbered “only” a few million, as it evidently did in the early 1950s, this defect may have been understandable or excusable. But with perhaps 20 million ex-prisoners and convicted felons (the overwhelming majority of them men) now in our midst, there can be no excuse for this not-so-benign neglect. This must change, and quickly, so that we can begin to develop evidence-based approaches, public and private, to raising work rates for criminals who have paid their debts to society. A great deal of local experimentation will be in order here, and we face a steep learning curve. But the economic redemption of former prisoners and convicts is not only a pragmatic objective: it is an ennobling moral goal for a forgiving people.

While nearly all the details remain to be worked out, I can perhaps dispel one not-unreasonable worry in advance: the “menace to society” concern from bringing jobless former criminals back into the workforce. Public safety concerns are not only legitimate, but a paramount government priority. It’s worth remembering, however, that the huge increase in America’s ex-prisoner and at-large felon population over the past generation coincided with a dramatic drop in rates for both violent crime and property crime.7 At the very least, this conjunction suggests that most former criminals do not pose a continuing danger to society. It should further encourage Americans to think about how we can make the most of our ex-offenders’ untapped economic and social potential.

Again, these are only one person’s initial thoughts and suggestions. The United States needs a broad conversation on our “men without work” problem, a conversation of many voices and differing perspectives. The urgency of the moment is to bring this invisible crisis out of the shadows and into the public spotlight. This is the indispensable first step in confronting the crisis and eventually mitigating it. As long as we allow the crisis to remain invisible, we can expect it to continue and even to worsen.


PART 2
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Dissenting Points of View


CHAPTER 11

Creating the Beginning of an End
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Henry Olsen

WINSTON CHURCHILL once told the British people that he had nothing to offer them but “blood, sweat, toil, and tears.” The peril America faces from the growing epidemic of men without work pales in comparison to what the Nazi Luftwaffe posed to Britian, but I felt the same sense of dread and resolve after reading Nick Eberstadt’s chapters. He painstakingly shows that there is a serious problem afoot in our land, that it is unusual to our land, and that it poses monetary and spiritual problems for our land. Yet he offers naught but the resolve that it must be fixed without giving us much of a guide as to how it might be.

To fix a problem, we must know more than what it is; we must know how it came to be, so that we may attack the problem’s causes rather than its symptoms. Nick (full disclosure, a former colleague of mine at the American Enterprise Institute) does an excellent job defining what the problem is: men who can work, who choose not to work, and who spend their time doing little but entertaining themselves, usually in the purely private pursuits such as watching television. I think he falls short, however, of giving us a clear picture of how this came about. He overestimates the causative effect of government safety net programs in luring these men out of the workforce and underestimates the causative effect a changing labor market has had on the work and remuneration prospects for prime-age men, especially those without college degrees.

To see why I say this, let’s start with a basic understanding of the data Nick presents. He places great stock in the labor force participation rate (LFPR) as a measure of male engagement with the workplace. That is surely the right measure to use, for if you are neither employed nor seeking work, you are by definition disengaged with the world of work. But the LFPR is calculated in a negative fashion; it is the residual from the monthly survey of the Bureau of Labor Statistics to ascertain the unemployment rate. If you tell the survey taker that you are neither employed full- or part-time and you are not currently seeking work, the Labor Department deems you outside the labor force, regardless of how you might have answered that question were it posed directly. Thus this statistic tells us that a man is disconnected, but it tells us nothing about the mindset of the men who are disconnected.

The problem of the discouraged worker gets to the heart of this. The Bureau of Labor Statistics asks workers if they are discouraged at their failure to find work and, hence, are no longer seeking it. People who say they are discouraged are counted as out of the labor force, but it is clear that these people are of a different character than those physically unable to work or those who simply choose not to work. If, for example, a man released from prison in year one cannot find a job for months after his release, he might choose to drop out of the labor force as he feels his quest is hopeless. That person can be reached in a different manner and is dropping out for a different reason than the nineteen-year-old who has been receiving Supplemental Security Insurance disability payments since he was a child and would forgo a low but steady income if he were to engage with the world of work. Failure to parse the nonworking men into these different categories means that the reader is less equipped to take up the challenge Nick poses us in chapter 9 than if that reader was in possession of such information.

The data Nick presents gives tantalizing clues that the problem of male nonwork is in fact largely a problem of repeated failure to find reasonably remunerative work, rather than a problem of the lure of ready, steady cash from Uncle Sam. To see this more clearly, we need to parse the data he presents of prime-age men who are employed, which we find in figure 2.1.

This figure presents the employment-to-population ratio for men ages twenty-five–to–fifty-four between 1948 and 2016. The employment-to-population ratio is what it seems to be: the share of the total population group sampled that is employed, full or part-time, at the time of the survey. A quick perusal of the chart shows peaks and valleys, which correspond nicely with periods of recession (valleys) and recovery. The valleys never drop below 90 percent during the twenty-seven-year period from 1948 to 1975. The 1974–75 recession, caused in part by the shock generated by the Arab oil embargo in late 1973, was particularly deep. What is telling, however, is not that the valley was deep but that the peak that followed was lower than that observed in any other recovery prior. The employment peak, observed right before the next recession of 1979, showed about 91 percent of prime-age men were employed. This was roughly 4 percent lower than the peak observed throughout the period prior to the recession of 1970 and was lower than the peak which followed that short, shallow recession.

This suggests that the twin shocks of the early 1970s coincided with a permanent 4 percent reduction in prime-age male employment. While entitlements were expanding throughout this period, there is no clear demarcation related to a particular entitlement or welfare expansion that can explain this drop. What appears to have happened is that a large percentage of prime-age males were pushed out of the workforce in recessionary periods and never came back.

This same pattern of push and dropout persists throughout the subsequent thirty-five years. Each recession following the 1979 one shows a drop in the employment-to-population ratio, which we would expect, but each one is followed by a recovery with an employment peak lower than the one immediately preceding. Even the nearly twenty-year Reagan-Clinton expansionary period showed a peak prime-age male employment-to-population ratio of about 90 percent, or about 5 percent lower than the peak that pertained during the 1948–73 period.

This is a time of the deindustrialization of America. Manufacturing is closing down or streamlining, and the jobs that are being created are jobs for which less-well-educated, native-born males have no comparative advantage over females or, in many cases, less-well-educated immigrants. But the post-1999 period shows just how relevant these developments are.

The recession of the early 2000s was relatively mild in aggregate terms, but it was devastating to prime-age male employment. The employment-to-population ratio drops to around 87 percent but does not climb much during the mid-2000s recovery. The employment-to-population ratio peak during the Bush years is lower than any EPR valley in the prior fifty years, save for the depths of the 1981 recession, when unemployment rose above 10 percent. Then the 2008 crash came, and the prime-age male employment-to-population ratio plummeted more sharply than in any prior recession, even those in which national unemployment was roughly comparable to that of the 2008–10 period. Despite five years of recovery, the prime-age employment-to-population ratio is still below the lowest percentage ever recorded in any recession since 1948.

These figures are not consistent with an “entitlement pulls men out of working” hypothesis. They are consistent with an “economic changes push men out of working” hypothesis, with one small but important caveat. That caveat is that once men feel they cannot reenter the workforce, they need something to live on. Here is where entitlements play a crucial role. When jobs that pay enough to meet their skills, work history, and expectations are not present in their neighborhoods, the existence of safety-net programs provides a tempting alternative. Men on the economic margin, faced with a choice of working at an unpleasant job for a low and unsteady paycheck or not working and receiving disability for a low but steady paycheck, increasingly find the lure of the dole attractive.

A simple look at Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) applications and enrollments confirms this hypothesis. SSDI applications soared during the recession of the early 2000s, breaking 2 million applications per year during that period. The total number of applications never dropped appreciably even during the mid-decade recovery. Annual SSDI applications had never risen above 2 million prior to the early 2000s recession. It has never dropped below that number since.

This trend exacerbated during the Great Recession. Annual applications rose above 3 million per year immediately following the financial crash. As with last decade’s recession, the total number has dropped but remains above the prior annual high. Some, but only some, of this can be explained by the aging of the workforce. The sharp rise and slow decline in applications is more consistent with the theory that men on the margin jump to whatever lifeboat they can find when the economic ship they are sailing on sinks.

This theory also explains why nonemployment is lower among immigrant prime-age males. This group includes a large number who are not here legally and for whom applying for government benefits risks discovery and deportation. Add to this their lower economic expectations, having come from nations whose standard of living is light years behind ours, and their shorter period of residency during which they have not had the time to build up the capital costs of living (house, debt payments, etc.), which increase the earnings floor one must reach to avoid going backward. They are much more free to take the jobs that are available for them because they have fewer alternatives to fall back on, and have a lower standard of living to support with the new wage.

If this is what is going on for a significant number of prime-age males, then the potential solutions to prime-age male nonwork are both much harder and more administratively complex than if the problem is simply one of lazy men of low character mooching off the rest of us. This is not to say there are not other issues to deal with. The problem of incarcerated males returning to the community presents a different and challenging issue. The problem of males who receive Supplemental Security Insurance as children and remain eligible when they turn eighteen presents another, difficult problem.

Yet another issue is presented by the post–Cold War reduction in the size of the U.S. military. The military is primarily a bastion of employment for the lower-skilled male. In the early 1960s, before the Vietnam War buildup, over 2.7 million Americans were uniformed military personnel. Today, only about 1.5 million serve in the military.1 While many of these men are eighteen to twenty-four years of age, it’s clear that the military used to take a very large share of low-skilled men out of the civilian labor force, both giving these men skills and references that could help them obtain jobs when they reentered the workforce as well as reducing competition for jobs for those men who remained civilians. The existence of the draft between 1948 and 1972 was surely an important factor in keeping “civilian” prime-age male work rates so high during that period.

If the nature of the labor market has significantly changed since the golden age of prime-age male employment, then the task of increasing male engagement with the labor force is much tougher than if we are faced with a relatively simple question of slackers gaming a too generous system. As Nick notes, the solution to this problem will require skill, dedication, and ingenuity. Those qualities are more needed if the world that society wants men to reengage with is one that doesn’t really want them in the first place.

Nearly two years after the Battle of Britain began, after two years of toil and sweat had produced the British victory over Rommel’s Afrika Korps at El Alamein, Churchill told the British people that they now faced not the beginning of the end, but the end of the beginning. Three more long years of blood and tears would follow before the evil that was Hitler’s Germany perished in the flames of his own Gotterdammerung. Nick’s work does not represent the end of the beginning of the battle against male retreat from the adult world of work, but it does represent an important step forward. Let us all dedicate ourselves to completing and extending his work so that we have a full understanding of the etiology of nonwork. This would constitute our “end of the beginning” and allow us to focus on the crucial work of creating the beginning of the end.


CHAPTER 12

A Well-Known Problem
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Jared Bernstein

NICHOLAS EBERSTADT has written an important analysis of a serious problem ailing the U.S. economy. The increasing share of American men disconnected from our labor force costs us economic output and lowers the household incomes of these men. It can also be psychologically damaging, given the importance that work plays in our culture and individual self-esteem.

Nick’s analysis is also timely, coming as it does amid a presidential election in which an allegedly “angry working class” is rejecting establishment precepts, most notably globalization. Certainly, the lack of meaningful, gainful employment is thought to be part of this phenomenon.

MEN WITHOUT WORK IS A WELL-KNOWN PROBLEM

The problem of prime-age men without work is real, but it is not, as Nick argues, underappreciated. Labor economists have long worried about this trend, and the issue broke out of the halls of academia at least twice in the last thirty years. In the 1980s, ballooning trade deficits with lower-wage countries, the loss of U.S. manufacturing jobs, and exit of displaced American production workers from the labor force began to alarm industrial workers, their unions, and local communities. A decade ago, two New York Times reporters wrote on the missing-men problem.1 It is fascinating and depressing to return to that story, since it contains most elements of Nick’s analysis.

Moreover, as our current recovery has progressed and unemployment dropped, it has been widely recognized that labor force participation has significantly lagged. Economists and commentators from the CNBC crowd to the Federal Reserve have given it wide attention on the first Friday of each month (“jobs day”). As Nick himself notes, President Obama’s Council of Economic Advisers (CEA) recently published a highly regarded piece on the issue.

I mention all this not to nitpick—or Nick-pick—but to make this point: To believe the men without work problem is underappreciated is to risk missing numerous important other debates that the decline of men’s work has inspired—debates about automation, the role of immigration and globalization in displacing prime-age men, and the alarming trends in elevated death rates among white men with some of the same characteristics of the men not in the labor force (NILF) group.

PROBLEMS WITH THE DIAGNOSIS

Nick’s evidence of the trends is largely sound and certainly exhaustive. He exploits many more datasets than is typical in this type of analysis. The longitudinal data he taps are a welcome addition to work in this area.

However, I have a fundamental disagreement with his diagnosis. Nick (and he’s not alone here) insists that the declining trend in men’s work is extremely linear. In fact, the trend is far more cyclical than his straight-line analysis suggests. While there’s no question that trend lines through labor force participation rates (LFPRs) and especially employment rates for prime-age (25- to 54-year-old) men have a negative slope, there is critically important cyclical variation around that trend. That cyclical variation suggests the importance of demand-side explanations, and it is particularly pronounced for less-educated, prime-age men, the very group whom we worry most about in this debate.

Also, the fact that the baby boomers started aging out of the workforce in recent years has the potential to create unnecessary confusion in these data. In fact, most analyses, such as a recent influential paper by numerous Federal Reserve economists, argue that at least two-thirds of the recent decline in the LFPR is due to aging boomers retiring.The top line in Nick’s figure 2.1 excludes retirees while the bottom line does not. Compare the upticks at the ends of the two series. For the twenty-plus series, which includes elderlies, the uptick is shallow. For the other line, prime-age workers, it is steeper, suggesting more of a cyclical response.

Consider, too, the recent positive trend in prime-age male employment rates: The series has regained two-thirds of its recent loss! This trend stands in stark contrast to Nick’s “linear” argument. Figure 12.1 highlights a key point that is underemphasized in Nick’s essay: the cyclicality of prime-age EPOPs. The evidence of strong cyclicality, especially for the least-advantaged/skilled men, suggests less their flight from work and more work’s flight from them.

Acknowledging this cyclicality is important, but it doesn’t undermine Nick’s main point about the negative trend in men’s work or the urgency of the problem. It does highlight, however, my other main disagreement with Nick’s analysis: He believes that the “flight from work” is a more of a “supply-side” problem than is warranted. Though Nick agrees that weak labor demand is a causal factor, he discounts it compared to, say, the CEA’s recent analysis. This leads, I believe, to a serious misdiagnosis.

Nick says virtually nothing about the loss of production worker and manufacturing jobs and the role of our persistent trade deficits in these losses. It is widely accepted that this shift has played a fundamental role in declining male work rates, but the word “manufacturing” comes up only once in Nick’s analysis—in a quote from the CEA.

Rather than fleeing work, many prime-age workers, particularly the less-skilled, respond to the ebbs and flows of labor demand. Nick, while recognizing demand is in the mix, downplays its importance. Part of this comes from his insufficient attention to trends in work by industry and occupation. For example, Nick argues that EPOPs for men behave differently than those for women, and he can’t think of a demand-side phenomenon that would generate a difference. In fact, the shift from production work to services (think manufacturing to health care) in both the United States and other advanced economies is an excellent and well-known explanation.
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Nor do I find Nick’s other critiques of the demand-side explanation convincing. He argues that for those without high school degrees, immigrants have steady employment rates relative to the native born, implying that a demand-side shortfall should affect both groups. But figures from the Economic Policy Institute’s State of Working America show that such native-born workers without a high school degree are a small and uniquely disadvantaged group. Among native-born workers, 5 percent lack a high school degree, compared to 26 percent for foreign-born workers. Nick himself underscores this point about the unique disadvantages of this small but troubled group when he points out that criminal history explains the “the remarkable gap in LFPRs between low-skilled prime-age immigrant men and low-skilled native-born men.”

Also, there’s an occupational story at play here, one tied, once again, to labor demand. Compared to less-educated Hispanic immigrants, white and black high-school dropouts have not been nearly as heavily employed in construction. While the employment rates of immigrants were lifted by the sharp increase in demand for construction workers, that was less the case for black and white high school dropouts.

Finally, Nick posits that if demand-side effects were “a truly significant determinant of changes in labor force participation patterns,” regional differentials would tend to diminish following such “shocks” as labor markets sought “equilibrium,” and this hasn’t happened. His assertion is unconvincing. Economists recognize that the nation comprises different regional labor markets that have been hit differently by trends in globalization, technology, the loss of manufacturing jobs, demography, population flows, the employment correlates of regional shocks (e.g., when the housing bubble bursts in a region with much new construction), and more. The variation Nick shows could just as easily be a function of geographical variation in labor demand as its absence.

WELFARE BENEFITS, DISABILITY, AND CRIMINAL JUSTICE

As for the causes of the American male’s flight from work—an ancient left/right argument—Nick believes welfare benefits, disability, and criminal justice factors play critical roles, and gives them more weight than demand-side factors.

First, the evidence simply fails to support as strong a welfare-benefits explanation as Nick claims. It is widely agreed that our income-conditioned welfare system has become more, not less, dependent on work. The incentives increasingly go the wrong way for Nick’s story. The research shows that it is almost always better to work than not to work, that marginal incentives point to the benefits of working more rather than fewer hours, and most importantly, that the safety net as a whole has little effect on the work effort of low-income workers.2

While Nick is on more solid ground regarding disability, both the CEA and recent work by disability expert Kathy Ruffing argue against disability insurance (DI) being a major factor in declining men’s employment rates. According to the CEA, the increase in prime-age men on disability insurance is too small to explain the lion’s share of the decline in work. The CEAs simulations end up assigning less than half a percentage point (out of the 7.5 points just noted) to DI, suggesting it accounts for less than 10 percent of the decline in work by these metrics.

Moreover, suppose, contrary to the CEA’s findings, there were a large rise of prime-age men on disability as employment rates fall. It could easily be that jobs disappeared and these men are using disability insurance as a type of long-term unemployment insurance (a misuse, I would agree, of disability insurance). Weak labor demand could be a reason for higher disability insurance rolls rather than the disability insurance rolls being an explanation for weak labor supply.

Though Ruffing does not look exclusively at prime-age workers, she shows that population growth, aging, and the increase in women eligible for Social Security Disability Insurance explain much of the increase in the disability rolls. She also makes an interesting demand-side observation: while disability insurance applications spiked in the Great Recession, awards did not. This suggests that higher disability insurance rolls (applications) may be a function of weak demand for prime-age men.

What about Nick’s evidence in table 8.1? Here again, there’s a disconnect between his evidence and conclusion. As I read the table, it shows that prime-age men not in the labor force were more likely to receive disability and Medicaid benefits in 2013 than in 1985. But nothing in Nick’s argument shows this results from prime-age men rejecting available employment and taking benefits instead. Absent that, this becomes an argument as to whether NILF men are getting too much in the way of benefits (or the wrong type of benefits).

I do agree with Nick that the large number of prime-age (and younger) men in the criminal justice system is a serious factor in the “men without work” phenomenon, especially among minority men. Incarceration rates have risen partly as a function of lengthy sentences for nonviolent crimes, nudged along with a strong dose of discrimination against nonwhites. Even in periods of strong labor demand, these men would (and do) face high labor market barriers.

WHAT’S TO BE DONE?

Nick’s analysis of the problem is one of the most exhaustive I have seen. His solutions, however, fall short. After several pages of diagnosis, we get minimal prescription. That’s unfortunate, given the welcome urgency Nick brings to the subject.

Nick’s first solution is more entrepreneurialism, though he does not suggest how to achieve this. More business creation would surely help job creation. But economists have few explanations as to why business startup rates are low.

I clearly disagree with Nick’s “work first” ideas. I see no good coming from making these programs less generous or further conditioning them on work. Essentially, I think Nick makes the same mistake that other conservatives make in assuming that, if poor people wanted a job, they could get one. Not every prime-age, nonworking male is poor, of course, but they are disproportionately low-income and less educated, and often face steep barriers to labor market entry, including criminal records and racial discrimination. Researchers at the Georgetown Center on Poverty and Inequality recently published a comprehensive examination of subsidized employment programs that have consistently seen high rates of voluntary participation over the past forty years. They report that the “number of disadvantaged people willing to work consistently exceeds the number in competitive employment.”

Policy can achieve stronger labor demand conditions. The CEA offers several recommendations (expanding the Earned Income Tax Credit for childless workers, higher minimum wages, paid leave, and child care assistance). The agenda I lay out in my recent book, The Reconnection Agenda, emphasizes pro-work/full employment fiscal and monetary policies, lowering the trade deficit and, perhaps most important here, direct job creation. As long as there is a surfeit of takers for such programs and they have a good track record, I see no downside at all to significantly expanding their footprint with resource streams. Perhaps all of us who are concerned about men without work can agree that this is a useful way forward, even as we debate the relative roles of supply-side and demand-side factors.

Finally, those on all sides of the political aisle agree that criminal justice reform is integral to solving the men without work problem. Such reforms must focus both on reducing individuals’ exposure to the criminal justice system and mitigating the effects of that exposure, through policing and sentencing reforms, expanding alternatives to incarceration, and “fair chance” hiring policies that protect these men from labor market discrimination.


CHAPTER 13

A Response to Olsen and Bernstein
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Nicholas Eberstadt

MY THANKS to Jared and Henry for kicking off this discussion, and debate with such thoughtful observations and criticisms. I very much appreciate the kind words they offer for some of this research.

We three seem to be largely in agreement about the dimensions and contours of the “men without work” problem but disagree (at times acutely) about diagnoses of the problem and prescriptions for remedying it. So let’s focus on some of these contested areas.

Jared suggests the men-without-work problem is already well known. Maybe to a couple of dozen labor economists at think tanks and universities and to a similar number of business reporters and economics bloggers. Yet to more or less everyone else in the country, this is indeed, as I asserted in my subtitle, a largely “invisible” crisis—and “everyone else” includes most policymakers in Washington. If well-informed people really understood the magnitude of the male “flight from work” phenomenon, why would the “unemployment rate” still be the banner headline for virtually every story on each new monthly employment report? As I show in chapter 3, for every prime-age man who is out of a job and looking for one there are three others who are neither working nor looking for work.

Jared (and also Henry) strenuously object that my account places far too little weight on the role of “demand-side” factors (not least among these, the dramatic postwar decline in U.S. manufacturing jobs, partly or largely as a consequence of foreign trade competition) in creating America’s men-without-work problem. Please note, I do not contest at all the proposition that a lack of demand for male labor, and especially less-skilled male labor, is one of the factors responsible for today’s dire situation. I expressly agree with that proposition, and repeatedly, in chapter 7. My point rather is that demand factors are only one part of the dynamic: “supply” and “institutional” factors are the others. The real question here, then, is the relative importance of these respective factors.

I argue that institutional factors (i.e., the detachment from the labor force of many in America’s huge new army of male ex-prisoners and felons) is a significant and generally underappreciated component of today’s men-without-work problem (chapter 9), and I do not read Jared or Henry as contesting this. So the residual dispute must turn on the weight, within the overall postwar collapse of male work, of (1) a lack of jobs per se on the one hand and (2) a lack of motivation to engage in the competition for jobs on the other.

Men Without Work outlines five reasons that demand factors could well be less powerful in explaining the collapse of male work in modern America than many labor economists today assume (see chapter 7). Since I do not explicitly deal with the issue of manufacturing job decline—as Jared and Henry both fault me for and in retrospect I’d say quite correctly—let me add a sixth here: namely, there is some evidence of a relatively weak relationship between the decline in manufacturing jobs and the prime-age male flight from work for advanced Western countries as a whole over the postwar era.

Figure 13.1 makes the case. Between 1970 and 2012, manufacturing jobs as a share of total employment in the United States dropped by about sixteen percentage points, to just over 10 percent. But that outcome was hardly unique: in France, for example, the drop was over fifteen points; in Sweden, sixteen points; in Australia sixteen points. France and Sweden follow closely the United States’ “de-industrial” trend line, and Australia now has a markedly lower share of employment in manufacturing than America—yet trends in labor force participation for prime-age men in the United States were uniquely disappointing when compared to other rich Western societies. Why this unwelcome “American exceptionalism”? Whatever the reason, it’s not because other advanced economies weren’t undergoing big structural transformations, too.
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To highlight some disagreements over the role of welfare and disability programs: nowhere do I claim these caused the male flight from work. My argument instead is that they financed it—and in much larger measure than many researchers seem to appreciate. As I show in chapter 8, over half of prime-age men not in the labor force are themselves getting money from at least one government disability program nowadays, as are two-thirds of prime-age males not in the labor force (NILF) households. Making the case that most of the growth in Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) enrollment is explained by other demographic variables does not vitiate that finding—much less the fact that the share of prime-age men on SSDI has more than tripled over the past half century. Note incidentally that geographic mobility in America has fallen sharply over that same period, meaning, inter alia, that dependent men without work are less likely to move to higher-work states. Any dots to connect here?

As to policy recommendations: I was deliberately sparing of these for a number of reasons, not least because I did not want to propose an agenda I would have favored in advance, and for other reasons, under the guise of addressing the troubles identified in this study.

For job generation, my preferences favor revitalization of small business, while Jared’s may be for a public hand: I will grant him that his is the easier to effect by governmental decree. In regard to my call for disability reform: Is there really anyone left in Washington who doesn’t know the U.S. disability system is badly broken? My proposed “work first” principle for public aid for working-age men is channeling not Charles Dickens but rather contemporary Sweden, with its highly effective social policy changes over the past generation. I should have thought Jared would be sympathetic to those.

If we could succeed in reforming welfare for un-working single mothers twenty years ago, why not for un-working men today? Perhaps because the U.S. economy is weaker? A reasonable objection. But a key study on that earlier success concluded that macroeconomic conditions played only a relatively small role in getting women back in the labor force, with changes in incentives accomplishing most of that feat instead.1

TWO FINAL COMMENTS IN RESPONSE TO HENRY

First, his observation about the role of the draft in augmenting skills and training for young men in the early postwar era, while politically incorrect, may be very much on target. Remember, though, that the “selective service” was indeed selective—and as late as the Kennedy administration, one-third of the young men tested failed either physical or cognitive requirements for service. (That finding was ammunition, so to speak, for the Johnson administration’s “war on poverty.”) Thus, the most disadvantaged were also the least likely to avail themselves of such employment-enhancing experience as military conscription could provide.

And I am in violent agreement with Henry’s lament that available data can “tell us that a man is disconnected” from the labor force, but “tells us nothing about the mindset of the men who are disconnected.” Henry puts his finger on not only a failure of government information systems but a failure of empathy and understanding in our nation—perhaps a failure of mobility and solidarity as well. Would intellectuals and decision-makers in the early postwar era have been so obviously out of touch with “how the other half lives” as they are today? I have my doubts. Illuminating this human dimension of “America’s invisible crisis” should be imperative—not only for the instrumental reason of addressing a social ill, but for the moral one: we are a humane society, and this is exactly the sort of thing a humane society should want to know.
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Table 6.2. Reported Time Use by Selected Activities for NILF Prime-
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TABLE 8.1. DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
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FIGURE 4.4. PFERCENTAGE OF 25-54 MALES OUT OF LABOR FORCE VS. ANNUAL HOURS
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FIGURE 6.1. PERCENTAGE REPORTING ILLEGAL DRUG USE IN THE LAST YEAR
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TABLE 6.1. REPORTED [IME USE BY SELECTED ACTIVITIES:
PRIME-AGE (25-54) MEN AND WOMEN BY EMPLOYMENT
STATUS, 2014 (AVERAGE MINUTES PER DAY)
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FIGURE 2.2. AGE-STRUCTURE ADJUSTED EMPLOYMENT-TO-FOPULATION RATIO,
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LNS12300025, LNS12300061, it/ data. bl Gov/p querytoo sp?survey=in. Accessed May 16, 2016.
For 1940: Derived from itp: /wwastorrg/stable/ 172467seq=1_page_scan_tab_content; ip:/|

censusacn adobeaemcloud com'ibrary/publications/1g.43/ dec/population-labor-forcesample.hl_Ta.
ble_t; itp /vaww2.census.gov/ibrary]publications /decennial 1340 population-institutional-popuia-
tion08520028¢h2.pdf; itp/ www] icmildtc/tfulltext/2/ag54007.paf. Acces ed AUgUSL 5, 2016.
For 1930: it/ digital orary.unt.edu/aric/ 67531 metadc26169] mn] igh_es_]R0655. 200gjum.

paf. Accessed March 3, 2016,
Notes: *Calculated for total numerated population, not civiian noninsttutional population;
**Twenty-fva-to-fory-four male population corresponding male twenty-fve-to-fory-four fatia for
Sicretemiod ey
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FIGURE 8.2. EMPLOYMENT STATUS AND MEANS-IESTED WELFARE BENEFIT RECIPIENCE:

PRIME-AGE MALE 25-54 HISPANIC IMMIGRANTS, CALIFORNIA V. TEXAS, 2014
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FIGURE 8.1. MIEAN INDIVIDUAL AND HOUSEHOLD WAGE INCOME FOR FRIME-AGE MEN 25-54 BY
EMPLOYMENT STATUS (CPS ASEC SURVEY, 2014)
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TABLE 8.2. REPORTED RECIPIENCE OF DISABILITY BENEFITS FOR
PRIME-AGE MEN 25-54 AND THEIR HOUSEHOLDS, SIPP SURVEY,
1985 AND 2013 (PERCENT)

2 £ 2 = 3
G 2 | 22| =B : g

H =2 la=d| 25 | 22

o= mis £0 CED

3 : % |8z3| 38 |g:¢
1985 | Total 42 0.6 131 19
1985 | Employed 20 0.04 101 11
1985 Unemployed 47 0.17 237 232
1985 NILF 383 99 519 136
2013 | Total 63 11 149 24
2013 | Employed &5 0.1 106 14
2013 | Unemployed 43 — 216 232
2013 NILF 56.5 141 66.0 15.4

Sources: Price ot al. “SIPP table, unparitioned sample;” unpublished analyss, rerieved on uly 30,
2016; "Survey of Income and Program Participation,” U.. Census Bureau, itp/ www.census gov/
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TABLE 8.3. DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
HOUSEHOLDS (“CONSUMER UNITS”) HEADED BY U.S. MEN 25-54
8Y LABOR FORCE STATUS: CONSUMER EXPENDITURE SURVEY, 2014
(INCOME, TAXES, AND EXPENDITURES IN CURRENT DOLLARS)

T EMPLOYED OR UNEMPLOYED
©TAL | SeLr-EMPLOYED | OR NILF
Median Age % 10 m
Percentage Married | 58 ) 37
Mean Persons per s 25 26
Consumer Unit

Mean Earners per i . -
Consumer Unit

Mean Number of

Vehicles L 20 12
Percent with at Least

One Vehicle & o L
Percent Homeowners | 57 5o 37
forsl Comumertint! | | iadi 89,545 29483
Income before Taxes

Earned Income 76,038 81,149 16,161
Total Consumer Unit | 1, 110 13851 s
Personal Taxes

Jotal Comumentint: | zgeg 61784 31310
Expenditures

Note: Retired men 25-54 excluded from this table.

Source: *196/2014 Bureau of Labor Statitics Consumer Expenditure Survey: Males betwaen 25 and
i 561 Has Eousbonien Mmoo Phom it Shastirnilion At . ol
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FIGURE 13.1 PERCENTAGE OF [OTAL EMPLOYMENT IN MANUFACTURING, 1970—2012:
UNITED STATES AND SELECTED OTHER COUNTRIES
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