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THE WPA NATIONAL RESEARCH PROJECT 
ON REEIIPLOYIIENT OPPORTUNITIES AND RECENT CHANGES 

IN INDUSTRIAL TECHNIQUES 

Under the author! t7 graD ted b7 the. President in the Execu­
tive Order wbtch created the Works Progress A~1n1stratton, 
Administrator 8Brr' ~. Hopkins authorized the"establlshment 
or a research program tor the purpose or collecting and ana­
lYZing data bearing on problems or employment, unemployment, 
and relief. Accordingly, the National Research Program was 
established. in October 1936und.er the supervision ot Cor-rington 
Gill, Assistant Administrator or the WPA, who appointed the 
directors or .the indiVidual studies or proJects. 

The ProJect on Reemployment Opportunt ttes and. Recent Changes 
in Industrial Techniques was organized in December 1936 to 
tnqutre, wtth the cooperation or industry, labor, and. govern­
mental and private agencies, into the extent or recent changes 
ln lnd.ustrlal techniques and to evaluate the errects o t these 
changes on the volume or employment and unemployment. David 
.Veintraub and Irving Kaplan, members or the research starr 
or the DiVision or Research, Statistics, and Finance, were ap­
pointed, respectively, Director and Associate Director or the 

·· Pro·Ject• ·The task. set tor them was to assemble andorgantze 
the eztsttng data which bear on the problem and to augment 
these data b7 rield surve7s and ana17ses. 

To this end, many governmental agencies Which are the col­
lectors a.nd repositories or pertinent Information were In­
Vited to cooperate. The cooperating agencies or the United 
States Government Include the Department ot Agriculture, the 
Bureau ot Kines or the Department or the Interior, the Bureau 
or Labor Statistics or the Department or Labor, the Railroad 
Retirement Board, the Social Security Board, the Bureau ot 
Internal- Revenue ot the Department ot the Treasury, the De-

. partment ot Commerce, the Federal Trade ColllllliSsion, and the 
Tarirr Commission. 

The ronowing private agencies Joined with the National 
Research ProJect in conducting special stuGiee: tbe Indus­
trial Research Department or tbe Un1Versit7 or PennsJlVania, 
tho National Bureau or Economic Research, Inc., tho Employ­
ment Stabilization Research Institute or the Univers1t7 or 

. K1nnesota, and the Agricultural Economics Departments tn the 
Agricultural Experiment Stations or Call rornla, Illinois, 
Iowa, and New York. 
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173.ol NEW YORK AVENUE NW. 
WASHINGTON. D. C. 

F. C.• HARRINGTON 
COMMISSIONIER 0~ WORK PROJECT• 

Colonel F •. c. Harrington · 
Commissioner of Work Projects 

Sir: 

August 3, :1.939 

There is transmitted herewith a reporton.!'he Long­
.!'ef'• Unesf>loyed in Phi lade lf>llia in 193~. This study 
deals with the family composition and occupational char­
acteristics of the chief wage earners in families which 
were on home ot work relief for 2 years continuously 
prior to Auguslt. :1.936. After the inauguration of the 
Works Program all of these people were certi tied as 
eligible for assignment, andsome of them were employed 
on WPA projects. These workers, who may be termed the 
"hard core" on relief, represented more than 20 percent 
of Philadelphia's relief load in August :1.936. 

From the standpoint of this Administratio"l, the 
most significant findings of the study are those con­
cerning the employability of persons who have been without 
jobs in private industry and dependent on relief or 
Works Program employment for a long period of time. 
It was found that there are few clear marks distinguish­
ing this group from others on relief. With respect to 
sex, race, and usual occupation, for instance, they 
were similar to other chief wage earners on relief. 

Pronounced differences were observed, however, 
between the long-term unemployed on relief and all unem­
ployed in Philadelphia. Workers in the hard core were 
older than the average unemployed worker. A higher 
proportion of t'lem were women, and a higher proportion 
were Negroes. They came in much higher proportions 
from unskilled occupations and less frequently from 
skilled, semiskilled, and clerical or professional jobs. 



They had been out of work much longer than the average 
unemployed person in the city. 

Nevertheless, by all the tests which the avail­
able data permit, workers in the hard core of the un­
employed in i936 were employable. They were out of 
work because, compared with other job seekers, they 
had speci fie disadvantages of age, sex, race, or type 
of occupational experience. 

Respectfully yours, 

. Corrington Gill 
Assistant Commissioner 
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PREFACE 

The types of social problems that flow from the persistence 
of a large volume of unemployment vary in kind and in degree 
according to whether the unemployed are a continuously changing 
or a stagnant group. For example, the measures required for 
the relief of unemployment differ depending on whether an average 
of 10 million unemployed during every month of a year represents 
that number of persons who are chronically unemployed or an equal 
number of different persons who are only temporarily-unemployed 
during one month of the year. Such evidence as there is seems 
to point to an increasing seriousness of one of the unemployment 
problems: the pool of able and willing job seekers who are 
chronically unemployed has grown greatly in recent years. 

The processes by which workers are laid off and hired have 
been a strategic element in the relegation of certain individuals 
to this immobile reserve of long-term unemployed. The selection 
of workers from the available supply is largely based upon cri­
teria which individual employers consider important from the 
standpoint of management controls and efficient production. In 
many establishments every job has been analyzed; "job specifica­
tions" set forth thequalities required of candidates. In general, 
however, these job requirements are flexible. If, for example, 
workers are wanted who have bad experience on a particular type 
of machine, others with an. allied occupational background or 
even completely untrained workers may be hired should there be 
a shortage of trained workers or should other considerations 
appear more important to the employer. 

The degree of selectivity that an employer exercises depends 
only in part upon his standard of qualification; it is also 
affected by what the prevailing labor market situation will 
permit. When unemployment is widespread and affects the entire 
range of industries and occupations, as bas been true over the 
last 10 years, the standards of qualification for employment 
are apt to r~se; the job orders that flow into employment offices. 
tend to specify desired qualifications in minute detail. The 
older worker, skilled or unskilled, though formerly employed 
for many years, finds difficulty regaining a foothold in industry 
once he loses a job. The worker whose major experience has been 
confined to a particular process or machine that bas undergone 

xi 
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a technological change often finds himself passed over in favor 
of a completely untrained and inexperienced applicant. In ad­
dition, employers may exercise preferences that flow from such 
factors as the desire to change the existing wage levels rather 
than from the technical requirements of the work; the selective 
factors of age, "sex, and race are often in this category. The 
passage of time - that is, long-term unemployment - itself proves 
to be a selective factor in the distribution of employment 
opportunity in that those longest unemployed are likely to have 
the least chances for jobs for that reason alone. Thus, in an 
economic setting characterized by a persistently large volume 
of unemployment, there are bound to result pools of unemployed 
whose opportunities for reemployment diminish as times goes on. 

The present report is concerned with.the characteristics of a 
group of such long-ter-m unemployed workers. Other National 
R~search Project reports have dealt with the operation of selective 
factors in lay-of!, rehiring, and new hiring. The characteristics 
reported here reflect some of the effects of the functioning of 
such factors. The study analyzes the important occupational 
characteristics of Philadelphia residents who, as chief wage 
earners of families, were unemployed and continuously on relief 
or- on emergency Works Program projects for 2 years or longer 
during a general recovery period. Their chuacteristics are 
compared with those of the unemployed in general, of applicants 
tor jobs at the Philadelphia State Employment Office, and of 
other workers on relief or employed on Works Program projects. 

This report completes the National Research Project's series 
of "Philadelphia Labor Market Studies." These studies, conducted 
in cooperation with the Industrial Research Department of the 
University of Pennsylvania, have been directed to measuring and 
analyzing the volume and character of employment and unemployment 
in an industrially diversified, metropolitan labor market. The 
group of studies was conducted under the direction of Gladys L. 
Palmer, who with Janet H. Lewis prepared this report. The com­
pleted manuscript was edited and prepared !or publication under 
the supervision of Edmund J. Stone. 

For furnishing access to materials, special tabulations, and 
counsel on the interpretationofdata, acknowledgement is grate­
fully made to the following agencies: The Pennsylvania Department 
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of Public Assistance, the Philadelphia Department of Public 
Assistance (formerly the Philadelphia County Relief Board), the 
Pennsylvania State Employment Service and the Philadelphia State 
Employment Office, the Division of Research of the Work Projects 
Administration (formerly the Works Progress Administration), and 
the Pennsylvania Work Projects Administration. 

PHILADELPHIA 

August 2, 1939 

DAVID WEINTRAUB 


