
Negro Domestic Workers in Private Homes 
in Baltimore 

E R N A MAGNUS * 

T H E N E E D T O E X T E N D old-age and survivors insur
ance to domestic workers in pr ivate homes, a group 
on the lowest rung of the economic ladder, has, i n 
general, no t been questioned or denied. This 
article presents the results of a l i m i t e d sample 
study of these workers i n their present relat ion to 
the program—the extent to which they now con
t r ibute through their wages derived from covered 
employment, their success or failure i n obtaining 
insured status, their chances of a t ta in ing such 
status i f their employment were covered, and the 
measure of protection received by married women 
i n domestic service through the insured status of 
their husbands. 1 

The Sample 
The study was conducted by the Bureau of 

Old-Age and Survivors Insurance dur ing the first 
3 weeks of January 1941. Interviewers visited 
every second home i n 53 census tracts in 19 wards 
of the c i ty of Bal t imore and interviewed women 
who were or had been domestic workers. The 
tracts and streets included i n the sample areas 
were carefully selected after consultation w i t h 
various well- informed persons, and organizations 
such as the U r b a n League, the Y . W . C. A. , and 
the State E m p l o y m e n t Service, so as to obtain 
an adequate representation of individuals in 
various wage classes. Interv iews were carried on 
i n the homes of the domestic workers themselves 
and i n the homes i n which they were employed. 
I n a l l , 1,211 persons were interviewed. For v a r i 
ous reasons, 72 schedules were discarded, and the 
final sample included 1,093 Negro and 46 whi te 
women. 

Analysis of the sample was l i m i t e d to data 
on Negro women because of the predominance of 
Negroes in domestic service in Ba l t imore . 2 The 
s tudy included 453 workers i n f u l l - t i m e jobs 

(resident and nonresident), 95 in part - t ime jobs, 
259 w o r k i n g for one or more employers as regular 
day workers, 33 temporary day workers (casual 
workers) , and 48 employed outside pr ivate homes 
at t ime of interv iew. For purposes of the study, 
full-time employment was considered to exist 
where the domestic worker l ived in the home of the 
employer or l ived outside the employer's home but 
worked regularly for the same employer every 
day i n the week (except days off) for more than 6 
hours a day and for more than 36 hours during 
the week. Par t - t ime employment was indicated 
where the worker was employed less than 36 
hours a week, or less than 6 hours a day, or for 
more than one employer,' and was paid by the 
week. D a y work was noted where the worker 
worked one or more fu l l days (more than 6 hours 
per day) dur ing the week or dur ing the month by 
arrangement w i t h more than one employer and 
was paid by the day. When a worker reported 
a combination of these types of employment, she 
was classified by the type of employment in which 
the major par t of her t ime was spent. 

The sample also included 88 Negro women who 
were unemployed and seeking work and 117 not 
seeking w o r k at t ime of interview. W i t h few 
exceptions, the women reported household em
ployment in pr ivate families as their usual 
occupation. 

The sample included the various types of em
ployment characteristic of domestic service. The 
large proport ion of nonresident fu l l - t ime workers, 
in contrast to the small group of resident full-time 
workers, and the re lat ively large proport ion of 
regular day workers, are typical of Negro house
hold workers i n general. A s tudy of white 
domestic workers would probably have shown 
considerably more resident and fewer day workers. 

D a t a on the age and m a r i t a l status of the Negro 
women included in the sample conformed closely 
to findings of the 1930 census on Negro household 
workers in the c i ty of Ba l t imore . The ages of the 
women interviewed ranged from 15 to 73 years; 
32 percent were in the 25-34 year age group, and 

* Consultant, Bureau of Old-Age and Survivors Insurance. 
1 For a general discussion of the characteristics of domestic servants, see 
Needleman, Rae L., "Domestic Workers in Private Homes," Social Security 

Bulletin, V o l . 2, N o . 3 ( M a r c h 1939), p p . 10-20. 
2 O f 28,778 w o m e n l i s t e d b y the 1930 c e n s u s as e n g a g e d in " o t h e r d o m e s t i c 

a n d p e r s o n a l s e r v i c e " in Baltimore, 22,822 o r more than 75 p e r c e n t w e r e 
N e g r o . 



73 percent in the 25-54 year group (table 1). 
About 22 percent of the women were single, 47 
percent were marr ied , 13 percent were widowed, 
and the rest were separated or divorced. 

A survey similar to t h a t discussed here was made 
in Philadelphia in the spring of 1940, under the 
auspices of the Nat i ona l Council on Household 
Employment and the Committee on Social Se
curity of the Social Science Research Counci l . 
A carefully selected sample of 560 domestic 
workers was chosen for this study. A l though 
the study was not confined to Negro women 
(slightly more than 25 percent of those interviewed 
were white) , the general findings and conclusions 
were similar to those found in the present survey. 3 

3 Mimeographed cop ies of the s u m m a r y and c o n c l u s i o n s o f the P h i l a d e l 
phia s t u d y m a y be o b t a i n e d f r o m the Bureau o f O l d - A g e a n d S u r v i v o r s 
Insurance , A n a l y s i s D i v i s i o n . 

T a b l e 1 . — N e g r o w o m e n in domestic service in Bal
timore: 1 Distribution by age group and marital 
status 
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T o t a l 2 1,089 242 507 146 194 

Percent o f t o t a l 100.0 22.2 46.6 13.4 17 .8 
Under 17 6 .6 6 0 0 0 
17-19 48 4 .4 36 9 0 3 
20-24 162 14.9 80 65 1 16 
25-29 189 17.2 49 101 3 36 
30-34 159 14.6 29 84 10 36 
35-39 147 13.5 16 80 20 31 
40-44 144 13 .2 11 75 23 35 
45-49 89 8 . 2 6 40 25 18 
50-54 71 6.5 5 29 32 14 
55-59 42 3.9 2 20 18 2 
60-64 17 1.6 0 7 7 3 
65 and over 15 1.4 2 6 7 0 

1 W o m e n w h o w e r e i n d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e i n p r i v a t e , h o m e s at time of inter
v i e w , or w h o h a d b e e n i n s u c h d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e p r i o r t o time o f i n t e r v i e w . 

2 E x c l u d e s 4 w o m e n w h o s e ages w e r e u n k n o w n . 

Earnings in Domestic Service 

In analyzing weekly earnings from household 
work, consideration was given only to earnings in 
the job which the women held when interviewed, 
or if unemployed, in the last job, provided this job 
had ended w i t h i n 12 months pr ior to the interview. 
In view of the numerous variations in payments in 
kind and the considerable di f f iculty in evaluating 
these payments for each worker in the sample, the 
analysis was restricted to cash payments. 

Weekly cash earnings ranged from less than $2 
to slightly more than $18 for all women i n the 
sample (table 2) . The median earnings of women 
holding full-time jobs were $8.89; for par t - t ime 

workers median earnings were $5.73, and for regu
lar day workers, $4.83. There was no marked 
concentration i n any one wage group. This lack 
of concentration and also the wide range of earn
ings reflect absence of standardization of wages i n 
domestic service and indicate the extent to which 
ind iv idua l agreements between employer and em
ployee define the economic status of workers em
ployed in pr ivate families. 

A l though the weekly cash earnings as wel l as the 
dai ly and hour ly rates were known for the great 
m a j o r i t y of the women interviewed, the data d id 
not allow for more than rough estimates of the 
annual cash earnings. This l i m i t a t i o n was due to 
the absence of detailed reports on periods of u n 
paid vacation of regular day workers and periods 
of unemployment of less than one month 's dura 
t i on . Estimates of annual cash earnings were 
possible for only 255 women—sl ight ly more than 
30 percent of all women who held regular jobs at 
the t ime of interv iew—who had been at their pres
ent full-time jobs for more than 12 consecutive 
months. The earnings of these women ranged 
from about $300 to more than $900, w i t h a median 
of $497. I t should be emphasized t h a t these esti 
mates cannot be applied to the whole sample 
group, since they undoubtedly overstate the aver
age annual earnings of the average household 
worker in the sample, who did not have full-time 
employment throughout the year. 

The fact t h a t most of the workers received pay
ments in k i n d i n addi t ion to their cash wages u n 
doubtedly operated i n many instances to augment 
their comparatively low weekly cash earnings. 
The type of payment in k i n d varied considerably 
for the ind iv idua l worker. For 339 women who 
worked par t - t ime and by the day, 37 different 
combinations of payments i n k i n d were found i n 
addit ion to cash wages; and for 448 who were 
employed as fu l l - t ime workers, 12 combinations 
of payments in k i n d were recorded. Quite apart 
from the difficulties of setting cash values on such 
common types of payments as meals, lodging, and 
clothes, for example, these numerous variations i n 
a very small sample would seem to offer sufficient 
evidence of the problem t h a t would be involved 
in any a t t e m p t to evaluate ind iv idua l ly for each 
worker the cash value of payments i n k i n d re 
ceived i n addit ion to cash wages. A t the same 
t ime, the fact that payments i n k i n d generally 
constitute a par t of the earnings of domestic work 



ers i n regular jobs points to the conclusion t h a t 
they cannot be disregarded i n devising a c o n t r i b u 
t i o n and benefit system i f coverage is extended 
under the old-age and survivors insurance pro
gram. State employment security agencies have 
devised methods for evaluating payments i n k i n d 
for various classes of service workers who come 
w i t h i n the coverage of unemployment compensa
t i o n systems. 

Considering the average earnings found i n the 
study, there would seem to be l i t t l e p robab i l i ty 
t h a t workers would have savings or substantial 
private insurance payments to guarantee protec
t i on dur ing o ld age. I t was not surprising, there
fore, to f ind t h a t a l though four-f i f ths of the women 
had made insurance payments—hal f of them for 
l i fe insurance and half for sickness, accident, or 
bur ia l insurance—the largest proport ion had made 
payments ranging f rom 25 to 50 cents per week. 
Less than 10 percent of the women stated t h a t 
they had savings to live on dur ing periods of 
unemployment . 

The need for old-age and survivors insurance 
coverage was fur ther indicated by the fact t h a t , 
to a large extent, the earnings of the women in ter 
viewed appeared to be used to support dependents 
either b y supplementing the fami ly income or by 
support ing the fami ly entirely . A b o u t one-half 
of those employed or seeking w o r k reported de
pendents. A l t h o u g h the m a j o r i t y of the women 
w i t h dependents were marr ied , widowed, sepa
rated , or divorced, i t is significant t h a t 37 percent 
of the single women i n the sample had other per
sons who were dependent on their earnings. 
A b o u t 55 percent of the women w i t h dependents 

supported chi ldren under the age of 18. This 
group included a considerable percentage of un
attached workers, i . e., women who were single, 
widowed, separated, or divorced (table 3). I t 
seems reasonable to assume t h a t the major i ty of 
the unattached women supported their dependents 
ent ire ly , while married w o m e n — w i t h the excep
t i on of those whose husbands were u n e m p l o y e d -
supplemented the fami ly income w i t h their 
earnings. 

T a b l e 2 . — N e g r o women in domestic service in Baltimore: 1 Distribution by employment status 2 and amount of 
weekly cash wages received 3 

T y p e o f job a n d e m p l o y m e n t s t a t u s 

N u m b e r r e c e i v i n g w e e k l y c a s h w a g e s o f— 

T y p e o f job a n d e m p l o y m e n t s t a t u s 
T o t a l Less t h a n 

$2.00 
$ 2 . 0 0 -
$3.99 

$ 4 . 0 0 -
$5.99 

$ 6 . 0 0 -
$7.99 

$ 8 . 0 0 -
$9.99 

$10 .00-
$11.99 

$12 .00-
$13.99 

$14 .00 -
$15.99 

$16 .00 -
$17.99 

$18.00 or 
more 

T o t a l 4 956 37 110 200 215 179 132 59 12 3 9 

E m p l o y e d i n p r i v a t e h o m e s 804 32 91 169 182 147 114 49 11 3 6 
F u l l - t i m e 448 0 4 55 112 120 96 43 10 3 5 
Part-time 93 3 11 38 24 7 5 3 1 0 1 
R e g u l a r d a y w o r k 253 25 71 75 46 20 13 3 0 0 0 
T e m p o r a r y d a y w o r k 10 4 5 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

E m p l o y e d o u t s i d e o f p r i v a t e h o m e s 42 2 6 5 8 7 8 5 0 0 1 
Unemployed 110 3 13 26 25 25 10 5 1 0 2 

S e e k i n g w o r k 56 2 4 17 13 10 6 3 0 0 1 
N o t s e e k i n g w o r k 54 1 9 9 12 15 4 2 1 0 1 

1 See t a b l e 1 , f o o t n o t e 1. 
2 E m p l o y m e n t s t a t u s a t t i m e o f i n t e r v i e w . 
3 F o r e m p l o y e d p e r s o n s , w e e k l y c a s h w a g e s are those e a r n e d d u r i n g w e e k o f 

interview, i.e., a n y o f f i r s t 3 w e e k s i n J a n u a r y 1941; f o r unemployed p e r s o n s , 

w e e k l y c a s h w a g e s are those, e a r n e d i n l a s t job h e l d i n household e m p l o y m e n t , 
p r o v i d e d s u c h e m p l o y m e n t w a s n o t m o r e t h a n 12 m o n t h s p r i o r t o i n t e r v i e w . 
5 E x c l u d e s 89 w o m e n w h o h a d n o r e g u l a r j o b s d u r i n g 1940 a n d 48 w h o s e wages 
were u n k n o w n . 

Participation in the Old-Age and Survivors 
Insurance System 

I n analyzing the data on occurrence, extent, and 
character of work performed outside of private 
families by the workers in the survey, i t should be 
remembered t h a t the study was conducted in a 
c i t y where, according to available census data, less 
than one-fourth of al l gainful ly employed Negro 
women were employed in work outside private 
families in 1930. 4 I t is not surprising, therefore, 
t h a t jobs outside pr ivate homes were found to be 
an insignificant par t of the employment history 
of the great m a j o r i t y of the women interviewed. 
T h i s finding held bo th for the period 1936-40 and 
for the t o ta l work ing life of the women. Accord
ing to numerous comments received from the 
women interviewed, the small degree of industrial 
m o b i l i t y was not due to lack of interest in other 
work b u t to lack of employment opportunities 
and t ra in ing . 

A b o u t 28 percent of the 1,093 women stated 
4 O f 30,087 g a i n f u l l y e m p l o y e d N e g r o w o m e n in B a l t i m o r e in 1930, 7,265 

h a d b e e n e m p l o y e d o u t s i d e d o m e s t i c s e r v i c e . Fifteenth Census of the United 
States: 1930. Population, V o l . I I I , Pt. 1, p . 1062. 



that they had held jobs o ther t h a n domest i c serv 
ice in p r i v a t e homes a t some t i m e i n t h e p e r i o d 
1936-40. H o w e v e r , jobs ins ign i f i cant i n l e n g t h 
of t ime and in w e e k l y hours of w o r k were i n c l u d e d 
in these figures. A l m o s t h a l f the w o m e n h a d 
spent less t h a n a year i n outs ide e m p l o y m e n t 
during th is t i m e , and 63 percent h a d spent less 
than 2 years. 

Analysis of the w o r k histor ies of 694 w o m e n 
who had records cover ing t h e i r t o t a l w o r k i n g l i f e 
showed t h a t 45 percent of t h e m h a d he ld j obs 
outside p r i v a t e fami l ies d u r i n g t h e i r w o r k i n g l ives . 
About o n e - t h i r d of th i s g r o u p h a d w o r k e d less 
than a year in outs ide e m p l o y m e n t , and a lmos t 
half less than 2 years. W o r k outs ide of p r i v a t e 
families was repor ted less f r e q u e n t l y b y w o m e n 
who were over 45 years of age a t t i m e of i n t e r v i e w . 
These f indings were m a r k e d l y s i m i l a r to those i n 
the Ph i lade lph ia survey , where 28 percent of the 
women r e p o r t i n g outs ide e m p l o y m e n t had been 
so employed for less t h a n a year a n d 44 percent 
had had such e m p l o y m e n t for less t h a n 2 years 
during the i r w o r k i n g l ives . 

A l t h o u g h the types of o t h e r i n d u s t r y and occu
pation var ied cons iderably , the largest concen
trat ion of jobs was f ound i n o ther service i n d u s 
tries.5 A p p r o x i m a t e l y o n e - t h i r d o f the w o m e n 
who had held o th er jobs d u r i n g 1936-40 had been 

employed i n hotels , r es taurants , b o a r d i n g houses, 
a n d s i m i l a r establ ishments , a n d a b o u t o n e - f i f t h 
h a d he ld jobs i n m a n u f a c t u r i n g industr ies . T h e 
rest h a d been se l f -employed or h a d w o r k e d i n 
a g r i c u l t u r e o r i n var i ous o ther types of i n d u s t r y . 

M o r e shi f ts f r o m o ther jobs to domest ic w o r k 
i n p r i v a t e homes were f o u n d d u r i n g th i s per iod 
t h a n f r o m domest ic e m p l o y m e n t t o outside jobs . 
O f a t o t a l of 481 shi f ts l i s t ed , 251 were m o v e m e n t s 
i n t o domest ic service a n d 181 f r o m domest ic 
service to o ther industr ies . T h a t o n l y p a r t of 
these shi f ts represented shi f ts between covered 
and noncovered e m p l o y m e n t is suggested b y the 
repor ts of the w o m e n i n t e r v i e w e d a n d b y the 
findings on t h e i r insured s ta tus under the old-age 
and s u r v i v o r s insurance p r o g r a m . 

5 The i n d u s t r y o f the job h e l d l o n g e s t d u r i n g 1936 -40 o r the i n d u s t r y in w h i c h 
m o s t time w a s s p e n t w a s u s e d i n d e t e r m i n i n g the prevailing i n d u s t r i e s . 

T a b l e 3 . — N e g r o w o m e n in domestic service in Balti

more: 1 Distribution by type of dependents and 

marital status 

T y p e o f d e p e n d e n t 

M a r i t a l s t a t u s 

T y p e o f d e p e n d e n t T o t a l 
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o w e d 

S e p a 
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o r c c d 
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b e r 

P e r 
c e n t 

S i n g l e M a r 
r i e d 

W i d 
o w e d 

S e p a 
r a t e d 

Div
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T o t a l 2 976 1 0 0 . 0 231 430 132 158 25 
None 505 5 1 . 7 145 211 76 60 13 
C h i l d r e n o n l y 3 218 2 2 . 4 18 116 25 51 8 
Parents o n l y 4 58 5.9 12 26 7 11 2 
O t h e r f a m i l y members o n l y 144 14.8 48 55 16 23 2 
C h i l d r e n a n d p a r e n t s 2 . 2 0 1 1 0 0 
C h i l d r e n a n d o t h e r f a m i l y 

m e m b e r s 38 3.9 3 15 7 13 0 
P a r e n t s a n d o t h e r f a m i l y 

m e m b e r s 9 .9 5 4 0 0 0 
C h i l d r e n , p a r e n t s , a n d o t h e r 

f a m i l y m e m b e r s 2 . 2 0 2 0 0 0 

1 See t a b l e 1, f o o t n o t e 1 . 
2 E x c l u d e s 117 w o m e n n o t s e e k i n g w o r k at t i m e o f i n t e r v i e w . 
3 C h i l d r e n u n d e r 18 y e a r s . C h i l d r e n 18 a n d o v e r are l i s t e d a m o n g o t h e r 

f a m i l y m e m b e r s . 
4 P a r e n t s 65 y e a r s a n d o v e r . P a r e n t s u n d e r 65 a r e l i s t e d a m o n g o t h e r 

f a m i l y m e m b e r s . 

Insured Status 

A l t h o u g h 363 w o m e n , o n e - t h i r d of the sample 
c la imed social secur i ty account n u m b e r s , ac
counts for o n l y 289 could be ident i f i ed i n the wage-
record files of the B u r e a u o f O l d - A g e a n d S u r 
v i v o r s Insurance . A b o u t o n e - f i f t h o f the l a t t e r 
had obta ined account numbers for w o r k i n 
covered e m p l o y m e n t ; the rest h a d received t h e m 
w h i l e on rel ief w o r k or i n search of a j o b . M o r e 
t h a n h a l f of the w o m e n whose accounts cou ld be 
ident i f i ed had no wage credi ts , a n d o n l y a b o u t one-
e i g h t h of those w i t h wage credits h a d a c c u m u l a t e d 
suff ic ient quar ters of coverage to achieve insured 
status . 6 

D a t a f r o m the wage records s u b s t a n t i a t e d facts 
suggested b y the general w o r k histor ies . O t h e r 
service industr i es represented the type of e m p l o y 
m e n t for w h i c h m o r e t h a n t w o - f i f t h s of wages i n 
covered e m p l o y m e n t were p a i d . 7 W o r k i n cov 
ered e m p l o y m e n t was m o r e f r e q u e n t l y o b t a i n e d 
b y w o m e n i n the younger age g r o u p s ; a b o u t 16 
percent of the w o m e n aged 25 -34 , for example , 
a c cumula ted wage credi ts , as compared w i t h 12 
percent for a l l w o m e n . W o r k i n covered i n d u s 
tr ies inc luded m a n y jobs of ins ign i f i cant l e n g t h ; 
a b o u t 30 percent of the w o m e n received wages of 
less t h a n $50 d u r i n g the 3-year per iod 1937-39, 

6 For the g r o u p u n d e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n , i n s u r e d s t a t u s w o u l d h a v e b e e n 
a c h i e v e d as o f D e c e m b e r 3 1 , 1939, i f the w o r k e r h a d a c q u i r e d at l e a s t 6 q u a r t e r s 
o f c o v e r a g e ; f o r a f u l l d e f i n i t i o n o f q u a r t e r s o f coverage a n d o f i n s u r e d s t a t u s 
see the Bulletin, D e c e m b e r 1939, p p . 5 - 6 . 

7 T h e i n d u s t r y o f the e m p l o y e r w h o p a i d the l a r g e s t p a r t o f the w o r k e r ' s 
w a g e s in 1939 w a s u s e d i n d e t e r m i n i n g the m a j o r t y p e o f c o v e r e d e m p l o y m e n t . 
A m o n g t h e types m o s t f r e q u e n t l y r e p o r t e d were w o r k in personal-service es 
t a b l i s h m e n t s a n d h o t e l s , r e s t a u r a n t s , a n d l o d g i n g p l a c e s , a c c o u n t i n g a l t o 
g e t h e r f o r m o r e t h a n 40 p e r c e n t o f i n d u s t r i e s in w h i c h t a x a b l e w a g e s w e r e 
e a r n e d . 



and about 60 percent received less than $200 
d u r i n g t h a t t ime. Moreover, work in covered 
employment was scattered irregularly over differ
ent quarters, preventing the women who con
t r i b u t e d to the system from accumulating po
tent ia l protection from i t . 

Protection Through Husband's Social Security 
Status 

The lack of insurance protection based on the 
women's own records was found to be par t ia l l y 
compensated by the fact t h a t the husbands of 
some of the 508 married women held jobs i n cov
ered employment. Only 178 husbands, however, 
were found to have any quarters of coverage, and 
only 142 had insured status. The measure of 
protection was especially small for older women. 
Of the 142 women who would have been eligible 
for survivors ' benefits i n the event of their hus
bands' death, only 22 were 45 years of age or 
over; 35 of the women whose husbands had social 
security accounts b u t no t sufficient quarters of 
coverage for insured status were 45 years of age 
or over. I n only 3 cases were both husband and 
wife found to have insured status. 

Effect of Coverage Under Old-Age and Survivors 
Insurance 

Taxable wages of only $4 a week, i f regularly 
and continuously received over a 13-week period, 
are sufficient to y ie ld a quarter of coverage under 
the old-age and survivors insurance program. 
I f workers were eligible for benefits on the basis 
solely of their earnings, the study would indicate 
t h a t , in spite of their comparatively low cash earn
ings, the great m a j o r i t y of the women interviewed 
m i g h t have been able to a t ta in insured status on 
this basis. A b o u t 85 percent of the women w i t h 
wages had earned $4 or more per week, and 64 
percent had earned $6 or more. B u t in view of 
the requirement t h a t a specified number of quar
ters of coverage must be acquired for insured 
status at any given t ime, the degree of regular i ty 
and c o n t i n u i t y of employment is a contro l l ing 
factor. 

Evidence f rom the work histories as to regular i ty 
and c o n t i n u i t y was l i m i t e d i n two respects. I t 
was di f f icult to get complete records of unemploy
ment of less than a m o n t h and of v o l u n t a r y p a r t i a l 
unemployment and v o l u n t a r y unpaid vacations of 
regular day w o r k e r s who stayed w i t h their employ

ers over a period of years. Because of these 
l imi ta t i ons , i t is no t possible to draw general con
clusions from the findings of the study, although 
they seem to indicate general trends of employ
ment experience in pr ivate families. 

The women interviewed had been in household 
employment for periods ranging from less than 1 
year to more than 20 years. B u t data available 
for complete histories, showing continuous records 
f rom the first j ob up to the t ime of interview, indi
cated t h a t on the average the tota l t ime spent in 
household work was rather short . 8 The median 
number of years was less than 7 for a l l women who 
were employed or unemployed and seeking work. 
I t was found to be s l ight ly higher bo th for women 
holding full-t ime, jobs and for those having regular 
day work at t ime of in terv iew—sl ight ly more than 
7 and more than 9 years, respectively. About 37 
percent had been employed more than 10 years 
in various types of work for pr ivate families, and 
about 25 percent had done such work for more than 
15 years. These findings corresponded, in gen
eral, to those of the Philadelphia study. The 
median length of employment in Philadelphia was 
s l ight ly more than 7 years, and about 37 percent of 
the women interviewed reported more than 10 
years of domestic work in pr ivate families. 

As could have been expected, the great majority 
of older women had more than 10 years of work 
experience in pr ivate homes. A b o u t 80 percent 
of the women 45 years of age and over, 59 percent 
of those aged 40 and over, and only 37 percent of 
those between 25 and 40 had had the equivalent 
of more than 120 months of paid household em
ployment . 

A t f irst glance, these data seem to suggest that 
i f domestic employment were covered by the insur
ance program the m a j o r i t y of the women inter
viewed m i g h t eventually fu l f i l l the requirement of 
earnings of $50 in each of 40 calendar quarters 
which would give them permanent and fully 
insured status. B u t the tendency to shift from 
fu l l - t ime to p a r t - t i m e or day work may prevent 
any such possibil ity. Only 20 percent of all 
women interviewed had spent more than 10 years 
i n regular fu l l - t ime employment ; 37 percent had 
held dif ferent types of household jobs for that 
length of t ime. Less than 8 percent had worked 

8 I n f o r m a t i o n o n w o r k e x p e r i e n c e w a s o b t a i n e d p r i n c i p a l l y for the 5-year 
p e r i o d p r i o r t o the i n t e r v i e w . C o m p l e t e h i s t o r i e s o f w o m e n w i t h work 
e x p e r i e n c e p r i o r t o 1936 w e r e o b t a i n e d o n l y f or 694 w o m e n for w h o m records 
were a v a i l a b l e . 



as regular day workers for more than 10 years. 
Although four-fi fths of a l l women interviewed 
reported some periods of full-time employment 
during their work ing lives, more detailed data 
on the years of employment m i g h t disclose periods 
of partial employment w i t h less than the m i n i m u m 
wages required for a quarter of coverage. The 
study, therefore, d id not y ie ld a conclusive picture 
regarding the insurabi l i ty of these workers w i t h 
more than 10 years of work experience. 

Work histories for the period 1936-40 revealed 
that more than half of the 976 women who were 
in the labor force in January 1941 had been em
ployed continuously in pr ivate homes for a period 
of 55-60 months (table 4) . Moreover, almost 
three-quarters of the women interviewed had 
spent more than 30 out of a possible 60 months 
working for pr ivate families. The length of em
ployment experience varied considerably w i t h 
the worker's age. Of the women aged 45 years 
and over, 86 percent had spent more than 30 
months in household work dur ing this period. 
This compares w i t h 47 percent for those under 
25 years of age. 

Only part of the work ing t ime of these workers 
had been spent in fu l l - t ime jobs. A b o u t 37 per
cent of the women had had fu l l - t ime employment 
for more than 30 out of 60 months, the proport ion 
being considerably higher for older women. I t 
seems reasonable to conclude t h a t these women 
may be able eventually to meet the qual i fy ing 
requirements of the old-age and survivors insur
ance system, and i t is also possible t h a t women 

doing regular day work for more than one em
ployer or work ing several days per week may 
acquire sufficient wages to meet these require
ments. A detailed analysis of periods of par t ia l 
employment might , however, disclose a number 
of workers who worked for only 1 day a week 
and thus would not earn enough to qual i fy , even 
though they were employed i n a sufficient number 
of quarters. 

I f the present exclusion f rom coverage of domes
tic service i n pr ivate homes were w i t h d r a w n , 
domestic workers m i g h t s t i l l experience some 
di f f i cul ty i n obtaining insured status under the 
present interpretat ion of casual labor, which is 
excluded f rom coverage under the old-age and 
survivors insurance program. B y ru l ing , 9 casual 
labor is defined as services which are no t i n the 
course of the employer's trade or business and 
which are performed on not more than 10 calendar 
days w i t h i n a period of 2 consecutive calendar 
months. The data d id not disclose any consider
able amount of casual or temporary day work i n 
pr ivate fami l ies—that is, periods dur ing which 
the women did no t have regular employment b u t 
instead picked up a day's work at their conven
ience. There is reason to believe, however, t h a t 
par t of the periods of par t ia l employment i n 
regular day work m i g h t be excluded as casual 
labor. Thus , a domestic worker who worked only 
1 day a week for each of her employers m i g h t be 
excluded as a casual worker f rom coverage, unless 

9 A & C Mimeograph C o l l e c t o r N o . 5121, r u l e A , O c t . 12, 1940, B u r e a u o f 
I n t e r n a l R e v e n u e . 

Table 4 . — N e g r o women in domestic service i n Baltimore: 1 Distribution by number of months in regular employment 

in private homes and number of months unemployed and seeking work, 1936-40 

Number of m o n t h s u n e m p l o y e d a n d 
s e e k i n g w o r k 

N u m b e r w i t h s p e c i f i e d m o n t h s o f e m p l o y m e n t in r e g u l a r h o u s e h o l d j o b s 

Number of m o n t h s u n e m p l o y e d a n d 
s e e k i n g w o r k T o t a l 

N o n e 1-6 7-12 13-18 19-24 25 -30 31-36 37 -42 43 -48 49-54 55-66 

Number of m o n t h s u n e m p l o y e d a n d 
s e e k i n g w o r k 

N u m b e r P e r c e n t 
N o n e 1-6 7-12 13-18 19-24 25 -30 31-36 37 -42 43 -48 49-54 55-66 

T o t a l 2 975 37 90 63 49 62 67 50 36 45 47 429 

Percent of total 100 .0 3.8 9.2 6.5 5.0 6.4 6.9 5.1 3.7 4.6 
4.8 44.0 

None 792 81 .4 29 58 42 31 42 49 35 25 34 35 412 
1-6 86 8 . 8 3 13 6 7 13 4 2 6 6 10 16 
7-12 29 3 . 0 1 3 7 4 2 0 2 4 3 2 1 
13-18 18 1.8 1 5 3 0 3 1 3 0 2 0 0 
19-24 9 .9 0 0 1 1 1 0 5 1 0 0 0 
25-30 18 1.8 1 4 0 1 0 9 3 0 0 0 0 
31-36 10 1.0 0 2 1 2 1 4 0 0 0 0 0 
37-42 4 . 4 0 3 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
43-48 5 .5 0 0 3 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
49-54 1 . 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
55-66 3 . 3 2 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1 See t a b l e 1, f o o t n o t e 1. 
2 E x c l u d e s 1 p e r s o n f o r w h o m p e r i o d o f u n e m p l o y m e n t was u n k n o w n a n d 117 p e r s o n s n o t s e e k i n g w o r k at time o f i n t e r v i e w . 



t h e m a i n t e n a n c e o f a h o u s e h o l d were d e f i n e d f o r 
p u r p o s e s o f the S o c i a l S e c u r i t y A c t as a trade o r 
bus iness . 

I n t h i s c o n n e c t i o n , i t m a y be n o t e d t h a t the 
e x t e n t o f p a r t i a l e m p l o y m e n t w a s f o u n d t o be 
m u c h g r e a t e r t h a n t h a t o f i n v o l u n t a r y u n e m 
p l o y m e n t . P e r i o d s o f u n e m p l o y m e n t o f a m o n t h 
o r more d u r i n g w h i c h the w o m e n were s e e k i n g 
w o r k f o r m e d a d i s t i n c t l y m i n o r p a r t o f the w o r k 
exper ience . V o l u n t a r y w i t h d r a w a l s f r o m t h e l a b o r 
m a r k e t were b o t h more f r e q u e n t a n d l o n g e r . 1 0 

A b o u t 18 p e r c e n t o f t h e w o m e n h a d been u n e m 
p l o y e d a n d s e e k i n g w o r k f o r 1 m o n t h o r m o r e 
d u r i n g the p e r i o d 1 9 3 6 - 4 0 ; a b o u t 30 p e r c e n t h a d 
v o l u n t a r i l y w i t h d r a w n f r o m the l a b o r m a r k e t 
d u r i n g the same p e r i o d . 1 1 F o r w o m e n w h o h a d 
been u n e m p l o y e d a t a n y t i m e d u r i n g t h i s p e r i o d , 
the m e d i a n l e n g t h o f u n e m p l o y m e n t w h i l e s e e k i n g 
w o r k w a s 7.8 m o n t h s , as c o m p a r e d w i t h 15 m o n t h s 
f o r p e r i o d s o f w i t h d r a w a l s f r o m the l a b o r m a r k e t . 
T h e s e findings, b o t h f o r t h e r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l 
g r o u p o f w o m e n w h o h a d su f fered p e r i o d s o f i n 
v o l u n t a r y u n e m p l o y m e n t a n d f o r the l a r g e r n u m 
b e r o f w o r k e r s w h o h a d w i t h d r a w n f r o m the l a b o r 
m a r k e t , c o n f o r m e d , b y a n d large, t o the d a t a 
o b t a i n e d i n P h i l a d e l p h i a . 

Conclusions 

I n f o r m a t i o n o b t a i n e d o n the e x t e n t t o w h i c h 
the N e g r o d o m e s t i c w o r k e r s i n the s t u d y h a d 
a c q u i r e d a n y p r o t e c t i o n u n d e r the p r e s e n t o ld -age 
a n d s u r v i v o r s insurance s y s t e m a n d o n t h e i n s u r 
a b i l i t y o f t h e w o r k e r s c o v e r e d i n t h e s t u d y p o i n t e d 
t o p r o b l e m s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f N e g r o e s a n d o f 
w o m e n w o r k e r s i n g e n e r a l . 

I n s o f a r as l e n g t h o f e m p l o y m e n t exper ience 
a n d r e g u l a r i t y a n d c o n t i n u i t y o f e m p l o y m e n t are 
c o n c e r n e d , t h e s t u d y e m p h a s i z e d p r o b l e m s e x i s t i n g 
t o some e x t e n t f o r w o m e n w o r k e r s i n g e n e r a l . 1 2 

F r e q u e n t w i t h d r a w a l s f r o m t h e l a b o r m a r k e t 

s h o r t e n t h e i r w o r k exper ience i n b o t h covered 
a n d n o n c o v e r e d i n d u s t r y . 1 3 I n s o f a r as there was 
a p r o b l e m i n h e r e n t i n t h e o c c u r r e n c e o f periods of 
p a r t i a l e m p l o y m e n t , t h e r e is reason to believe 
t h a t i t is p r i m a r i l y a p r o b l e m of N e g r o domestic 
w o r k e r s , s ince w h i t e w o m e n are e m p l o y e d i n day 
w o r k t o a m u c h s m a l l e r degree. 

T h e wage l e v e l o f t h e m a j o r i t y o f the women 
i n t e r v i e w e d i n d i c a t e d t h a t , i f coverage were ex
t e n d e d t o h o u s e h o l d e m p l o y m e n t , a l a rge part of 
these w o m e n , e v e n i f t h e y c o u l d o t h e r w i s e meet 
t h e e l i g i b i l i t y r e q u i r e m e n t s , w o u l d n o t be entitled 
t o m o r e t h a n t h e m i n i m u m a m o u n t of benefits 
a v a i l a b l e u n d e r t h e Soc ia l S e c u r i t y A c t . I n this 
respect t h e i r s i t u a t i o n is s i m i l a r t o t h e general 
s i t u a t i o n o f N e g r o w o r k e r s n o w i n covered em
p l o y m e n t . 1 4 

A n y i n s u r a n c e p r o t e c t i o n o b t a i n e d b y the 
B a l t i m o r e w o r k e r s u n d e r t h e p r e s e n t old-age and 
s u r v i v o r s i n s u r a n c e p r o g r a m was d u e largely to 
t h e i n s u r e d s t a t u s o f t h e i r h u s b a n d s . A n insig
n i f i c a n t n u m b e r o f t h e w o m e n i n t e r v i e w e d have 
been able t o o b t a i n i n s u r e d s t a t u s o n the basis of 
t h e i r o w n e a r n i n g s i n c overed e m p l o y m e n t . This 
n u m b e r w a s f a r surpassed b y t h a t o f the women 
w h o h a d a c c u m u l a t e d some wage c r e d i t s from 
c o v e r e d e m p l o y m e n t , b u t n o t e n o u g h f o r insured 
s t a t u s . I n t h e absence o f a v a i l a b l e d a t a on the 
e x t e n t of m o v e m e n t b e t w e e n covered a n d non-
covered e m p l o y m e n t on t h e p a r t o f w h i t e workers, 
i t is n o t possible t o e s t i m a t e t h e ef fect o f racial 
d i f ferences on t h i s p r o b l e m . The evidence ob
t a i n e d o n s h i f t s b e t w e e n d o m e s t i c service and 
c o v e r e d e m p l o y m e n t suggests t h a t — n o t w i t h s t a n d 
i n g t h e f a c t t h a t o n l y a p a r t o f t h e N e g r o women 
i n t e r v i e w e d h a d h a d exper ience i n w o r k outside 
p r i v a t e h o m e s — m o r e o f t h e w o m e n m i g h t have 
a c q u i r e d p o t e n t i a l r i g h t s t o bene f i t s on the basis 
o f t h e i r o w n e m p l o y m e n t exper ience i f , b y aban
d o n i n g t h e d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n covered a n d non-
c o v e r e d e m p l o y m e n t , i t w e r e poss ib le t o treat 
t h e i r e m p l o y m e n t as an u n b r o k e n u n i t y . 

10 O f the w o m e n n o t a v a i l a b l e f o r w o r k at time of i n t e r v i e w , a b o u t t w o -
f i f t h s w e r e n o t w o r k i n g because o f d o m e s t i c d u t i e s , while about o n e - f o u r t h 
were o u t o f w o r k because o f t e m p o r a r y d i s a b i l i t y , s i c k n e s s , o r p o o r h e a l t h . 

11 T h e s e f i g u r e s are b a s e d o n r e c o r d s o f w o m e n w h o were in the l a b o r force 
w h e n i n t e r v i e w e d . 

12 See U . S. D e p a r t m e n t o f L a b o r , W o m e n ' s B u r e a u , The Woman Worker, 
V o l . 2 1 , N o . 4 ( J u l y 1941), p p . 7 -8 . 

13 Palmer, Gladys L . , " T h e M o b i l i t y o f W e a v e r s i n T h r e e T e x t i l e Centers , " 
Quarterly Journal of Economics, V o l . 55, N o . 5 ( M a y 1941), p . 485. 

14 F r a n k l i n , C h a r l e s L., " C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a n d T a x a b l e W a g e s of Negro 
W o r k e r s , 13 Se lec ted S o u t h e r n S t a t e s , 1938," Social Security Bulletin, V o l . 4, 
N o . 3 ( M a r c h 1941), p p . 2 1 - 3 1 . 


