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ELEVATOR PITCH
The global economy is full of progress paradoxes.
Improvements in technology, reducing poverty, and
increasing life expectancy coexist with persistent poverty
in the poorest countries and increasing inequality and
unhappiness in many wealthy ones. A key driver of the
latter is the decline in the status and wages of low-skilled
labor, with an increasing percentage of prime-aged men
(and to a lesser extent women) simply dropping out of
the labor force. The trend is starkest in the US, though
frustration in this same cohort is also prevalent in Europe,
and it is reflected in voting patterns in both contexts.
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Source: Author calculations based on [1] and 2010–2017 Gallup World Poll.

KEY FINDINGS
Pros
There are surprising differences in the well-being
of prime-aged males outside the labor force across
regions, with some regions experiencing less severe
issues than others.
While training can facilitate the re-integration of
younger low-skilled workers, policies to address
the future of those who are no longer employable
will be more challenging.
Developing economies offer some potential
lessons for creative solutions to enhance the
productivity of those outside the labor force.

Cons
The trend of prime-aged males dropping out of
the labor force has high economic, social, and
political costs, particularly in rich countries.
The trend of prime-aged males dropping out
of the labor force is likely to be exacerbated in
the future, creating increased burdens for social
insurance systems.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE
The global economy is experiencing increasing numbers of workers dropping out of the labor force, particularly primeaged males in rich countries. This particularly troubled group displays high levels of desperation, stress, and anger.
While more research is needed when it comes to encouraging participation by low-skilled workers, older workers can
benefit from programs that reduce isolation via new opportunities for community involvement and volunteerism and
improving safety nets. Better understanding the ill-being of these cohorts is a first step in addressing future labor force
participation challenges.
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