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U.S. unemployment  rates, 1900 to 1940 

1910 – 1919 (5.3%) 

1920 – 1929 (5.0%) 

1930 – 1939 (18.3%) 

Historical moments 
•   U.S. involvement in WW1:  

1917 to 1918 
•   Spanish  flu: 1918 to 1920 
•   Agricultural Depression:  1920 

to 1921 
•   Great Depression: 1929 to  

1939 

Source: National Bureau of Economic Research, “Annual estimates of unemployment in the United States, 1900 to 1954.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov
https://labor.idaho.gov


   
 

Poll question 

In 1920, nearly one out of three U.S. workers were employed in 
agriculture, livestock, forestry or mining. 

labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov
https://labor.idaho.gov


 

      

Idaho overweight natural resource jobs 
Ye

ar
 

Percentage 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Decennial Census, 1910 to 1930.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov
https://labor.idaho.gov


  

  

Labor shortage during World War 1 

Source: Arrington, Leonard. “History of Idaho: Volume 2.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov
https://labor.idaho.gov


 

  
     

Job shortage during the 1930s 

Source: Arrington, Leonard. “History of Idaho: Volume 2.” 
Image credit: Idaho State Historical Society. “Civilian Conservation Corps – Enrollees. Pocatello, Idaho Falls District.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


  

      
         
      

   
   

       
   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Changing the nature of work in the 1920s 

Key elements impacting occupations in demand during this period: 
• Agricultural Depression in 1920 to1921 following the end of World War 1 
• Adoption of the internal combustion engine for transportation and machinery 
• Roll out of electrification 
• Water rights and irrigation 
• Formation of professional boards and licensing of nurses, attorneys 
• Television and radio stations changed the speed of communication 

labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


   

        
    

Changing the nature of work cont. 2 

Image credit: Williams, Keith. “The early electrification of Latah County, Idaho: Power goes rural.” 1985 
Image credit: “Use 250 men in harvesting ice.” The Spokesman-Review, Dec. 22, 1924. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


Population, irrigation and the Carey Act 

159% 

26% 

92% 

21% 

101% 

33% 

15% 

3% 

16% 

Population growth per decade 

21% 

  

  

        Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “1930 Census: Volume 1. Population, Number and Distribution of Inhabitants.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


Population, irrigation, Carey Act cont. 

0.2 mil 0.6 mil 

1.4 mil 

2.5 mil 
2.2 mil 

445,000 

Irrigated farm acres 

   

 

      Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Census of Agriculture, 1930.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


 

         

Idaho’s natural resource economy 

•   Irrigation – 21%  of  national  growth  in  irrigated  acres  from  1909 to 1919  occurred  in  
Idaho ( no.  1 was  California and  no.  2 was  Idaho) 

•   Farms – Idaho  added  11,000 farms  between  1910 to 1920  and  lost  400 farms  between  
1920 to  1930 

•   Mining – In 1925,  Idaho  was  the  No.  2  producer  of  lead  in the  U.S.  behind  no.  1  
Missouri.  85% w as from Shoshone  County. 

•   Timber – Idaho  and western  Montana  held 75%  of U.S. w estern  white pine inventories  
in  1920. 

•   1927 – Clearwater T imber  Company  opened the largest  white pine mill  in  the world 
in  Lewiston 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “1920 Census: Irrigation, general report and analytical tables and reports for states, with statistics for counties.” 1922. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


 

         

Idaho’s natural resource economy cont. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “1920 Census: Irrigation, general report and analytical tables and reports for states, with statistics for counties.” 1922. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


    

Horses and tractors  on Idaho  farms 

190 Horses/mules per tractor 46 7 2 <1 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, “U.S. Census of Agriculture, 1920 to 1959.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


 

   

Idaho farms by amenity utilization, 1920 to 1930 

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, “U.S. Census of Agriculture, 1930.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


  

      

Job shift from agriculture to services 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Decennial Census, 1910 to 1960.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


    

      

Professional service roles and women’s labor 
force participation 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Decennial Census, 1910 to 1960.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


      

Trained  nurses per  10,000 Idaho  residents 

202 

28 
20 17 11 8 

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 … 2025 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “U.S. Decennial Census, 1910 to 1960.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


   
  

          

Fast rate of technological change, labor’s 
future looked grim in 1930 

In 1930, British economist  John Maynard  Keynes penned the following  
observations in his “Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren:” 
“We are being afflicted with  a  new  disease…namely,  technological 
unemployment.” 
“The improvement  in  the standard of life has  been  a  little too  quick…” 
“For  the  moment  the  very  rapidity  of  these c hanges  is  hurting  us  and  bringing  
difficult  problems to solve…but  this is only a  temporary phase  of  maladjustment.” 
“A  15-hour  (work)  week  may  put  off the problem  for  a  great  while.” 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “1920 Census: Irrigation, general report and analytical tables and reports for states, with statistics for counties.” 1922. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


  

    

Changing the nature of work in the 2020s 

2000-2009 (5.5%) 
2010-2019 (6.2%) 

2020-2026 (4.8%) 

Historical moments 
•   Great  Recession:  2008 to 2009 
•   COVID-19 pandemic: 2020 

Source: St. Louis FRED, “Unemployment Rate, 1948 to current.” labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


 

        
            

        
      

       
   

         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Changing the nature of work in the 2020s cont. 

• Key elements impacting occupations in demand during the current period: 
• COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 forces employers to re-think how and where work is 

done. 
• Fast in-migration population growth to Idaho results in an increased need for labor 

amidst the tightest unemployment rates of modern times. 
• Incredibly fast development speed of Artificial Intelligence and its unknown effect 

on the labor market. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “1920 Census: Irrigation, general report and analytical tables and reports for states, with statistics for counties.” 1922. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


  

        

U.S. net labor force entrants by decade 

Source: Wall Street Journal, “Why AI might actually help solve the next labor crisis,” July 13, 2026. labor.idaho.gov 

https://labor.idaho.gov


 Thank you. Any questions? 

Need more information? 
Contact:  Lisa.Grigg@labor.idaho.gov 

labor.idaho.gov 

mailto:Lisa.Grigg@labor.idaho.gov
https://labor.idaho.gov
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