Mitchell’s Musings 5-30-11: Women Workers After World War II
Women were encouraged during World War II to replace men who had
been drafted and to move into traditionally male factory and other jobs.
And they were encouraged to stay there for the duration as the video
link below suggests:
http://www.employmentpolicy.org/dont-be-absentee-ww2-film-keepwomen-job-connected-mitchells-musings-5-30-11
It might have been thought that the jump in female participation in the
workforce and the taking up of occupations in traditionally male jobs
would have had an impact after the War. As the chart below shows,
however, there was a blip up in female labor force participation during
the War but it seems to be a one-off event.1 Thereafter, a long-term,
gradual upward trend resumed.

Claudia Goldin’s well-known study documents the fact that women who
entered the workforce temporarily during World War II seemed to
withdraw thereafter.2 There is certainly anecdotal evidence that women
returned to traditional roles after the War, partly to produce the postwar
baby boom. Modern feminism seems more linked to the 1960s than the
1940s.
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The modern Current Population Survey which tracks labor force developments
starts in 1940. Data through 1946 are for women 14 years old and older.
Thereafter, the data are for 16 years and older.
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Claudia D. Goldin, “The Role of World War II in the Rise of Women’s
Employment,” American Economic Review, Sept. 1991, pp. 741-756. Available at
http://www.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/goldin/files/worldwarII.pdf

While big events such as World War II can have lagged echo effects, it seems puzzling that the
immediate impact of the sudden shift of women into the workforce during the War was at best
muted. One of the reasons for the limited impact may simply have been that the move of women into
the workforce during the War was explicitly labeled as temporary as can be seen here.
http://www.employmentpolicy.org/displacement-women-workers-after-world-war-ii-linked-mitchellsmusings-5-30-11
There is much in the modern literature on behavioral economics and psychology that suggests the
importance of framing. The reiteration in wartime propaganda that women should view their move
into employment as temporary and even abnormal undoubtedly had some effect in framing their
thinking concerning labor market behavior. Moreover, older cultural norms persisted in the 1950s,
particularly regarding work in nontraditional occupations, not only factory work, but also managerial
jobs:
http://www.employmentpolicy.org/attitudes-toward-working-women-1950s-linked-mitchellsmusings-5-30-11
A range of developments after the 1950s seemed to change social norms. These included eased
divorce laws and “the pill,” as well as legal developments such as the Equal Pay Act and the inclusion
of women in Civil Rights legislation in the 1960s and thereafter. Indeed, if we are looking for a second
break in the series on the female participation chart that needs analysis, it is the leveling off of the
upward trend in the late 1990s. Nothing as dramatic as World War II occurred at that time.
What can be said is that the US seems to be toward the higher end of developed country female labor
force participation at present. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the cross-country 2010
participation rates for women, standardized to US definitions are:
Canada 62.4% - Sweden 60.4% - Australia 59.8% - Netherlands 58.8% - US 58.6% - UK 56.8% France 51.7% – Germany 51.6% - Japan 48.1% - Italy 38.3%
Is there a ceiling somewhere around 60% as these figures suggest? In any event, history suggests that
if the upward trend resumes, the new break will probably not be associated with a great event.
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