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In the aftermath of the 2016 election, many have attributed President Donald Trump’s 
electoral victory to the anger of the working class, calling for progressives to dedicate 
themselves to winning back these voters.1 Often, whether implicitly or explicitly, these 
calls have been focused on a certain subset of the working class.2 For some, including 
President Trump during his campaign, “working class” has effectively become short-
hand for white male workers in the goods-producing industries of manufacturing, 
construction, and mining.3

But in reality, the U.S. working class—defined for this analysis as participants in the 
labor force4 with less than a four-year college degree—is more diverse than ever and 
growing more so.5 Since 1960, the industrial work that has often been discussed by policy-
makers on the campaign trail has been shrinking as a share of working-class employment; 
in fact, it has never made up the majority of U.S. working-class jobs.6 As a result of these 
trends, white male workers in industrial sectors now comprise just 11 percent of the 
broad working-class labor force.7

Working-class workers make up a large share of the U.S. population. The latest available 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American Community Survey show that 43 percent 
of American adults, or 107 million people, are in the labor force and have less than a 
bachelor’s degree.8 Of these workers:

• A large share of the working class is employed in the service sector. In 2015, 76 
percent of noncollege workers worked in the service sector. Comparatively, just 21 
percent of today’s working class works in the industrial sectors of manufacturing, 
construction, and mining. In 1960, the share of the working class in industrial 
employment peaked at 37 percent, and its decline accelerated after 1980.9

• The non-Hispanic white share of the working class is declining rapidly. According 
to the latest data, non-Hispanic white people make up 64 percent of the overall 
adult population but just 59 percent of the working class, whereas 75 years ago, 
those percentages were nearly equal. African American workers make up 14 percent 
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of today’s working class, and Hispanic workers make up 21 percent. The non-Hispanic 
white share of the working class began to fall dramatically after 1970, when it stood 
at 85 percent.10

• Women now make up nearly half of the working class. In 2015, 46 percent of 
working-class workers were women, compared with 33 percent in 1960. However, 
this share has been flatlining since about 1990, as female labor force participation 
growth has slowed and educational attainment has increased.11 

Furthermore, across racial and gender lines, working-class Americans are facing real 
financial hardship. All members of the working class face the challenges of declining 
worker power, stagnant pay, and increased costs of key living standards. On average, 
prime-age members of the working class—those between ages 25 and 54—are more 
than twice as likely to report being “very” or “extremely” worried about their financial 
situation as college-educated workers, while black and Hispanic working-class workers 
report even more economic anxiety than their white counterparts.12

Politicians talk about industrial jobs because they represent full-time employment with 
a healthy paycheck. The loss of these jobs is a real problem, and the workers left behind 
from shuttered factories are often unable to find jobs of similar quality in the service sector. 
But the fact that industrial jobs are of higher quality is no coincidence. For decades, 
workers in these industries have been more likely to band together in unions, using their 
bargaining power to improve their pay and working conditions.13 

Solutions to address the real concerns and needs of working-class Americans must take 
into account the true makeup of today’s working class. The nation’s challenge is not only 
to bring back industrial jobs to the subset of workers on which Trump and others have 
focused but also to consider the well-being of the broader working class and to raise the 
quality of jobs in all industries that employ today’s workers. This issue brief presents 
five findings about the makeup of the working class, which policymakers should keep in 
mind when addressing this challenge.
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1.  The industrial sector has never made up a majority of working-class employment, 
and its share is shrinking

The industries that employ working-class individuals have changed dramatically over 
the past 75 years. In 1940, about one-third of working Americans who did not have 
a college degree worked in the manufacturing, construction, and mining industries. 
Eighteen percent worked in agriculture, forestry, and fisheries; and just less than 
half—47 percent—worked in the service sector. 

Today, about three-quarters of working-class jobs are located in the service sector. 
Twenty-one percent of working-class workers are employed in industrial sectors. And 
the share of agricultural working-class employment has plummeted to just 3 percent. 
(see Figure 1)

Analyzing 75 years of the working class
This analysis uses data on the educational attainment, gender, race, and industry of American 

workers ages 18 and older in order to measure the composition of the working-class labor 

force. The data are taken from the decennial U.S. census and the American Community Survey 

from 1940 to 2015.42

There is not a single, clear definition for the working class. Individuals’ education, income, and 

occupation all contribute to their class self-identification.43 In this analysis, the working class is 

defined as comprising all members of the labor force with less than a four-year college degree. 

This is preferable to an income-based measure, as education is more stable across one’s 

working lifetime than income. For example, using a measure that defines the working class 

by a fixed income threshold could result in two workers—who have identical qualifications 

and work side by side in the same occupation—being classified differently because one has 

worked at the company longer and is therefore paid more. 

However, the measure used for this analysis is not perfect. It certainly excludes some 

workers who may identify as being in the working class, such as college-educated workers 

who earn low pay and are seeing their pay grow slowly. It also includes some noncollege-

educated adults who are working high-paying jobs and might identify as being in the 

middle class or upper class.

In 2015, about 65 percent of the U.S. adult population was in the labor force, which 

encompasses anyone currently employed or looking for a job.44 Of these adults in the 

labor force, one-third held a bachelor’s degree or higher, while two-thirds held less than a 

four-year degree.45 This means that, for the purposes of this analysis, 43 percent of American 

adults were considered working class in 2015.46 Over the previous and current decades, 

this share of the population has fallen due to increased educational attainment—although 

women without college degrees have increasingly entered the labor force, which has slowed 

this decline.47 By comparison, in 1950, according to this same definition, 55 percent of 

Americans were considered members of the working class.
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Despite the focus placed on this sector, industrial jobs have never made up a majority of 
U.S. working-class employment.14 The share of working-class workers within the 
industrial sector peaked in 1960, when they comprised 37 percent of noncollege 
graduate workers. In terms of raw numbers, these jobs continued to grow until 1980. At 
this point, 25.1 million members of the working class worked in an industrial job. Since 
then, the number of industrial jobs has slowly shrunk, even as the noncollege-educated 
labor force has grown. In 2015, just 21.1 million noncollege graduate workers worked in 
goods-producing industries. 

The jobs that make up most of today’s working class are not those often referenced by 
campaigning politicians. Instead, when working-class Americans go to work, this work 
typically and increasingly involves providing services instead of producing goods. In 
fact, in 2015, more working-class adults—22 million—were employed in the retail 
industry than in the manufacturing, construction, and mining sectors combined. 
Additionally, work in the health care industry made up 9.8 percent of working-class 
jobs in 2015; this share is nearly four times larger than the 2.7 percent of working-class 
individuals who worked in health care in 1950, and it is larger than today’s working-class 
construction and mining industries combined.15 

FIGURE 1

The vast majority of working-class Americans work in the service sector

Number of noncollege graduate workers employed in each sector, by year

Source: Author's calculations using decennial census and American Community Survey data from Steven Ruggles and others, "Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 7.0" (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2017) available at https://usa.ipums.org/usa.
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2. Over time, the working class is growing more racially diverse 

Like the U.S. population as a whole, the American working class has grown much more 
racially diverse over past decades. Seventy-five years ago, 89.4 percent of the adult U.S. 
population was white, with white workers similarly making up 88 percent of the work-
ing-class labor force. The share of white Americans in the working-class labor force 
dropped by about 3 percentage points over the next 30 years, reaching 84.9 percent in 
1970. This share has fallen even faster in subsequent years, reaching 58.9 percent in 
2015. African Americans now make up 13.7 percent of the working class but only 11.9 
percent of U.S. adults, while Hispanic Americans make up 20.9 percent of the working 
class but 15.5 percent of U.S. adults.

Today’s working-class labor force is dramatically more racially and ethnically diverse than 
the country’s adult population, which was 64.4 percent white in 2015. This difference is 
driven by two main forces. One, white Americans are more likely to hold a college 
degree than African Americans and Hispanic Americans. While 31.9 percent of white 
American adults had a college degree in 2015, only 18 and 13.2 percent of African 

FIGURE 2

The American working class is rapidly growing more diverse

Number of noncollege graduates in the U.S. labor force, by race and year

Note: The U.S. Census form in 2015 used the terms "Black or African American," but the terms in use have changed dramatically over time.  
See Pew Research Center, "What Census Calls Us: A Historical Timeline," June 10, 2015, available at http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/interactives/-
multiracial-timeline/.

Source: Author's calculations using decennial census and American Community Survey data from Steven Ruggles and others, "Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 7.0" (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2017) available at https://usa.ipums.org/usa.
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American and Hispanic adults did, respectively. Also, a greater share of white Americans 
is older than the prime working age, thus reducing the share of the white population that 
is in the labor force. In fact, the Economic Policy Institute’s Valerie Wilson conducted 
an analysis of labor force and college completion projections that found that by 2032, 
people of color will make up the majority of the working class ages 18 to 64; this would 
be 11 years before the entire U.S. population reached that demographic composition.16 

However, white workers in the U.S. labor force are more likely to be employed than 
black and Hispanic workers. In September 2017, the overall white unemployment rate 
was 3.7 percent, while the black and Hispanic unemployment rates were 7 percent and 5.1 
percent, respectively. 17 This disparity is even larger when taking into account members of 
the labor force without a college degree.18 In order to fight the structural barriers that 
make it harder for black and Hispanic workers to get jobs, it is crucial that policymakers 
push for full employment.19 Accommodating monetary policy and public investments 
can help reduce these still-too-high unemployment rates for workers of color.20

3. Women make up nearly half of today’s working class

In 1940, the working class—like the labor force broadly—was predominantly made 
up of men, who totaled 75.9 percent of noncollege workers. This share rapidly 
declined over subsequent decades as women increasingly entered the labor force 
and men’s labor force participation fell.21 In 2000, women made up 46.5 percent of 
the working class, a share that nearly exactly aligned with that of the overall labor 
force—46.4 percent. After 2000, labor force participation rates fell for both men and 
women, though women slightly increased their share of the labor force.22 As a result of 
increased college attainment, the female share of the working class slightly fell, even 
as their share of the overall labor force rose. In 2015, women made up 45.6 percent of 
the working class and 47.1 percent of the broader labor force. And in many industries, 
such as the personal services industry, women currently make up the vast majority of 
working-class employees. (see Table 4)

The nation’s workplace policies should reflect today’s workforce. For many families, 
women workers are the main breadwinners, bringing home at least half of family 
income. In 2015, 42 percent of high school-educated mothers were breadwinners, 
while 49 percent of mothers with some college education were breadwinners.23 
However, the structure of working-class jobs is not always conducive to balancing 
work and family. Low-wage jobs are less likely to provide paid leave and workplace 
flexibility.24 Updating work-family policies is key to making it possible for working 
women to reach their full potential.25
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4.  While service sector jobs outnumber industrial jobs, their pay and hours  
do not measure up 

While service sector jobs make up the majority of working-class employment, they are 
often less desirable than jobs in goods-producing industries, typically paying less and 
being less likely to offer full-time employment. Table 1 provides details on the working-
class workers in each major industry classified in census data. In addition to the number 
of workers in each industry, Table 1 includes earnings data, the share of workers who 
work full time for the full year, and demographic data. 

FIGURE 3

Women make up a substantial share of the working class

Share of noncollege graduates in the U.S. labor force, by gender and year

Source: Author's calculations using decennial census and American Community Survey data from Steven Ruggles and others, "Integrated Public 
Use Microdata Series: Version 7.0" (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2017) available at https://usa.ipums.org/usa.
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These data show that working-class workers in goods-producing industries are generally 
more likely to work full time, year round and to earn more. Workers in the professional 
services and retail trade industries—the former of which includes workers at hospitals, 
personal care facilities, and schools—make up the largest shares of the working 
class but are among the lowest paid, with the median worker in each industry earning 
$25,000 and $17,400, respectively. Conversely, while only 0.7 percent of working-
class Americans work in the mining industry, they earn the highest pay by far, with the 
median worker bringing home $60,000 annually. 

The higher pay in goods-producing industries is in part due to the increased power that 
workers hold.26 Historically, manufacturing, construction, and mining jobs have been 
more likely to be unionized than jobs in the service sector. For example, in 1973, nearly 
40 percent of manufacturing jobs were unionized.27 With that level of membership, even 
nonunion factories faced high pressure to raise their workers’ wages. While private sector 
union density has fallen dramatically over the past several years, industrial workers are still 
more likely to be unionized than service sector workers. In order to reverse the trend of 
falling union membership, policymakers should consider laws that allow workers to join 
together across an industry in order to bargain for better pay.28

TABLE 1

Service-sector jobs provide fewer hours and pay less than industrial jobs on average

Statistics for noncollege graduate workers in 2015, by industry

Industry
Working-class 

workers
Share of total 
working class

Share working full 
time year-round

Median 
earnings

Median earnings for 
those working full 

time year-round
Share who       

are male

Share who are 
non-Hispanic 

white

Mining 665,545 0.70% 85.80% $60,000 $60,000 88.80% 71.60%

Public administration 3,800,000 3.80% 86.00% $43,000 $47,000 55.80% 62.10%

Transportation, communications,       
and other public utilities

7,700,000 7.70% 78.40% $40,000 $46,000 75.10% 58.50%

Wholesale trade 2,900,000 2.90% 82.10% $36,000 $40,000 71.80% 64.20%

Finance, insurance, and real estate 4,900,000 4.90% 79.10% $36,000 $40,000 34.30% 66.60%

Manufacturing 12,000,000 12.00% 84.30% $35,900 $40,000 71.90% 63.80%

Construction 8,500,000 8.50% 72.70% $34,700 $40,000 92.10% 61.10%

Business and repair services 6,800,000 6.80% 68.20% $25,000 $34,000 64.20% 55.90%

Professional and related services 21,000,000 21.00% 61.70% $25,000 $33,000 25.40% 60.40%

Active duty military 752,307 0.80% 87.20% $30,000 $32,000 86.30% 60.70%

Entertainment and recreation services 1,700,000 1.70% 48.50% $18,000 $30,000 54.60% 61.50%

Agriculture, forestry, and fisheries 2,900,000 2.90% 64.80% $21,400 $27,000 79.30% 52.60%

Retail trade 22,000,000 22.00% 53.10% $17,400 $27,000 49.60% 57.90%

Personal services 4,200,000 4.20% 53.60% $18,000 $25,000 28.50% 49.30%

Note: Italicized industries are goods-producing industries.

Source: Author’s calculations using American Community Survey data from Steven Ruggles and others, “Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 7.0” (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2017) available at 
https://usa.ipums.org/usa.
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Table 1 also highlights the gender and racial inequities that exist in working-class 
employment. Women make up 72 percent of working-class workers in personal 
services—an industry that includes workers at hotels and in beauty shops. This is, on 
average, the lowest-paid industry for a full-time, year-round worker without a college 
degree. Furthermore, more than half of working-class workers in personal services are 
people of color. In contrast, the highest-paying industry for working-class employ-
ment, mining, is composed of the largest share of non-Hispanic white workers and 
second-largest share of male workers. 

It is true that the decline of jobs in goods-producing industries has caused hardships for 
many families. The focus on industrial jobs is in part a way to symbolize the increasing 
difficulty of finding a well-paying, full-time job. This analysis finds that, in 2015, the 
median working-class American working full time, year-round in a goods-producing 
industry earned $40,000 annually.29 This is 14 percent more than their full-time, year-
round counterpart in the service sector. These industrial workers are also more likely 
to work full time, year round than service sector workers. 

But the struggles of the working class will not be solved by a single-minded focus on 
bringing back manufacturing and mining jobs. As previously discussed, these industries 
have never employed a majority of the U.S. working class. And in the next 10 years, the 
jobs projected to grow most quickly are predominantly those that are in the service 
sector and are low-wage. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that from 2016 to 
2026, our economy will gain a net 10.5 million service sector jobs—including 4 million 
jobs in health care and social assistance—and only a net 219,000 goods-producing jobs.30 
Of the 10 occupations estimated to have the highest growth, in seven of them, the typical 
employee earns less than the U.S. median annual wage.31 

The industrial sector is still an important part of the economy, but policymakers cannot 
address the true needs of the working class without enacting policies that improve jobs 
for all of its members, including the 75 million working-class Americans working in the 
service sector.

5.  Working-class workers are more anxious about their finances, but this anxiety is 
more prevalent among workers of color

Economic hardship and its resulting anxieties are not limited exclusively to workers of a 
certain race, industry, or region. However, African American and Hispanic members of 
the working class are often in the direst financial straits. Data from the American 
National Election Studies (ANES) 2016 Time Series Study—a national survey of more 
than 4,000 American adults—show that working-class workers ages 25 to 54 are more 
than twice as likely to report being “extremely” or “very” worried about their financial 
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situation as college-educated, prime-age workers.32 Yet while only 32 percent of white 
members of the working class are extremely or very worried, 40 percent and 44 percent 
of black and Hispanic workers, respectively, report this level of anxiety.

Similarly, only 5 percent of college-educated workers report being only “slightly likely” 
or “not likely at all” to be able to make their housing payments, compared with 15 
percent of working-class workers.33 However, this aggregate working-class number hides 
that while 13 percent of white and 13 percent of Hispanic working-class workers report 
struggling with upcoming housing payments, 23 percent of black working-class workers 
report the same. 

The increased economic anxiety among black and Hispanic workers is not surprising 
when considering the fact that working-class workers of color tend to be paid less on the 
job and, therefore, hold less wealth. In 2015, the median African American and Hispanic 
working-class worker earned just $24,000 and $23,000 annually, respectively, compared 
with $30,000 for the median white working-class worker.34 A 2017 Demos report found 
that while the typical white family led by a worker with less than a high school educa-
tion has a net worth of $18,800, the typical family led by a black worker who has at least 

FIGURE 4

Working-class Americans, especially people of color, are more worried 
about their financial situation than college-educated workers

Share of prime-age working adults who are "extremely" or "very" worried about  
their financial situation

Source: Author’s calculations using data from American National Election Studies, “2016 Time Series Study,” available at http://www.election-
studies.org/studypages/anes_timeseries_2016/anes_timeseries_2016.htm (last accessed October 2017).
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some college education has a net worth of only $11,100.35 It is important to address the 
needs of the entire working class. However, policymakers must not forget the unique 
challenges that face African Americans and Hispanic Americans.

Conclusion

Industrial jobs are still an important part of our economy.36 They are more likely to offer 
well-paying, full-time, year-round employment than the service sector jobs that make 
up the largest share of working-class employment. But in order to get to a place where 
all workers have a well-paying job that provides them what they need to support their 
families, policymakers must work to make today’s service sector jobs of just as high quality 
as the good industrial jobs that remain.

The struggles of the working class will not be solved by states’ piecemeal efforts to open 
new factories by luring companies with tax incentives.37 Nor will they be solved through 
presidential pressure to delay a plant’s outsourcing by another year.38 Instead, policy-
makers need a broader, bolder policy vision—one that puts the government firmly on 
the side of workers and their families. Laws should make it easier for these workers to 
join together in unions, as past and current union organizing has contributed greatly to 
the increase in the quality of industrial jobs.39 Work-family policies should be updated 
so that parents can fully participate in the labor force if they so choose.40 Policymakers 
should push for full employment, using accommodating monetary policy, increased 
public employment, apprenticeships, and infrastructure investment to set the stage 
for further job creation.41 The resulting tighter labor markets would likely help raise 
incomes for those in the private sector as well. All noncollege graduate workers deserve 
an economy that works better for them. And to rebuild that economy, policymakers 
must remember the true and changing face of the working class.

Alex Rowell is a research associate for Economic Policy at the Center for American Progress 
Action Fund.
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