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Labor force participation: what has happened 
since the peak?
The labor force participation rate is the percentage of the 
civilian noninstitutional population 16 years and older that is 
working or actively looking for work. It is an important labor 
market measure because it represents the relative amount 
of labor resources available for the production of goods and 
services. After rising for more than three decades, the 
overall labor force participation rate peaked in early 2000 
and subsequently trended down. In recent years, the 
movement of the baby-boom population into age groups 
that generally exhibit low labor force participation has 
contributed to the decline in the overall participation rate. 
From 2000 to 2015, most of the major demographic groups 
saw a decrease in labor force participation. Teenagers 
experienced the largest drop in participation, which 
coincided with a rise in their school enrollment rate. Young 
adults 20 to 24 years also showed a decline in labor force 
participation, but the decrease was not as steep as that for 
teenagers. The labor force participation rate of women 25 
to 54 years also fell, with the decrease more pronounced 
for women who did not attend college. The labor force 
participation rate of men 25 to 54 years continued its long- 
term decline. As in the past, the decrease in participation among men with less education was greater than that of 
men with more education. However, labor force participation rates of men and women 55 years and older rose 
from 2000 to 2009 and subsequently leveled off.

The labor force participation rate is the proportion of the working-age population that is either working or actively 
looking for work.1 This rate is an important labor market measure because it represents the relative amount of 
labor resources available for the production of goods and services. Though subject to some cyclical influences, 
labor force participation is primarily affected by longer-term structural changes.2 These might include changes in 
the age composition of the population, school enrollment and educational attainment, employer-provided pensions, 
or Social Security benefits.
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After trending up for more than three decades, the labor force participation rate peaked at 67.3 percent in early 
2000. Over the next few years, the rate receded to about 66 percent and stayed at that level through 2008. The 
participation rate then dropped again, and by mid-2016, it stood at 62.7 percent. (See figure 1.)

This article describes historical trends in labor force participation on the basis of estimates from the Current 
Population Survey (CPS), and it focuses on the participation rate since its peak in 2000. It examines changes in 
labor force participation among major demographic groups and discusses possible reasons for these changes.

Change in the age profile of the population
The age distribution of the population can strongly influence overall labor force participation. Figure 2 shows the 
change in the civilian noninstitutional population by major age group since 1948. For seven decades, the aging of 
the baby-boom generation—people born between 1946 and 1964—has profoundly affected the population’s size 
and composition. For example, the population 16–24 years increased from 21.5 million in 1962 to 36.7 million in 
1978. From 1971 to 2000, the large population cohort 25–54 years grew from 70.9 million to 120.7 million. After the 
oldest baby boomers turned 55 in 2001, the population 55 years and older rose from 58.7 million in 2001 to 87.1 
million in 2015.
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After remaining in a range of about 58–60 percent during the 1950s and 1960s, the total labor force participation 
rate increased rapidly during the 1970s and 1980s. (See figure 1.) In the 1970s and 1980s, baby boomers entered 
the age cohorts of 25–34 years and 35–44 years, which typically have very high levels of labor force participation. 
In recent years, the baby-boom generation has moved into the 55-years-and-older age group, which traditionally 
has had a lower participation rate. As just mentioned, the oldest baby boomers—those born in 1946—reached age 
55 in 2001. In 2001, people 55 years and older made up 27 percent of the total population; by 2015, they 
composed 35 percent.3 The aging of the population has put downward pressure on the overall labor force 
participation rate.

Labor force participation of selected demographic groups
Teenagers
The labor force participation rate of teenagers 16–19 years peaked in the late 1970s and then began a downward 
trend. (See figure 3.) The participation rate of teenagers fell from 52.0 percent in 2000 to 34.1 percent in 2011 and 
stayed near that level through 2015.4 This decrease far exceeded the decline in the rates of other major age 
groups during this period.
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From 2000 to 2015, the labor force participation rate of teenagers varied considerably by race and ethnicity. (See 
table 1.) In 2000, the participation rate ranged from 35.8 percent for Asian teenagers to 55.5 percent for White 
teenagers. Between 2000 and 2015, the participation rate of teenagers in each of the four major race and ethnicity 
groups fell sharply, with 2015 rates ranging from 20.6 percent for Asian teenagers to 36.4 percent for White 
teenagers. The decline in teenage labor force participation during this period coincided with a rise in the school 
enrollment rate—that is, the proportion of the population enrolled in school.

 Group 2000 2015 Change, 2000–15

Total, 16 to 19 years  
Total 52.0 34.3 –17.7
White 55.5 36.4 –19.1
Black or African American 39.4 28.1 –11.3
Asian 35.8 20.6 –15.2
Hispanic or Latino 46.3 30.9 –15.4

Total, 20 to 24 years  
Total 77.8 70.7 –7.1
White 79.9 72.7 –7.2
Black or African American 71.8 68.2 –3.6
Asian 63.0 52.8 –10.2
Hispanic or Latino 78.2 71.6 –6.6

Men, 25 to 54 years  
Total 91.6 88.3 –3.3
White 92.7 89.5 –3.2

Table 1. Labor force participation rates of selected groups, by race and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, 
annual averages, 2000 and 2015

See footnotes at end of table.
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Note: Persons whose ethnicity is identified as Hispanic or Latino may be of any race.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.

Between 2000 and 2015, the school enrollment rate of teenagers increased from 77.2 percent to 82.3 percent.5 
(See figure 4.) The rising school enrollment rate among teenagers could have contributed to their falling labor force 
participation rate, because those enrolled in school are much less likely to participate in the labor force. From 2000 
to 2015, the labor force participation rate of teenagers enrolled in school fell from 41.8 percent to 25.5 percent.

 Group 2000 2015 Change, 2000–15

Black or African American 84.4 80.9 –3.5
Asian 91.7 89.2 –2.5
Hispanic or Latino 92.5 90.8 –1.7

Women, 25 to 54 years  
Total 76.7 73.7 –3.0
White 76.8 73.9 –2.9
Black or African American 78.9 76.5 –2.4
Asian 71.3 67.8 –3.5
Hispanic or Latino 67.6 66.3 –1.3

Men, 55 years and older  
Total 40.1 45.9 5.8
White 40.3 46.4 6.1
Black or African American 36.0 39.9 3.9
Asian 46.6 50.6 4.0
Hispanic or Latino 45.2 51.2 6.0

Women, 55 years and older  
Total 26.1 34.7 8.6
White 25.9 34.5 8.6
Black or African American 27.0 34.7 7.7
Asian 29.2 37.6 8.4
Hispanic or Latino 24.0 33.3 9.3

Table 1. Labor force participation rates of selected groups, by race and Hispanic or Latino ethnicity, 
annual averages, 2000 and 2015
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A recent study examined data on the self-reported reasons that people who were not in the labor force did not 
work.6 Among teenagers, the most often cited reason for not working was school attendance. Researchers have 
suggested that, among youth enrolled in school, part of the drop in labor force participation might be due to a rise 
in educational intensity, such as an increase in time devoted to schoolwork or other extracurricular activities.7

Teenagers who are not enrolled in school are generally more likely to participate in the labor force than teenagers 
who are enrolled in school. However, the labor force participation rate of out-of-school teenagers also fell, from 
75.7 percent in 2000 to 65.3 percent in 2015. (See figure 4.) For some teenagers, work might have become less 
desirable because of, for example, stagnant wages: over the 2000–15 period, inflation-adjusted hourly earnings for 
teenagers were flat. Researchers have suggested that not-enrolled teenagers might face competition for jobs (in 
retail trade and food services, for example) from less-skilled adult workers.8

Adults 20–24 years
Adults 20–24 years are more likely than teenagers to participate in the labor force. The labor force participation 
rate of adults 20–24 years peaked around 79 percent in the late 1980s. (See figure 3.) After declining during the 
early 1990s, the rate then remained relatively flat for several years. Although labor force participation among young 
adults fell between 2000 and 2015, the decline was less steep than that of teenagers. From 2000 to 2015, the 
participation rate of young adults fell by 7.1 percentage points, compared with a drop of 17.7 percentage points 
among teenagers.9

Among young adults in 2000, the participation rate was lowest for Asians (63.0 percent) and highest for Whites 
(79.9 percent). (Labor force participation rates of the four major race and ethnicity groups showed a similar ranking 
in 2015.) From 2000 to 2015, the participation rate of young adults declined in each of the four major race and 
ethnicity groups; the drop was largest (–10.2 percentage points) among Asians. (See table 1.)
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Although school enrollment rates of teenagers and young adults have increased substantially over the past several 
decades, enrollment rates of young adults have remained lower than the rates of teenagers because many young 
adults have completed their formal education. As figures 4 and 5 show, only 38.5 percent of young adults were 
enrolled in school in 2015, compared with 82.3 percent of teenagers.

As was the case with teenagers, the labor force participation rate of young adults enrolled in school was lower than 
that of young adults who were not in school. The labor force participation rate for both groups fell between 2000 
and 2015. The labor force participation rate of young adults enrolled in school fell from 64.2 percent in 2000 to 
51.0 percent in 2015, whereas the participation rate of young adults not enrolled in school edged down from 84.3 
percent in 2000 to 83.0 percent in 2015. (See figure 5.) During the same period, the proportion of young adults 
enrolled in school rose from 32.2 percent to 38.5 percent.

Of young adults who were neither enrolled in school nor participated in the labor force in 2015, 61 percent were 
women and 20 percent had less than a high school diploma. The labor force participation rate of young women not 
enrolled in school and with less than a high school diploma was only 52.6 percent, or 23.7 percentage points lower 
than the rate for their male counterparts. (See table 2.) The lower participation rate of young women could reflect 
that some were caring for young children. In 2015, 49 percent of women 20–24 years who were not enrolled in 
school and had less than a high school diploma were mothers, and 24 percent of women in this age group who 
were not enrolled in school and had a high school diploma or more were mothers. In 2015, only 7 percent of 
women 20–24 years enrolled in school were mothers.

Between 2000 and 2015, individuals with less education generally had the largest declines in labor force 
participation. At all levels of educational attainment, the labor force participation rate of young men who were not 
enrolled in school was higher than that of their female counterparts. (See table 2.) The gap in participation rates 
between young men and women narrowed at higher levels of educational attainment. Among people with at least a 
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bachelor’s degree who were not enrolled in school in 2015, young women had a labor force participation rate of 
90.7 percent, compared with 93.4 percent for their male counterparts.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.

Women 25–54 years
The participation rate of women 25–54 years increased throughout the second half of the 20th century, although 
the pace of the increase varied over time. (See figure 6.) The most rapid rise in women’s labor force participation 
occurred during the 1970s and 1980s. The participation rate of women 25–54 years peaked at 76.8 percent in 
1999. Subsequently, the participation rate receded slightly and flattened at 75.5 percent from 2003 to 2009. It then 
declined to 73.7 percent in 2015, still above the rate in the 1970s and 1980s.

 Characteristic  2000  2015 Change, 2000–15

Men  
Total, 20 to 24 years 91.2 86.1 –5.1
Less than a high school diploma 86.7 76.3 –10.4
High school graduates, no college 91.0 84.7 –6.3
Some college, no degree 92.8 87.1 –5.7
Associate’s degree 97.4 92.2 –5.2
Bachelor’s degree and higher 95.6 93.4 –2.2

Women  
Total, 20 to 24 years 77.4 77.3 –.1
Less than a high school diploma 53.3 52.6 –.7
High school graduates, no college 77.2 72.6 –4.6
Some college, no degree 84.1 80.0 –4.1
Associate’s degree 88.0 84.9 –3.1
Bachelor’s degree and higher 90.1 90.7 .6

Table 2. Labor force participation rates of people ages 20 to 24 years not enrolled in school, by gender and 
educational attainment, annual averages, 2000 and 2015
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In 1985, the participation rate of women 45–54 years was much lower than the rates of women 25–34 years and 
35–44 years; by 2015, participation rates among the three age groups were similar. (See figure 7.) Between 2000 
and 2015, the participation rate of each 10-year age group fell, and the 45- to 54-year age group experienced a 
slightly larger decline (–3.4 percentage points) than the groups 25–34 years and 35–44 years (–2.7 percentage 
points and –2.9 percentage points, respectively).
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Between 2000 and 2015, the labor force participation rate of women 25–54 years varied by race and ethnicity. 
(See table 1.) In 2000, the participation rate ranged from 67.6 percent for Hispanic women to 78.9 percent for 
Black women. From 2000 to 2015, the labor force participation rate of women in each of the four major race and 
ethnicity groups declined. The drop in labor force participation was steepest for Asian women (–3.5 percentage 
points). In 2015, the participation rate ranged from 66.3 percent for Hispanic women to 76.5 percent for Black 
women.

From 2000 to 2015, the labor force participation rate of women was higher among those with more education. (See 
table 3.) During this period, the decline in labor force participation was most pronounced for women with less than 
a high school diploma (–7.1 percentage points) and for those with a high school diploma and no college (–7.9 
percentage points). The participation rate of women with at least a bachelor’s degree changed little (–0.6 
percentage point) over the 2000–15 period. In 2015, among women 25–54 years, the participation rate ranged 
from 49.1 percent for those with less than a high school diploma to 82.3 percent for those with at least a bachelor’s 
degree.

Gender by 

year

Less than a high school 

diploma

High school graduates, 

no college

Some college, no 

degree

Associate’s 

degree

Bachelor’s degree and 

higher

Men  
  1995 79.5 91.2 92.3 94.8 96.1
  2000 82.1 90.7 91.9 93.9 95.8
  2005 82.0 89.1 90.6 93.2 94.9
  2006 82.7 89.0 90.7 93.0 95.0
  2007 82.7 89.1 91.0 93.3 95.4
  2008 82.3 88.7 90.4 93.1 95.2
  2009 81.2 87.6 89.4 92.2 95.1
  2010 81.0 87.1 88.6 92.0 94.5
  2011 80.6 86.1 87.5 91.1 94.5
  2012 79.3 86.0 87.7 91.5 94.5
  2013 79.3 85.4 87.5 91.4 94.2
  2014 79.6 85.0 86.8 91.0 94.1
  2015 79.5 84.8 87.3 91.6 93.9

Change  
1995– 
2000 2.6 –.5 –.4 –.9 –.3

1995– 
2015 0.0 –6.4 –5.0 –3.2 –2.2

2000–15 –2.6 –5.9 –4.6 –2.3 –1.9
Women  
  1995 50.9 74.0 78.5 83.1 84.6
  2000 56.2 74.9 78.8 83.3 82.9
  2005 53.1 72.5 76.7 82.6 82.2
  2006 53.0 72.7 76.9 82.1 82.5
  2007 52.4 72.1 77.0 82.7 82.2
  2008 52.0 72.2 77.2 82.8 83.0

Table 3. Labor force participation rates of people ages 25 to 54 years, by gender and educational 
attainment, annual averages, selected years, 1995–2015

See footnotes at end of table.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.

Mothers whose youngest child was under 18 years old
As figure 8 shows, the labor force participation rate of mothers whose youngest child was under 18 years old 
increased steadily during the 1970s and 1980s. This steady increase contributed to the rise in women’s overall 
participation during this period. Although the 1990s saw small gains, the labor force participation rate of mothers 
whose youngest child was under 18 years old peaked at 72.9 percent in 2000 and subsequently receded.

Gender by 

year

Less than a high school 

diploma

High school graduates, 

no college

Some college, no 

degree

Associate’s 

degree

Bachelor’s degree and 

higher

  2009 52.7 71.7 76.2 82.6 83.2
  2010 52.2 71.5 75.8 81.6 82.6
  2011 51.6 70.2 74.8 81.6 82.3
  2012 51.7 69.3 73.9 81.4 82.6
  2013 49.9 68.4 73.0 80.0 82.4
  2014 49.3 68.2 73.4 79.6 82.4
  2015 49.1 67.0 73.4 79.6 82.3

Change  
1995– 
2000 5.3 .9 .3 .2 –1.7

1995– 
2015 –1.8 –7.0 –5.1 –3.5 –2.3

2000–15 –7.1 –7.9 –5.4 –3.7 –.6

Table 3. Labor force participation rates of people ages 25 to 54 years, by gender and educational 
attainment, annual averages, selected years, 1995–2015
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As in previous years, mothers whose youngest child was between 6 and 17 years of age were more likely to 
participate in the labor force (74.6 percent) in 2015 than mothers whose youngest child was between 3 and 5 
years of age (67.3 percent) or mothers whose youngest child was under 3 years old (61.4 percent). Presumably, 
when mothers have young children, they have less time to engage in labor market activities. Data from the 
American Time Use Survey show that parents of infants spend much more time caring for children relative to 
parents of older children.10

Among mothers whose youngest child was under 18 years of age, the labor force participation rate of those with at 
least a bachelor’s degree edged up from 76.2 percent in 2000 to 77.8 percent in 2015. (See figure 9.) By contrast, 
the participation rate of mothers with a high school diploma and no college declined during this period, from 72.4 
percent to 64.5 percent, while the rate of mothers with less than a high school diploma fell from 53.9 percent to 
48.9 percent. The participation rate of mothers with some college or an associate’s degree declined from 77.2 
percent to 73.6 percent.

Men 25–54 years
A noteworthy development in the labor force over the past six decades has been the slow decline in the labor force 
participation rate of men 25–54 years.11 After peaking at 97.4 percent in the mid-1950s, the participation rate of 
men 25–54 years fell to about 88 percent in 2015. (See figure 6.) The rate fell by an average of 1.2 percentage 
points per decade between 1960 and 1990, and it declined more rapidly between 1990 and 2015. The rate 
decreased by 1.8 percentage points between 1990 and 2000 and by 2.3 percentage points between 2000 and 
2010. From 2010 to 2015, the participation rate of men 25–54 years edged down by 1.0 percentage point.

Within the 25- to 54-year age group, men 45–54 years were less likely to participate in the labor force than those in 
the 25- to 34-year and 35- to 44-year age groups. The labor force participation rate of each 10-year age group 
declined between 2000 and 2015. (See figure 10.)
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In 2000, among those 25–54 years, the participation rate of Black men was 84.4 percent; in contrast, the rates for 
Asians, Whites, and Hispanics were in the low 90s. (See table 1.) The participation rate of men in each of the 
major race and ethnicity groups declined between 2000 and 2015. The declines were somewhat larger for White 
and Black men (–3.2 percent and –3.5 percent, respectively). In 2015, the participation rate of Black men, at 80.9 
percent, remained considerably lower than the rates of men in the other major race and ethnicity groups.

As was the case with women, men with more education were more likely to participate in the labor force. In 2015, 
participation rates ranged from 79.5 percent for men with less than a high school diploma to 93.9 percent for men 
with at least a bachelor’s degree. (See table 3.) The largest declines in participation between 2000 and 2015 were 
among men with a high school diploma and no college (–5.9 percentage points) and those with some college but 
no degree (–4.6 percentage points). By comparison, from 2000 to 2015, the decreases in the labor force 
participation rate of men with an associate’s degree and those with at least a bachelor’s degree were smaller (–2.3 
and –1.9 percentage points, respectively).12

One reason for the large decline in participation among men who did not attend college could be that the types of 
jobs available to this group might have become less desirable and lower paying. Among men, inflation-adjusted 
wages for those with less than a high school diploma and those with a high school diploma (no college) fell over 
the 2000–15 period by 6.8 and 6.6 percent, respectively; by contrast, inflation-adjusted wages for those with at 
least a bachelor’s degree edged up by 1.2 percent over this period.13 Researchers have suggested that 
employment opportunities of less-educated men have deteriorated in part because technology has changed and 
globalization increased.14

Researchers have suggested that an increase in the number of people receiving Social Security disability 
insurance (SSDI) benefits has contributed to the decline in labor force participation among both men and 
women.15 The SSDI program was enacted into law in 1956 and was meant to provide income for people with 
severe disabilities who are unable to work.16 Over time, changes in eligibility requirements for SSDI benefits may 
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have increased the number of beneficiaries.17 The number of men 25–54 years who received SSDI benefits rose 
from 1.6 million (or 2.7 percent of men in this age group) in 2000 to 2.0 million (or 3.2 percent) in 2014.18 The 
decline in labor force participation of men over this period coincided with the increase in disability recipients.19

In addition, researchers have suggested that expansion of the Department of Veterans Affairs disability 
compensation program might have contributed to the decrease in labor force participation among male veterans.20 

From 2003 to 2015, the veterans supplement to the CPS showed an increase in the incidence of disability. The 
number of male veterans 25–54 years who reported a service-connected disability rose from 726,000 (or 9.3 
percent of this population) in 2003 to 1.5 million (or 24.1 percent) in 2015. The number who reported a severe 
disability increased from 134,000 (or 1.7 percent) in 2003 to 492,000 (or 7.9 percent) in 2015.21 In 2015, the labor 
force participation rate of male veterans 25–54 years was 86.0 percent, compared with 88.5 percent for male 
nonveterans. However, between 2000 and 2015, the drop in the labor force participation rate of veterans (from 
89.5 to 86.0 percent) was similar to that of nonveterans (from 92.1 to 88.5 percent).

Women 55 years and older
The labor force participation rate of women 55 years and older increased slightly during the early 1950s before 
remaining in a range of about 23–25 percent over the next four decades. (See figure 6.) In 1997, the participation 
rate began to rise again, and in 2000, the pace of the increase accelerated. The rate rose from 26.1 percent in 
2000 to 34.7 percent in 2009. From 2009 to 2015, the participation rate of women 55 years and older remained 
around 35 percent.22

As mentioned earlier, the oldest baby boomers turned age 55 in 2001, 62 in 2008, and 65 in 2011. Labor force 
participation trends closely track age requirements for receiving Social Security earnings benefits.23 Data show 
that participation fell substantially when individuals reach age 62 (the age they first become eligible for Social 
Security benefits) and again at age 65 (the age they become eligible for full Social Security benefits). In 2015, the 
rate for women fell by 4.6 percentage points at age 62 and by 4.8 percentage points at age 65. (See table 4.) For 
men, the decreases at age 62 and age 65 were 7.3 percentage points and 6.5 percentage points, respectively. The 
rise in the number of baby boomers eligible to receive Social Security benefits may have slowed the increase in 
participation of women 55 years and older.24

Age (years)
Men Women

2000  2015 Change 2000–15  2000 2015 Change 2000–15

Total, 55 and older 40.1 45.9 5.8 26.1 34.7 8.6
55 79.8 80.6 .8 65.2 70.2 5.0
56 79.7 78.0 –1.7 64.9 67.6 2.7
57 77.9 77.5 –.4 61.8 67.2 5.4
58 75.6 76.5 .9 58.4 64.3 5.9
59 71.0 72.4 1.4 55.6 62.1 6.5
60 66.2 70.3 4.1 51.5 57.6 6.1
61 65.9 67.8 1.9 46.4 54.7 8.3
62 53.0 60.5 7.5 38.7 50.1 11.4

Table 4. Labor force participation rates of persons ages 55 years and older, by single years of age and 
gender, annual averages, 2000 and 2015

See footnotes at end of table.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.

As just mentioned, labor force participation tends to fall when people turn 65. In 2015, the rate for women 55–64 
years was 58.5 percent, compared with 15.3 percent for women 65 years and older. (See figure 11.) From 1985 to 
2009, the participation rate for women 55–64 years rose steadily, but since 2009, the rate for this group has been 
flat (around 59 percent). The participation rate for women 65 years and older increased slightly during the late 
1980s before holding steady near 9 percent during the 1990s. The rate increased from 8.9 percent in 1999 to 15.3 
percent in 2015.25

Age (years)
Men Women

2000  2015 Change 2000–15  2000 2015 Change 2000–15

63 44.0 55.6 11.6 33.6 44.6 11.0
64 43.2 51.3 8.1 29.9 40.4 10.5
65 35.9 44.8 8.9 23.2 35.6 12.4
66 32.7 39.6 6.9 21.6 30.0 8.4
67 30.3 35.2 4.9 19.3 26.7 7.4
68 28.1 32.6 4.5 16.6 24.4 7.8
69 23.8 29.7 5.9 16.4 21.3 4.9
70 20.2 27.3 7.1 10.9 18.7 7.8
71 18.0 25.3 7.3 11.6 16.2 4.6
72 18.5 22.7 4.2 10.8 13.9 3.1
73 18.7 20.3 1.6 9.6 12.8 3.2
74 14.1 16.8 2.7 7 11.9 4.9
75 and older 8.1 11.2 3.1 3.6 6.0 2.4

Table 4. Labor force participation rates of persons ages 55 years and older, by single years of age and 
gender, annual averages, 2000 and 2015
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Between 2000 and 2015, the labor force participation rate of women 55 years and older differed by race and 
ethnicity. (See table 1.) In 2000, the participation rate ranged from 24.0 percent for Hispanic women to 29.2 
percent for Asian women. Between 2000 and 2015, the participation rate of women in each of the four major race 
and ethnicity groups increased. In 2015, the labor force participation rate ranged from 33.3 percent for Hispanic 
women to 37.6 percent for Asian women.

From 2000 to 2015, labor force participation of women 55 years and older was greater at higher levels of 
education. (See table 5.) Between 2000 and 2015, participation rates rose for women in each of the educational 
attainment categories, but the increases were larger for women with more education. In 2015, the participation rate 
of women 55 years and older ranged from 16.0 percent for those with less than a high school diploma to 47.1 
percent for those with at least a bachelor’s degree.

Characteristic 2000 2015 Change, 2000–15

Men  
Total, 55 years and older 40.1 45.9 5.8
Less than a high school diploma 25.3 30.1 4.8
High school graduates, no college 38.8 41.2 2.4
Some college, no degree 44.6 46.4 1.8
Associate’s degree 46.9 50.6 3.7
Bachelor’s degree and higher 52.6 55.3 2.7

Women  
Total, 55 years and older 26.1 34.7 8.6
Less than a high school diploma 12.7 16.0 3.3

Table 5. Labor force participation rates of people ages 55 years and older, by gender and educational 
attainment, annual averages, 2000 and 2015

See footnotes at end of table.
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Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Current Population Survey.

Men 55 years and older
One of the most striking labor market trends during the second half of the 20th century was the steep decline in 
labor force participation among men 55 years and older. The labor force participation rate of older men decreased 
from 70.6 percent in 1948 to 37.7 percent in 1993. (See figure 6.) After remaining flat during 1994–95, the 
participation rate began to rise in 1996, and in 2000, the pace of the increase accelerated. The participation rate of 
older men rose from 40.1 percent in 2000 to 46.8 percent in 2012. Since 2012, the participation rate of older men 
has held steady (around 46 percent). As mentioned previously, the oldest baby boomers recently reached the age 
required to receive Social Security retirement benefits, which might have slowed the increase in labor force 
participation among men 55 years and older.

Men 55–64 years had much higher participation rates than men 65 years and older. (See figure 11.) From 1985 to 
2001, the rate for men 55–64 years held in a narrow range of 66–68 percent; then, during 2001–08, the 
participation rate edged up to 70 percent and remained flat through 2015. From 1985 to 1998, the participation rate 
for men 65 years and older hovered around 16 percent. However, since 1998, the rate increased gradually and 
reached 23.4 percent in 2015.

Among those 55 years and older in 2000, the labor force participation rate was lowest among Black men (36.0 
percent) and highest among Asian men (46.6 percent). (See table 1.) From 2000 to 2015, the participation rate of 
men 55 years and older increased in each of the major race and ethnic groups. In 2015, the participation rate 
ranged from 39.9 percent for Black men to 51.2 percent for Hispanic men.

As seen in other demographic groups, men 55 years and older with more education were more likely to participate 
in the labor force. In 2000, the participation rate ranged from 25.3 percent for men with less than a high school 
diploma to 52.6 percent for men with at least a bachelor’s degree. (See table 5.) The participation rate of older 
men in each educational attainment category rose from 2000 to 2015. In 2015, the participation rate ranged from 
30.1 percent for men with less than a high school diploma to 55.3 percent for men with at least a bachelor’s 
degree.

Some possible explanations for the rise in labor force participation among older men and women since the 
mid-1990s are well documented.26 These explanations include changes to Social Security laws, changes to 
private retirement plans, increased life expectancy, rising healthcare costs, and increased educational attainment 
of older adults.27

Conclusion

Characteristic 2000 2015 Change, 2000–15

High school graduates, no college 25.7 28.8 3.1
Some college, no degree 31.9 36.8 4.9
Associate’s degree 35.7 43.3 7.6
Bachelor’s degree and higher 41.4 47.1 5.7

Table 5. Labor force participation rates of people ages 55 years and older, by gender and educational 
attainment, annual averages, 2000 and 2015
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After rising steadily for more than three decades, the overall labor force participation rate peaked at 67.3 percent in 
early 2000 and subsequently fell to 62.7 percent by mid-2016. In recent years, the movement of the baby-boom 
population into age groups that generally exhibit low labor force participation has placed downward pressure on 
the overall participation rate.

From 2000 to 2015, the decline in participation occurred across most of the major demographic groups. Teenagers 
experienced the steepest drop in participation, which coincided with a rise in their school enrollment rate. Yet, labor 
force participation rates of both teenagers enrolled and not enrolled in school fell since 2000. Adults 20–24 years 
showed a decrease in labor force participation that was less steep than that of teenagers. The young adults least 
likely to participate in the labor force were those without a high school diploma, in particular young women, 
especially mothers.

The labor force participation of women 25–54 years also declined from 2000 to 2015. This decrease was most 
pronounced for women who did not attend college. Women with a college degree experienced a much smaller 
reduction in labor force participation. Since 2000, labor force participation of mothers with children under 18 years 
old has receded; the declines were larger among less-educated mothers.

The labor force participation of men 25–54 years continued to decline from 2000 to 2015. The decrease in 
participation among men with less education was greater than that of men with more education.

The labor force participation of men and women 55 years and older rose from 2000 to 2009 and subsequently 
leveled off. This plateau could be attributed partially to the fact that the oldest baby boomers reached age 62 in 
2008 and became eligible for Social Security retirement benefits.
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https://doi.org/10.21916/mlr.2016.43
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/labor_force_participation_report.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/docs/labor_force_participation_report.pdf


 U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS

19

MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW 
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