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Arguably, the biggest success story in history is the 
American free enterprise system that has created 
countless millions of jobs and great prosperity for 
generations of Americans.  Even in these challenging 
economic times, that statement remains true.   
 

Recessions, although challenging, are not a new 
phenomenon.  In fact, since the Great Depression that 
began in 1929, our country has experienced no less 
than thirteen recessions.  While some recessions have 
been more severe than others, our economy has 
always rebounded from them.  
(See Table 1-A for research data) 
 

Throughout the years, our economic system has been 
remarkably successful despite all the challenges and 
societal changes that it has faced. 
 

As our country evolved from an agrarian to an urban 
economy in the 1800's, it created millions of jobs.  As 
the country absorbed tens of millions of immigrants 
over the years, it created jobs.  As women by the 
millions entered the work force and established 
careers, it created jobs.  And, as we've faced the threat 
of automation and technology change over the last fifty 
years, our economic system has created jobs.   
(See Tables 1-B, 1-C and 1-D for research data)  
 

Today however, as the cost of communicating across 
continents drops to near zero, and foreign competition 
grows stronger in an ever-smaller world, some are 
beginning to question whether our economic system 
can continue to create the millions of new jobs that will 
be needed to ensure the prosperity of future 
generations of Americans. 
 

Based on the country's past one hundred and fifty 
years of economic success, the answer to that 
question should clearly be "yes".  However, continued 
jobs creation and prosperity will only occur if our 
citizens understand how our economic system works. 
    

And yet, few of our citizens or community leaders 
really seem to understand how our economic system 
works.  Indeed, many apparently do not understand, 
that without constant innovation and pro-active risk-
taking in pursuit of new opportunities (i.e. 
entrepreneurship), existing businesses may not 

survive and needed new businesses, industries and 
jobs will not be created. 
 

A hundred plus years ago, the great cities of our 
country were built on the success of entrepreneurs like 
Rockefeller, Carnegie, Firestone, Ford, and countless 
others.  Today, that entrepreneurial spirit has all too 
often been replaced by a search for quick fixes to 
somehow magically create jobs and continued 
prosperity.  The long-term solution however can only 
be a return to an emphasis on entrepreneurship.  And 
that will only be possible if our citizens first understand 
how our free enterprise system works and then take 
the steps necessary to foster its continued vitality.   
 

The emergence of the United States as an economic 
superpower over the past one hundred and fifty years 
is unprecedented in world history.  The prosperity that 
the American free enterprise system has brought to its 
citizens is unparalleled.  In no other large country is 
the overall standard of living so high.  And, no other 
country has consistently created jobs for its growing 
population like the United States.   
(See Table 1-E for research data) 
 

Although there is a significant segment of the 
American population that lives below the poverty line, 
and for which much additional work needs to be done 
to improve their standard of living, by world standards, 
even America's poorest citizens would be seen by the 
majority of the world's population to be prosperous. 
 

As we progress through the twenty-first century, our 
challenge as Americans is to keep our economic 
success story going for the benefit of future 
generations.  If that’s to occur however, we must 
collectively return to the culture of entrepreneurship 
that created the prosperity that we now enjoy. 
 

By understanding the fundamental concepts and 
principles that form the foundation of our free 
enterprise economic system, hopefully our citizens will 
be better able to put into perspective, understand and 
discuss these important issues of our time. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mr. Klipfell is a retired corporate executive, small 
businessman, entrepreneur and entrepreneurial education 
advocate. This article is part of a curriculum provided by 
Entrepreneurial Engagement Ohio.   
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TABLE 1-A  
CHRONOLOGY OF RECESSIONS IN THE UNITED 
STATES – GREAT DEPRESSION TO PRESENT 
 

 

Name 
Given to 
Recession 
 

 
 
Length of 
Recession 

 
Time Since 
Previous 
Recession 

Peak 
Unemployed 
Rate During 
Recession* 

GDP 
Decline 
Peak to 
Trough* 

Great Depression 1929-33 43 months 21 months 24.9%  1933 -26.7% 

Recession of 1937-38 13 months 50 months 19.0%  1938 -18.2% 

Recession of 1945 8 months 80 months 5.2%  1946 -12.7% 

Recession of 1949 11 months 37 months 7.9% 10/49 -1.7% 

     

Recession of 1953 10 months 45 months 6.1%  9/54 -2.6% 

Recession of 1958 8 months 39 months 7.5%  7/58 -3.7% 

Recession of 1960-61 10 months 24 months 7.1%  5/61 -1.6% 

Recession of 1969-70 11 months 106 months 6.1%  12/70 -0.6% 

1973-75 Recession 16 months 36 months 9.0%  5/75 -3.2% 

     

1980 Recession 6 months 58 months 7.8%  7/80 -2.2% 

Early 1980’s recession 16 months 12 months 10.8% 11/82 -2.7% 

Early 1990’s recession 8 months 92 months 7.8%  6/92 -1.4% 

Early 2000’s recession 8 months 120 months 6.3%  6/03 -0.3% 

Recession of 2007-09 18 months  73 months 10.0%  10/09 -4.3% 

Data source:  Wikipedia article :List of recessions in the United States: reporting 
on data from the National Bureau of Economic Research and other sources. 
 

* Note: Recessions are generally determined as being at least two quarters of 
negative Gross Domestic Product (GDP) growth.  The unemployment rate is 
frequently a lagging indicator, often peaking some months after a recession has 
“officially” ended. 

 
TABLE 1-B 
TOTAL US METROPOLIAN AREA/URBAN & 
NONMETROPOLITAN AREA/RURAL POPULATION 
TRENDS - 1800-2000 
 

 
Census 
Year 

Total US 
Population 
(In Millions) 

Metro/Urban 
Population 
(% of Total) 

Nonmetro/Rural 
Population 
(% of Total) 

2010 308.7 249.2 (81%) 59.5 (19%) 

2000 281.4 222.3 (79%) 59.1 (21%) 

1950 151.3 96.8 (64%) 54.5 (36%) 

1900 76.2 30.2 (40%) 46.0 (60%) 

1850 23.2 3.6    (15%) 19.6 (85%) 

1800 5.3 .3      (6%) 5.0    (94%) 
Compiled from US Census Bureau data 
Note:  Definitions of rural/non-rural and metropolitan area/non-metropolitan areas 
changed somewhat over the years.  

 
TABLE 1-C 
TOTAL CIVILAN LABOR FORCE EMPLOYED IN 
AGRICUTURE AND NON-AGRICULTURE, AND 
UNEMPLOYED 1870-2010 (Earliest data available is 1870) 
 

 
 
 
Census 
Year 

 
Total 
Civilian 
Labor Force 
(In Millions) 

Employed 
in 
Agriculture 
(% of Total 
Employed) 

Employed 
in Non-
Agriculture 
(% of Total 
Employed) 

 
 
Unemployed 
(% of Total 
Labor Force) 

2010 153.9 2.2 (2%) 136.9 (98%) 14.8 (9.6%) 

2000 142.6 2.5 (2%) 134.4 (98%) 5.7 (4.0%) 

1980 106.9 3.4 (3%) 95.9 (97%) 7.6 (7.1%) 

1960 69.6 5.4  (8%) 60.3  (92%) 3.9  (5.5% 

1940 55.6 9.5  (20%) 38.0  (80%) 8.1  (14.6%) 

1920 41.6 10.7  (26%) 30.9  (74%) Not available 

1900 29.1 10.4  (36%) 18.7  (64%) Not available 

1870 12.5 5.9  (47%) 6.6  (53%) Not available 
Compiled from US Census Bureau and US Bureau of Labor Statistics data 
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Discussion and key points about Table 1-A: 
 

 Recessions, although economically painful to those 
personally impacted, are not a new phenomenon.  In 
fact, since the 1929-1933 Great Depression, our 
country has seen no less than thirteen recessions.  
  

 Although some would say that we are still recovering 
from the impact of what some call the “Great 
Recession” that began in December 2007, technically 
that recession ended in June 2009 when the 
country’s GDP (Gross Domestic Product) slowly 
began growing again.  What has made the recovery 
from this recession different from previous recessions 
has been the very slow pace of full-time job growth 
since the recession ended.  While many factors are 
involved, most economists and politicians agree that 
a renewed emphasis on entrepreneurship is a critical 
catalyst for ongoing future job growth. 

 

 As severe as the recent 2007-2009 recession was, it 
pales in comparison with the severity of the 1927-33 
Great Depression when one out of every four people 
were unemployed and the economy shrank by 27%.  
(By comparison, during the 2007-2009 recession, 
unemployment reached 10% (still a high number), 
and the size of the economy declined by 4.3 %.) 

 
 

Discussion and key points about Table 1-B: 
 

 The United States has changed dramatically over the 
last 200 years.  In 2012, 81% of all Americans lived 
in Metro/Urban areas, compared to only 15% of the 
population in 1850.   

 

 The trend for people to move from rural areas to 
urban areas in search of jobs has been occurring 
throughout the world, particularly in developing 
countries, often at an accelerated pace compared to 
what occurred in the USA.  For example, in 1990, 
only 27% of Chinese lived in urban areas.  Twenty-
two years later in 2012, 52% of all Chinese lived in 
urban areas. In part this trend reflects the growing 
economic development occurring in that country. 

 
 
Discussion and key points about Table 1-C: 
 

 Reflecting the movement of people from rural areas 
to urban areas in the United States, over the last 150 
years, the type of jobs people are employed in has 
also changed dramatically. 
 

 In 1870, 47% of all Americans were employed in 
farming.  By 2010, the number of Americans 
employed in farming had declined to only 2%.   

 

 Over the decades between 1870 and 2010, the 
American free enterprise system created more than 
130 million new non-farming jobs. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_recessions_in_the_United_States
http://www.census.gov/
http://www.census.gov/
http://www.bls.gov/
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TABLE 1-D 
TOTAL CIVILIAN NON-INSTITUTIONAL 
POPULATION 16 YEARS & OLDER - 1970-2016 
 

 
 
 
 
 Year 

 
Total 
Civilian Non-
Institutional 
Population 
16 & older 
(In Millions) 

 
Total 
Employed  
Males and  
% of Total 
Male Pop. 
16 & older 

 
Total 
Employed  
Females and 
% of Total 
Female Pop 
16 & older 

Total 
Unemployed 
Men/ Women 
and % of 
Total Non-
Institutional 
Labor Force 
unemployed 

Total Not In 
Labor Force 
and % of 
Total Non-
Institutional 
Population 
not in Labor 
Force 

2016 253.2 84.3 (69%) 74.1 (57%)  7.4 (4.7%) 94.7 (37%) 

2010 237.7 73.4 (64%) 65.7 (54%) 14.6 (9.5%) 83.9 (36%) 

2007 231.7 78.3 (70%) 67.9 (57%) 6.9 (4.5%) 78.6 (34%) 

2000 209.5 72.2 (72%) 63.0 (58%) 5.6 (4.0%) 68.8 (33%) 

1990 189.2 65.1 (72%) 53.7 (54%) 7.0 (5.6%) 63.3 (33%) 

1980 167.7 57.2 (72%) 42.1 (48%) 7.6 (7.1%) 60.8 (36%) 

1970 137.1 49.0 (76%) 29.7(41%) 4.1 (4.9%) 54.3 (40%) 
 

Total not in labor force includes keeping home, in school, unable to work, left the 
work force, other.  The Civilian Non-Institutional Population primarily refers to 
those people who are not incarcerated in prisons and not in the military. 
 

Compiled from US Bureau of Labor Statistics historical data from “Table A-1 
Employment of the Civilian Population by Sex and Age” accompanying the BLS 
May 2016 “The Employment Situation” news released on June 3, 2016. 
 

The US government classifies a person as unemployed only “if they do not have a 
job, have actively looked for work in the prior 4 weeks, and are currently available 
for work”.  They also include persons on temporary layoff waiting to be called 
back.  “Receiving benefits from the Unemployment Insurance program has no 
bearing on whether a person is classified as unemployed.” 

   
TABLE 1-E 
PURCHASING POWER PARITY ADJUSTED PER 
CAPITA GROSS NATIONAL INCOME (GNI) FOR 
THE G-20 GROUP OF COUNTRIES & THE 15 MOST 
POPULOUS COUNTRIES IN THE WORLD – 2014 
 
 

 
 
 
Country 

PPP Gross 
National 
Income Per 
Capita 

PPP Per 
Capita 
GNI as % 
of USA  

 
Population 

(in  
millions) 

 
Popula-
tion 
Rank 

 
Part 
Of 
G-20 

USA $55,900 100% 319 3 Yes 

Saudi Arabia $51,320 92% 31 45 Yes 

Germany $47,640 85% 81 16 Yes 

Australia $44,700 80% 24 51 Yes 

Canada $44,350 79% 36 35 Yes 
      

France $40,100 72% 66 20 Yes 

UK $39,500 71% 65 22 Yes 

Japan $38,120 68% 127 10 Yes 

Italy $35,450 63% 61 23 Yes 

South Korea $33,650 60% 50 26 Yes 
      

Russia $22,160 40% 144 9 Yes 
Turkey $19,560 35% 76 18 Yes 
Mexico $16,840 30% 125 11 Yes 
Brazil $15,570 28% 206 5 Yes 

Argentina $13,480 24% 43 31 Yes 
      

China $13,170 24% 1,364 1 Yes 

South Africa $12,700 23% 54 25 Yes 

Egypt $10,280 18% 90 15 No 

Indonesia $10,190 18% 255 4 Yes 

Philippines $8,450 15% 99 12 No 

Nigeria $5,710 10% 178 7 No 
      

India $5,630 10% 1,295 2 Yes 

Vietnam $5,350 10% 91 14 No 

Pakistan $5,090 9% 185 6 No 

Bangladesh $3,330 6% 159 8 No 

Ethiopia $1,500 3% 97 13 No 

Total of above   5,321   

% of World   73%   
Compiled from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 2016 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion and key points about Table 1-D: 
 

 Reflecting the movement of women into the work 
force, for decades the percentage of women in the 
workforce increased, reaching a peak of 57/58% 
during the mid-2000’s.  
 

 For more than 25 years until 2007, the percentage of 
men in the workforce hovered between 70% and 
72%.  However, since 2007 that percentage has 
dropped to 69% in 2016. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Discussion and key points about Table 1-E: 
 

 While there are ten very small countries (less than 10 
million people) where the Per Capita Gross National 
Income (GNI) exceeds that of the US, within its peer 
group of major countries with large populations, no 
country rivals the wealth and prosperity of the US. 

 

 Looking at the 5 largest countries in the world in 
terms of population, the Per Capita GNI of the USA 
exceeds that of the #1 country on that list (China) by 
a factor of 4 times, exceeds the #2 country (India) by 
10 times, exceeds the #4 country (Indonesia) by 5 
times, and exceeds the #5 country (Brazil) by 4 times 

 

 Of the Top 10 large countries in terms of the highest 
Per Capita GNI, it is interesting to note that 6 out of 
the Top 10 are located in North America and Europe. 

 

 Of the Bottom 10 large countries on the list n terms of 
the Per Capita GNI, it is interesting to note that all of 
them are located in either Africa or Asia. 

 
Other comments about Table 1-E: 
 

Note:  “Because exchange rates do not always reflect differences in 
price levels between countries, (Gross National Income Per Capita has 
been converted) into International dollars using purchasing power 
parity (PPP) rates.  PPP rates provide a standard measure allowing 
comparison of real levels of expenditure between countries…  PPP 
rates are calculated by simultaneously comparing the prices of similar 
goods and services among a large number of countries…” – From 
World Bank’s World Development Indicators 2013, pages 25 & 26.  
 

Note:  The nations listed at the left include 73% of the world’s 
population.  Compiled from World Bank’s World Development 
Indicators 2016. 

http://www.bls.gov/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saudia_Arabia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Germany
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Austraila
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canada
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/France
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Kingdom
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Japan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Italy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Korea
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Russia_(country)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mexico
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brazil
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Argentina
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/People%27s_Republic_of_China
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Africa
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indonesia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philippines
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/India
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vietnam
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pakistan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bangladesh
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethiopia
http://www.worldbank.org/
http://www.worldbank.org/

