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September 13, 2010, 6:00 am

How Many Jobs Do We Need?
By NANCY FOLBRE

Nancy Folbre is an economics professor at the University of Massachusetts Amherst.
The answer to how many jobs the United States needs depends on how you define “we” and how you define
need.
People who have secure jobs may not be too worried about employment levels. Some may even anticipate a
comfortable ride over the next few months, whether it leads to another dip in economic growth or to “jobless
recovery.”
In an increasingly global economy, some big businesses may look to exports as a source of demand for their
goods and services. Others may be able to just sit tight until conditions improve. Corporate profits have
rebounded, partly as a result of high unemployment, which makes it easier to cut labor costs.
Do those unemployed really need jobs? Some economists suggest that many are just free-riding on the rest of
us by taking extended unemployment benefits. In last week’s post, I argued that a focus on the decline in
wage and salary jobs is useful, because it sidesteps the assertion that the unemployed are just pretending to
want work.
The problem is not just fewer jobs, but more potential job applicants.

Bureau of Labor Statistics
Trends in the employment-population ratio over the last 10 years, shown in the chart above, put these two

14/9/2010 01:14

How Many Jobs Do We Need? - NYTimes.com

3 de 17

http://economix.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/09/13/how-many-jobs-do-we-...

factors together. The current decline started in 2006 and intensified in 2008. The decline in 2009 was the
largest since 1948, when the Bureau of Labor Statistics began to collect this data.
As Bradford DeLong of the University of California, Berkeley, observes, the continuing decline in the
employment-population ratio – albeit at a less precipitous rate – suggests that economic upturn is an
inappropriate description of our current situation.
Long-run trends show that the employment-population ratio increased steadily between the 1970s and the
1990s, as more women joined the work force. Men’s employment rates declined over this period, but not
enough to counterbalance increases for women.
The ratio has always declined in recession years, but now the recession-related declines have swamped
long-term trends – we are now at an employment-population ratio about the same as in 1977.
As I argued in a post last year, we shouldn’t assume that paid employment is the only productive activity
that individuals engage in. Unpaid work in the home should be counted as part of an expanded measure of
gross domestic product and may help buffer some of the effects of unemployment.
But families are limited in their ability to substitute time for money. You can’t engage in home
improvements if you can’t buy building materials. You can’t cook your own meals if your utilities have been
cut off. You can’t grow your own food if you don’t have a garden.
It’s nice to have more time to care for children and other family members, but not if you lack the money to
pay for their food, clothing, shelter and education.
Indeed, our increased dependence on the market economy helps explain why unemployment today is more
economically stressful in some respects than it was in the 1930s, when fewer families depended on wage
employment to put food on the table.
You can move in with Mom and Dad, and maybe even help cut their lawn. But you probably can’t help out
on the family farm or contribute to the family business, because they don’t own anything but their home –
and even that may be in foreclosure.
The most outspoken advocates of job creation project recent trends in the employment-population ratio into
the future, pointing out that job shortages are likely to remain severe.
But many economists who oppose public job-creation efforts, like my fellow Economix blogger Casey
Mulligan, also predict very slow growth in employment over the next few years.
The big question then, is not whether many people will need jobs, but whether the rest of us need to do
anything about their need.
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Disappointed
France
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11:30 am
"But many economists who oppose public job-creation efforts, like my fellow Economix blogger Casey
Mulligan, also predict very slow growth in employment over the next few years".
I often disagree with Professor Mulligan as well (see comments to his last post). Nevertheless, this is a pretty
cheap shot, and unsubstantiated as well. If someone disagrees with Folbre on what the best means are to
create jobs (reasonable and well-intentioned people often do), does that mean that the other such person
"opposes job creation efforts"? I think not.
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
2.
Jim
Los Angeles
September 13th, 2010
11:30 am
If jobs pay in six figures, then one per family may be enough. If jobs pay $25K, then all the adults in a family
may need to work.
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
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Philadelphia, PA
September 13th, 2010
11:31 am
I suggest we do need to put people back onto the tax rolls with public employment rebuilding our
infrastructure as the employer of last resort else we face a downward spiral of deflation or stagnation at
unacceptable social costs because evenutally all assets of the unemployed become exhausted including the
"social assets" of co-housing, etc. No one wants the guests that overstay their welcome and that's what is
beginning to happen. On the other hand, the conservatives who cheered about cuts in the social safety net to
save on government outlays including a reduction in the government payroll should have seen that the 30
years "debt party" comes with a "balloon payment" requirement after the last champagne bottle is empty.
The loud explosion you will hear is when desperate people take extreme social measures to survive because
they aren't going to go down without a fight knowing who did them the disfavors creating their
unemployment beginning with the federal government bowing down to Wall Street in lax regulation as in
repealing the Glass-Steagall Act.
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
4.
mary
miami beach, fl
September 13th, 2010
11:31 am
What we have is a major change in social structure. What is cause and what is effect? This depends on
person talking. This is surely tied into the time when the salary of one working parent is not considered
sufficent to support a family with children.
At one time a woman working and supporting children alone was an object of pity; now it is viewed as the
normal course of things. Far too many men just act like Johnny Appleseed--sowing children as he did apple
trees and walking on and not raising them. Just let someone else do it, the mothers, grandmothers and/or
society at large by the uses of taxes.
Think about it, guys. Who is responsible here?
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
5.
Stanley M.
Philadelphia
September 13th, 2010
11:32 am
Two comments prompted by this article:
1. The world is full of people for whom there is no real work and the trend is diverging, with the number of
people increasing at the same time automation is still increasing.
2. The indifference and callousness of the rich and powerful to the poor should no longer be shocking as it
transcends all times and societies (Dicken's London, serfs in Russia, huge slave population in ancient Rome,
etc), but thank goodness it still does have the power to shock me.
Recommend Recommended by 2 Readers
6.
Jen
NY
September 13th, 2010
11:32 am
There is always work to be done. There are not always going to be jobs. The good news for the unemployed
is that work can be compensated - not necessarily with pay and benefits, but with goods, favors and
services-in-kind. Of course, in order for work to "pay off" in that way, you have to build trusting
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relationships with other people - a way of life that "having a job" has made less necessary. We now have a
society where people have lost or forgotten the kind of relationship skills that a jobless life requires.
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
7.
Ben
Austin
September 13th, 2010
11:32 am
I would guess that part of the decline in the employment ratio is a reflection of the changing demographics of
America. Looking at this ratio across time by gender, age bracket, and race may illuminate more into causes
of the change.
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
8.
cabBROWN
Rockcliffe Park, CANADA
September 13th, 2010
11:32 am
I am at a complete loss to understand why there is no serious discussion of the fact that tens of thousands of
American jobs ((vide Apple Corporation and its iPhones & iPads)) are being exported to China and other
countries. Why is this extraordinarily serious matter being avoided, not least of all by the New York Times
and its columnists and commentators?
C. ALEXANDER BROWN
Rockcliffe Park, Canada,
Baden-Wuerttemberg, Germany.
Recommend Recommended by 3 Readers
9.
September 13th, 2010
11:32 am
This comment has been removed. Comments are moderated and generally will be posted if they are on-topic
and not abusive. For more information, please see our Comments FAQ.
10.
Robert
Washington, DC
September 13th, 2010
11:33 am
As many jobs as we can get!
Robert
Washington, DC
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
11.
chefstig
new york
September 13th, 2010
11:33 am
We need three jobs here. One for me and one for each of my recently degreed kids. No theories, no graphs,
no stats. Just jobs. Three of them. End of comment.
Recommend Recommended by 2 Readers
12.
AndyfromTucson
Tucson AZ
September 13th, 2010
11:34 am
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"The big question then, is not whether many people will need jobs, but whether the rest of us need to do
anything about their need."
What is the point of being a nation if we don't take care of each other during hard times? If we are going to
stand by idly while our fellow citizens suffer then what are we?
Recommend Recommended by 2 Readers
13.
cromanxx
NJ
September 13th, 2010
11:34 am
I would love to listen to the converstaion between the economist who state most folks are free - riding. and
my wife, who has been searching for work for 2 years !
Any takers ?
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
14.
MARK KLEIN, M.D.
OAKLAND, CA
September 13th, 2010
11:35 am
Good bye to human labor. http://in.reuters.com...
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
15.
sustainableUSA
NY
September 13th, 2010
1:00 pm
Until there is full employment for current citizens there is no justification for artificially increasing our
domestic population via net migration of +3500 per day (+1.3 million per year). If you disagree, explain your
thoughts to cromanxx's wife (post 13) or my brother-in-law, just laid off after 13 years as a printer and now
forced to look for work as a janitor.
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
16.
Mark T.
New York NY
September 13th, 2010
1:01 pm
As I read that graph, you have a long term trend, probably driven by skills based technological change,
interrupted by a debt fueled uptick from 03-06 that concides with the last stage of the housing boom and
probably centered on the construction and real estate finance sectors, and a return to the trend when that
ended.
One answer is to reduce the time spent in school on academic subjects of little real world importance and
more on occupationally-targeted education.
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
17.
dw
Ft Worth tx
September 13th, 2010
1:01 pm
seems to obvious. we need as many jobs as we have potential workers. otherwise we can end up with the
problem that China is fighting to keep from having to address. thats a political problem. a large number of
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jobless people have little interest in keeping the status quo if there gain nothing from it. and we have seen
this many times in many decades. the best example what France right before revolution. and the large
disturbance in the US in the great depression. and that was with a much more patient populace, that could
survive by working the farm. things that aren't true today. it was drove the big programs that did address the
problems and lower the impact of the great depression. without which democracy and capitalism might not
have survived. but we are bent on revisiting how tolerant people are of this. again
Recommend Recommended by 0 Readers
18.
PW
Philly, PA
September 13th, 2010
2:46 pm
Who are we going to sell products to when people are no longer necesary to produce them? People need jobs
to earn money to support themselves. As you point out in your article, it is no longer the case that the
unemployed city worker can just go back to the farm to subsist on his or her labors. All of these have
become largely automated businesses, that if they use human labor at all, it's of the cheap immigrant variety.
If this nation, and others, want to avoid massive social unrest, then it needs to make sure that its population
has things to occupy their time with. Idle hands are the devils work shop, and in other countries have
fomented social unrest.
Recommend Recommended by 1 Readers
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