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The number of weekly hours of market work per person in
the United States has been roughly constant since World
War II. At the same time, the amount of real compensation
per hour worked has more than doubled. Economists have
used these two facts in the aggregate analyses of many
issues. For example, in their undergraduate macroeconomics textbook, Hall and Taylor (1991, pp. 418-19) use these
facts to interpret the relative sizes of the income and substitution effects of wage changes on the supply of labor:
Real wages have risen dramatically over the past 40 years,
but people are working just about the same amount as they
did in 1950, on the average. Economists infer that a permanent increase in the real wage over a worker's lifetime has
little effect on the number of hours per week or weeks per
year an individual is willing to work on average throughout
a lifetime. In the long run, the income and substitution effects
. . . come close to canceling each other out.
Similarly, the real business cycle literature regularly uses
these facts to restrict the form of preferences. Prescott
(1986, p. 14), for example, argues1 that
A key growth observation which restricts the utility function
is that leisure per capita . . . has shown virtually no secular
trend while . . . the real wage has increased steadily. This
implies an elasticity of substitution between consumption. . .
and leisure . . . near 1.
The widespread use of these two facts suggests that theory can easily account for the secular pattern in hours of
2

work. Such a conclusion is, however, premature. In particular, hours of work per person may have remained relatively constant in the aggregate, but a more detailed look
at the data reveals large and persistent reallocations of
hours worked across groups when the data are disaggregated by sex, age, and marital status. Whether theory can
account simultaneously for the relative constancy of aggregate hours worked per person and the pattern of reallocations of hours worked across these demographic groups is
an open question.
Our primary goal here is to document these reallocations using data collected by the U.S. Bureau of the Census during the U.S. decennial (10-year) censuses for the
years 1950-90. While some of these reallocations have
been noted elsewhere (for example, in Killingsworth and
Heckman 1986, Pencavel 1986, and the references therein), we present a complete summary of the changes in
hours worked based on the postwar decennial censuses.2

*The authors thank Narayana Kocherlakota, Lee Ohanian, and Art Rolnick for helpful comments.
tWhen this work was completed, Rogerson was a visitor in the Research Department of the Federal Reserve Bank of Minneapolis and a professor of economics at the
University of Minnesota.
1
One of the early uses of this argument in research is by Lucas and Rapping (1969),
who argue that as a result, intertemporal substitution has to account for cyclical changes
in hours of work.
2
We focus here on hours worked per person. Coleman and Pencavel (1993a, b) use
basically the same data to analyze changes in the distribution of hours per worker.
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One novel feature of our analysis is our look at the changes in life-cycle hours profiles across cohorts.3 We think
that using information of this form will greatly improve attempts to connect theory with data; with such information,
any life-cycle model should be able to predict how hours
will vary over an individual's life.
We do not attempt here to account quantitatively for
the factors that led to the reallocations of hours worked
across groups over the 1950-90 period. But we do document changes in several factors that may be relevant.
These include increases in Social Security benefits, decreases in fertility rates, and changes in family structure.
Determining to what extent these factors have contributed
to the changes in hours worked may lead to an improved
understanding of the determinants of labor supply.

Data Details
Again, we use data from the U.S. decennial censuses from
1950 to 1990. For each of these five censuses, we have
data for 98 groups in the population. The groups are distinguished by three characteristics: sex, age, and marital
status—two categories for sex, seven categories for age,
and seven categories for marital status. For each group, we
know the size of the population, the number employed,
and the distribution of weekly hours worked across the
group. In particular, we know the number of people whose
weekly hours of work lie in eight intervals. (See Appendix
A for more details.)
We consider age categories that are 10-year intervals
(15-24 years, 25-34 years, and so on). Using data from
different censuses lets us construct partial life-cycle profiles, or the number of hours worked for different cohorts
of workers. For example, piecing together data on hours of
work for females who were 15-24 years old in 1950, 2534 in 1960, 35-44 in 1970, 45-54 in 1980, and 55-64 in
1990 produces the life-cycle profile for hours worked by
females born between 1926 and 1935.4
An advantage to using the decennial censuses is the
large sample size. Studies that track individuals over time
(like the Panel Study of Income Dynamics) typically involve too few people once the data are disaggregated by
sex, age, and marital status.
In addition to the U.S. census data on groups, we analyze some aggregate level data. These include real compensation per hour, average Social Security benefits, and
fertility rates. Sources for all the data and details on the
construction of time series are in Appendix A.

Documentation
Aggregate Facts
We opened with a statement of the fact that the number of
weekly hours of market work per person has changed very
little over the postwar period. As a starting point for our
analysis, we establish that this fact holds in our data set.
Table 1 summarizes for the 1950-90 period what the data imply for the aggregate number of weekly hours worked
per person. This number has clearly changed relatively little over the postwar period—it decreased slightly from
1950 to 1970, then increased slightly from 1970 to 1990,
but the 1990 level is hardly higher than the 1950 level.
For completeness, we plot in Chart 1 the two key time
series, hours worked per person and real compensation per
hour worked. The compensation series is an index of hourly compensation in the business sector deflated with the
consumer price index.5 Certainly, the chart can reasonably
3
In related work, Smith and Ward (1985) construct life-cycle profiles for U.S. female participation rates, and Browning, Deaton, and Irish (1985) construct life-cycle profiles for hours worked by males in the United Kingdom over a shorter period than ours.
4
Because of immigration and death, the group of females aged 25-34 years in 1960
does not exactly correspond to the group of females aged 35-44 years in 1970. However, the differences between these groups should not be quantitatively significant.
5
Real wage rates are relatively constant between 1970 and 1990. We use real compensation because we want to include benefits in our measure of the return to work.

Table 1

A Look Behind an Aggregate Fact
In the United States, 1950-90
Average Weekly Hours Worked
Year

Per Person

Per Worker

Employment-toPopulation Ratio

1950

22.03

40.71

.52

1960

20.97

37.83

.52

1970

20.55

36.37

.53

1980

22.00

35.97

.58

1990

23.62

36.64

.61

7.2

-10.0

17.3

% Change
1950-90

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census
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