The youngest workers:

14- and 15-year-olds

Despite child labor and school attendance laws,
approximately 1.6 million young teens held jobs in 1979;

the labor force participation rate of girls

is fast approaching that of boys, although the latter

are employed in more varied occupations

DIANE N. WESTCOTT

The prevailing image of a teenager, especially those in
their early teen years, is of someone whose major activi-
ty is attending school. And among 14- and 15-year-
olds, 98 percent do so. In addition to their attendance
at school, about one-fifth of those in this age bracket
were also employed or looking for work in 1979. Be-
cause of their relatively low labor force participation
levels and the fact that the labor force patterns for these
young workers differ markedly from those of older
workers, they are currently excluded from the official
monthly statistics on employment and unemployment,
though separate data on their status have continued to
be collected on a monthly basis.!

Exclusion from official statistics

When the current labor force concepts were first in-
troduced in 1940, the lower age bound was set at 14
years. In 1962, the Gordon Committee, a presidentially
appointed body set up to appraise the Government’s la-
bor force statistics system, considered raising the lower
age bound from 14 to 16 years but finally recommended
that it be left at 14. It reasoned that the exclusion of
14- and 15-year-olds from the official labor force figures
would have no significant effect on the overall data and
that many of the existing historical labor force series
could not easily be revised to exclude those 14 and 15
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years old, with the result that there would be a break in
the continuity of many existing series.? The committee’s
recommendation notwithstanding, labor force data per-
taining to 14- and 15-year-olds were removed from the
official figures in 1967 as part of an overall modification
of labor force definitions. The concluding rationale was
that employed youngsters 14 to 15 years old worked
mainly as part-time paper carriers, babysitters, and so
forth; they were bound by statute to attend school; and
that they were barred from most occupations under
Federal and State child labor laws. It was believed that
unemployment in this age group had little significance
in relation to broad economic or social accounting and
that their inclusion created minor problems of interpre-
tation and led to some unnecessary criticism of the offi-
cial figures.? Because 14- and 15-year-olds accounted for
only about 1.6 percent of the civilian labor force, their
exclusion from the monthly employment data has made
no noticeable difference in the overall unemployment
rate. For example, the overall annual average unem-
ployment rate was 5.8 percent in 1979 and would have
been only a tenth of a percentage point higher with the
inclusion of these very young workers. (See table 1.)
Any analysis of the labor market situation of 14- and
15-year-olds must recognize the impact of child labor
and school attendance laws. The Federal Fair Labor
Standards Act is the major statute in the child labor
field. Under the law, 14- and 15-year-olds may not be
employed in any manufacturing occupation, processing
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Table 1. Employment status of the civilian
noninstitutional population by age, 1979 annual averages
[In thousands)
14 and 15 16 years 14
Employment stat: y years
mployment status years old and over and over
Civilian noninstitutional population . . 7.925 161,532 169,457
Civilian labor force ... ....... 1,622 102,908 104,530
Participation rate ... ....... 20.7 63.7 61.7
Employed ................. 1,372 96,945 98,317
Unemployed ............... 250 5963 6,213
Unemploymentrate ..... ... 154 58 59
Not in the labor force ........ 6,302 58,623 64,925

occupations (such as laundering or dressing poultry), or
any other occupation or worksite found to be hazardous
by the Secretary of Labor.* In addition, every State has
a child labor law; whenever a State standard differs
from a Federal standard, the more restrictive one must
be observed.’

In most States, children from the ages of 7 to 16 are
required to attend school, thereby severely restricting
the days and hours a student is available for work. In
addition, 14- and 15-year-olds cannot work more than
40 hours per week nor more than 8 hours per day when
school is out. When school is in session, daily working
hours are limited to 3 and weekly hours to 18. Also,
night work, which the Federal Government defines as
working between the hours of 7 p.m. to 7 a.m., is pro-
hibited during the school year; during the summer
months, working hours are extended until 9 p.m.¢

Labor force activity increases

Among these workers, labor force participation rates
—the ratio of those employed or unemployed to the
noninstitutional population—indicate that individuals
in this age group are somewhat more active than in the
past. Interestingly, as shown in the following tabula-
tion, this increased labor market activity has come
about because of a rising participation rate among girls
which is rapidly approaching that for boys. Participa-
tion for the latter has declined slightly over the last 25
years:

Total Boys Girls

1954 . ... . 18.1 247 113
1959 .. ..o 187 243 129
1969 .. ... 185 220 149
1979 ... 207 222 187

As is well known, the participation rate of teenagers
increases dramatically with age. In 1979, the participa-
tion rate for 14- and 15-year-olds was 20.7 percent, 48.7
percent among 16- to 17-year-olds, and 67.4 percent for
18- and 19-year-olds.

Differences in participation associated with race are
of particular interest. The participation rate is notice-
ably lower among young black teenagers than among
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whites, probably because of the much greater difficulty
they face in finding part-time jobs.” During the school
year, white 14- and 15-year-olds are about three times
as likely as their black counterparts to be in the labor
force; in the summer months, however, proportionately
more black youth enter the labor force and, as a result,
the ratio of white-to-black labor force participation
among these young workers declines to about 1.5 to 1.
(See chart 1.)

Any appraisal of the determinants of 14- and 15-year-
old participation in the labor force is greatly affected by
the fact that the vast majority of them are in school.
Only 2 percent, or 148,000, of the 7.7 million teenagers
aged 14 to 15 years were not enrolled in school in Oc-
tober 1979.

To obtain a fuller picture of the relationship between
age and the amount of labor supplied by 14- and
15-year-olds enrolled in school, it is useful to take into
account the variations in hours worked by those who
are employed. In October 1979, of those enrolled in
school and employed in nonagricultural industries, al-
most four-fifths worked only 1 to 14 hours weekly and
virtually all worked 21 hours or less. (See table 2.) As
expected, this pattern of short hours worked by stu-
dents declines with age. Among 16- and 17-year-olds
enrolled in school, 77 percent worked 21 hours or less;
the proportion dropped to 63 percent among 18- and
19-year-olds and 45 percent for those 20 to 24 years
old. Among those young teenagers engaged in agricul-
tural employment, the number of hours worked per
week was greater. Only two-fifths of the teenagers

Table 2. Hours of work of 14- and 15-year-olds enrolied
in school, by type of industry and sex, October 1979

{In thousands]

Characteristic Total Boys Girls
Total enrolled in school* . . . 1,174 652 522
Agriculture .. ... ... 136 115 21
Percent ... ... 100.0 100.0 100.0
1-14 hours . . . BV 39.0 39.1 38.1
15-2thours ............. 36.8 357 429
22-34hours . ............ 16.2 17.4 85
35-39hours .. ........... 15 9 48
40hours ................ 15 1.7 (?)
41 hoursandover ......... 5.1 5.2 48
Nonagricultural industries . . . ... .. 1,041 538 503
Percent ................. 100.0 100.0 100.0
1-14 hours . . . 78.1 749 815
15-21 hours . . 15.7 18.4 127
22-34 hours . . 55 6.3 46
35-39 hours . . 2 () 4
40hours ........... ... .. 4 3 )
41 hours and over .. ....... 2 () 4

' These statistics are based on replies to the enumerator’s inquiry as to whether the per-
son was enrolied in school. Enumerators are instructed to include anyone who has been en-
rolled at any time during the current term or school year in day or night school in a public,
parochial, or other private school. Such schools include elementary schools, junior or senior
high schools, and colleges or universities. Excluded are persons enrolled in special schools,
such as trade schools or business colleges; persons enrolled in classes which do not require
physical presence in school, such as correspondence courses; and those in on-the-job train-
ing courses.

2| gss than 0.1 percent.




worked 1 to 14 hours, another two-fifths worked 15 to
21 hours, and almost one-fifth worked 22 to 34 hours.
In both agricultural and nonagricultural industries,
however, the majority of young persons worked 21
hours or less. Thus, virtually all 14- and 15-year-olds,
93 percent, were working part time.

Employment opportunities limited

Occupations. In general, 14- and 15-year-olds are ex-
tremely limited in the occupations they can choose.
Most white-collar jobs require more education and
technical expertise than these young workers would
have been able to acquire, and many blue-collar jobs
are off limits because hazardous equipment is used at
the worksite. Most jobs open to them fall into three
categories: (1) sales work, (2) service work, and (3) un-
skilled labor. Three-fourths of all young teenage girls
are in service occupations, the majority as private
household workers (babysitters in particular). As shown
in table 3, 14- and 15-year-old boys have more varied
occupations; one-fourth are engaged in sales (for exam-
ple, newspaper deliverers, cashiers, salespersons), anoth-
er one-fourth are nonfarm laborers (such as, stock
handlers, carwash attendants, yard workers), and nearly
another fourth are service workers (for example, child-

care workers, dishwashers, fast-food workers, cleaning
service workers).

Industries. Likewise, many industries are closed to 14-
and 15-year-old youth. Manufacturing employment in
particular and the operation of power-driven machinery
are often prohibited. In addition, occupations are limit-
ed in connection with transportation, public utilities,
construction, and warehousing. What this amounts to is
that these youth are restricted to relatively casual, day-
time employment, usually within the service and retail
trade industries.

Fewer hired. The unemployment rate of 14- and
15-year-olds, at 15.4 percent in 1979, was well above
the overall average of 5.8 percent for persons of “offi-
cial” labor force age. Given the legal constraints and re-
quirements under which they must operate, it is not
surprising that employment opportunities for the youn-
gest workers are extremely limited. But whether em-
ployers would hire significantly more 14- and 15-year-
olds if the laws were relaxed is unknown.? State and
Federal laws are not the only factors to consider when
studying youth unemployment. Older teenagers also
have significantly high levels of unemployment: 16.1

January-December 1979

Ratio
4101

35101

3to1

25t0 1

2to1

15t01

1to1

Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June

Chart 1. Ratio of white to black labor force participation rates for youth 14 and 15 years old,

July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec.

67




MONTHLY LABOR REVIEW February 1981 e The Youngest Workers

Table 3. Occupation of 14- and 15-year-old boys and giris
enrolled in school, by sex, October 1979
[in thousands]
Occupation Total Boys Girls
Total enrolled in school ' .. 1,206 669 537
Percent ................ 100.0 100.0 100.0
White-collar workers . . ......... 241 289 18.2
Protessional and technical . . . . . 1.2 1.0 13
Managers and administrators . . . (2) (2) (?)
Sales .................... 177 247 9.1
Clerical ......... B 5.2 3.1 78
Biue-collar workers 18.2 30.0 34
Craftand kindred ........... 7 1.2 (2)
Operatives, except transport . . . 31 43 15
Transport equipment operatives . 2 3 (?)
Nonfarm laborers ........... 143 242 1.9
Service workers . .. ........... 486 277 747
Private household . . 279 5.2 56.1
Other ........... 20.7 225 18.6
Farmworkers ....... 9.1 135 37
Managers ................. 2 3 (2)
Laborers . ................ 8.9 13.2 37
" See table 2, footnote 1.
2See table 2, footnote 2.

percent for 16- and 17-year-olds in 1979, 14.6 percent
for 18- and 19-year-olds. Employment for 16- and
17-year-olds is limited only by orders declaring certain
situations to be particularly hazardous or detrimental to
one’s health; and for those 18 years and over, child la-
bor laws cease to apply. Obviously, these older teenag-
ers have other problems which must be taken into
account, principally their lack of work experience, inad-
equate entry skills, and intermittent attachment to the
labor market.

The jobless rate of 14- and 15-year-olds differs mark-
edly by race and sex. Unemployment among young
black 14- and 15-year-old girls was nearly 50 percent in
1979, the highest of any age-sex-race group measured.
In contrast, 14- and 15-year-old white girls had an un-
employment rate of 11 percent, approaching a fifth that
of their black counterparts. The following tabulation
shows the unemployment rates of 14- and 15-year-old
workers, 1979 annual averages:

Unemployment rate

All workers . .............. 15.4
Boys ... ... i 16.6
White . .......0c0 it 14.2
Black andother . . ............ 39.8
Girls .. ... . e 14.0
White . ..........0iui.n. 11.0
Black andother . .. ........... 48.3

Despite the high incidence of unemployment, the
length of time these young teenagers remain unem-
ployed tends to be brief—the average (mean) being 6
weeks in 1979 for both white and black youth. Three-
fifths of all who experienced unemployment had less
than 5 weeks of it during the year, largely reflecting the
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seasonal or intermittent nature of their labor force par-
ticipation.

There are also some other mitigating factors regard-
ing unemployment among 14- and 15-year-olds.
Virtually all are in school and seeking only part-time
work; and, for the most part, finding employment is not
an economic necessity, as the vast majority live with
their parents. However, experiencing unemployment at
this young age may have negative effects for some; it is
possible that those who are consistently blocked in their
attempts to find work will eventually perceive that the
labor market is unlikely to provide them with a *“good”
job in the future. Hence, some may have a psychologi-
cal disadvantage in terms of motivation and attitude in
their later job search.

Most dropouts not in labor force

Given the current laws and regulations affecting 14-
and 15-year-olds, formal educational requirements pre-
empt most of the usual workday time of young people,
and the Fair Labor Standards Act restricts the potential
area of employment into their late teens. The act was
legislated to protect the youngest members of our soci-
ety from exploitation and hazardous job assignments. It
was designed to limit employment abuses and allow for
the gradual integration of teenagers into the labor mar-
ket—not to restrict relevant employment opportunity.
However, some still argue that these laws unfairly re-
strict the job market potential of those who do not
want to or cannot finish school by denying them the
chance to begin training in a trade that would provide
them with solid job opportunities in the future.’

Though specific data are meager, there were roughly
150,000 teenagers age 14 and 15 years who were not en-
rolled in school during October 1979. Of these, only
37,000, or 25 percent, were in the labor force. Thus,
more than 100,000 14- and 15-year-olds were neither at-
tending a regular academic school, employed, nor
looking for work. Information on why these youth are
neither in school nor pursuing a job is sparse. Some are
likely too discouraged to look because they believe they
are too young to be hired, lack needed skills or training,
or simply think there are no jobs available to them in
their community. Others may have unsuccessfully
looked for work in the past and have given up the
search. Some youngsters are not enrolled in school be-
cause of what can broadly be termed “health problems”
(for example, ill health, mental infirmaties, the strain of
academic work, or related emotional problems); and
such people are not as likely to be in the labor force as
persons who have left school for other reasons. It has
been advanced that a sizable number of 14- and
15-year-olds who are not in school fall into this catego-
ry, but that past age 15 this reason for nonenrollment
declines markedly. '




Still some of the 14- and 15-year-olds not enrolled in
a regular academic school are receiving vocational in-
struction in automobile mechanics, cosmetology, elec-
tronics, and other fields. In October 1979, one-third of
all 14- and 15-year-old boys and one-sixth of all girls
were learning trades at a special school.

GENERALLY, PROBLEMS relating to 14- and 15-year-
olds in the labor force have focused on Federal and
State regulations which were designed to afford young
workers special protection from exposure to industrial
hazards and enforce compulsory school attendance.
Analysis of data suggest that, in addition to their in-

' Separate data on the employment status and related characteristics
for this group are published monthly in the BLS publication, Employ-
ment and Earnings.

? President’s Committee to Appraise Employment and Unemploy-
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7 and 30-33.
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