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education and health services (75%), and leisure and hospitality (51%) occupations 
during that year (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014b). In 2010, for the first time 
in U.S. history, women outnumbered men in the workplace (nonfarm jobs)—50.3% 
versus 49.7%. Legislation ensuring gender equality, along with increasing higher 
education enrollment among women, has improved women’s value and participa-
tion in the labor market (Economist 2009).

What Does It Mean to Me?
Just for one week, count the number of times you hand cash, a credit card, or a check 
to someone for payment. How many times do you hand it to a woman? Mary Frank 
Fox and Sharlene Hesse-Biber (1984) offered the following description of the typical 
working woman—a working mother who attended high school and has little or no college 
experience, working in a retail, clerical, or service occupation. View the current list of the 
20 leading occupations for employed women at the U.S. Department of Labor’s Women’s 
Bureau website. Has “women’s work” changed? Why or why not?

The second workforce change has been the record numbers of elderly Americans 
returning to work. Since the mid-1980s, the labor force participation rates of older 
Americans have consistently increased (Toossi 2005). In 2013, 31 million Americans 
aged 55 or older were employed in the labor force, reflecting a 38% participation 
rate (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 2014a). The per-
centage of Americans aged 55 years or older staying 
employed or going back to work after retirement is 
projected to increase by 2020, more than for any other 
age group (refer to Figure 9.1).

Although Americans are working longer partly 
because they are living longer, additional factors con-
tribute to the increase in 55-plus employment. Govern-
ment policies have eliminated mandatory retirements 
and outlawed age discrimination in the workplace. 
In 2000, older Americans were also encouraged to go 
back to work with the removal of age restrictions and 
taxes on their earned wages (Toossi 2005). Stung by the 
economic recession, older Americans are still delaying 
their retirement, deciding that they should work longer.

Immigration is the source of the last workforce 
shift, affecting the numbers and diversity of labor 
force participants. The number of foreign-born work-
ers rose from a low of 4.3 million in 1970, to 11.6 
million in 1990, to 17.3 million in 2000. For 2013, 
there were 25.3 million foreign workers in the United 
States, about 16% of the labor force (Newburger and 

Figure 9.1  �Projected percentage change in number 
of labor force participants by age group, 
2010–2020
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SOURCE: Toossi 2012.


