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We are now living in a new age—the service economy.
As a working people, we are no longer wheat stackers, steel makers, and hog butchers.
We are doctors, teachers, clerks, social workers, insurance agents, and bureaucrats.
A s a million people each year move from goods to service production, the service
industry requires more raw material—more need. More clients.
uturists are intriguing. They represent one of the
newer professions, although in ancient times they
might have been called prophets. One of the major
unctions of futurists is to give us a name for the years
ahead—labels like the "postindustrial society," the
"cybernetic society," the "society of limits," or the "infor
mation society."
Those of us who are not prophets or futurists can only
use the tools of mortals to try to understand our pros
pects. Our best tool is the past because the past is still the
prelude. What each of us knows and has experienced
might best predict pur future in spite of the futurist's ef
forts to tell us what we don't know.
What do we know about our history? As a people,
Americans love work. We are the people whose work
created a new vision of human possibility. We can't stand
something that doesn't work.
We measure our very well-being as a society by the
product of our work: the gross national product. The
gross national product is America's bottom line. If it goes
up, America is getting better. If it goes down, America is
getting worse. It is the sum of two numbers, the g ood s
and the services we produce each year.
The gross national product is an unusual number. Con
sider a day care center and a child care worker interacting
with a young child; consider also an automobile factory
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and a worker putting a windshield wiper on a new auto
mobile. The gross national product adds those two tasks
together as though they were the same thing because both
are paid work. The same work can also be counted in
terms of the number of people who do the work, the
number of people who receive money for producing
goods, and the number who are paid for producing ser
vices.

Looking back at our history, the work of Americans
has changed radically in terms of the number of jobs pro
ducing goods and the number producing services. In
1880, about 80 percent of the paid workers produced
goods; 20 percent were involved in producing services.1
In 1980, 31 percent of the paid workers produced goods
and 69 percent produced services.2
If some of the labor economists' projections are cor
rect, by the year 2000—only twenty years away—90 per
cent of the paid workers in this country will produce ser
vices and 10 percent produce goods. Thus, our past pre
dicts. In the one hundred twenty years between 1880 and
2000, America-will have changed from a society in which
two out of ten paid workers produce services to one in
which nine out of ten paid workers produce services.
Historically, the very nature of human development
has been defined by the work that people do and the tools
they use: hunters, gatherers, fanners, bronze age, iron
age, and the industrial revolution. If we are to label our
selves in these historic terms, we are a people nearing the
end of a revolution in work. Indeed, we are now living in
a new age—the service economy.
As a working people, we are no longer wheat stackers,
steel makers, and hog butchers. We are doctors, teachers,
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We are now a society in which two-thirds of
the people derive their income through service.

clerks, social workers, insurance agents, and bureau
crats.
This shift in the nature of work—the movement to a
service economy—may be the most important change
that we've experienced in our century. It is a change that
is largely unrecognized, but public welfare workers are
the very embodiment of that change. Public welfare
workers are the service economy. Therefore, it is impor
tant that we understand the nature of a service economy
if we are to prepare for our future and the future of those
we serve.

Service Economy Expresses
Highest Hope of Human Beings

T

here are at least six facts about a service economy
that are important to people in the public welfare
field. First, the service economy is an expression of the
highest hope of human beings. We no longer depend
upon the sweat of our brow to survive. We don't have to
spend all our lives in the mines, the fields, and the fac
tories. We can care and serve; we are now a society
where two-thirds of the people derive their income
through service. Thus, the last century has seen the
fulfillment of one of the great dreams of humankind.
Second, we need to recognize that the largest institu
tion for producing services is governments Government
or government-funded programs have been the primary
instruments for implementing the dream of a service
economy. Yet, that dream is being threatened across
America by the popular tax revolts. Many people are re
belling against the dream by voting to shut off the major
sector that produces services. It is a paradox. We dream
ed of a society that could serve, but many Americans are
now rejecting that dream.
Third—and particularly important for people con
cerned about the poor—much of the service economy is
not place related. The production of goods—growing
wheat or making steel—can best be done in specific
places. In the service sector there are fewer limits on the
places where work can be done. For example, when I
decided to present this paper to you in Washington, I
picked up a telephone in Chicago to make a hotel reserva
tion. The person on the other end of the line asked me
where I wanted to stay. After I said "Washington," I asked,
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"Where are you?" She said, "I'm in Memphis." I asked
what she was doing. She said, "I'm checking with our
computer in New York." So from Chicago to Memphis to
New York to Washington I reserved a room.
This phenomenon is characteristic of much of the ser
vice economy. There is no particular place that controls
where the work is done—unlike a steel mill or a farm.
Nonetheless, because we still think in terms of producing
goods, we believe that people need to go where the work
is. The service economy, however, presents a great opportunity to move work to where people who need works
are locate. There is no reason that the telephone opera
tor in Memphis had to be in Memphis. She could have
been in the ghetto on the Southside of Chicago and the
system would have worked just as well. Unfortunately,
in most of our great cities, we have put our service in
dustries downtown in the commercial district. There is no
reason for them to be there. We ought to be creating the
incentives that would locate the jobs of the service economy in neighborhoods where people need work rather
than stacking them up in skyscrapers in the center o k
cities and wasting energy to transport people there?
There is a fourth point about the service economy that
is essential to the interest of lower income people. Most
people understand the development of the service economy as a shift from blue-collar to white-collar work. We
assume that a white-collar worker needs more education
than a blue-collar worker. However, a close look at the
nature of the developing work in the service economy
shows that assumption is often incorrect. In fact, what is
happening now in the service economy is a massive rationalizing and segmenting of work. The same thing that
happened to automobile making on the assembly line is
happening to white-collar work.
Think about your own experience. The most visible example of this mass production system applied to service
work is the franchise industry. Go to a fast food
chise. You ask the service employee for a hamburger. She
turns around and picks out a green papered item m a rk e d
"hamburger." She then turns to the cash register that has
a green key that says "hamburger." If she can't read
"hamburger," she does know green. She punches the button and it shows the price, $.75. You give her $1.00. She
must be educated enough to be able to punch the buttons
that ring up $1.00. The machine will subtract $.75 fro

cation.
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Government or government-funded programs
have been the primary instruments for
implementing the dream of a service economy.

Human Need Is Raw Material
of the Service Economy
question leads to the sixth point about a service
T hiseconomy.
Most of us believe that there is no limit to

$1.00 and tell her your change is $.25. Anyone who tells
you that woman, because she is in a service industry,
needs to be better educated than the person who is work
ing in a steel mill, does not understand what is happening
in America. Throughout America service work is being
"assembly-lined," broken down into small pieces that are
within the command of most people who have dropped
out of high school.
This industrialization of the service economy means
that, if we're serious about producing opportunities for
people who have been disadvantaged, the service econ
omy is not a system that necessarily demands more edu
cation. Indeed, the managers of the service economy are
creating a system that often requires less education than
is needed by a farmer or a steel worker.
Fifth, we need to recognize that there is still a tremen
dous need for more service jobs. If some labor economists
are right, between 1980 and the year 2000 we will need to
employ 15 to 20 million more people in service occupa
tions.4 Put in terms of people, that means that we will ef
fectively convert a million goods-producing jobs a year,
for the next twenty years, into service jobs. Perhaps the
greatst challenge for those two decades will be deciding
atthose jobs will be. Today our high schools, junior
h
w
colages, and universities are filled with people who ex
pect to deliver services. But what services do we need?

how much service we can produce. If service is an expres
sion of care, then certainly it is clear that you can never
care enough. There may be a limit to how many automo
biles you can make or use, but there seems to be no limit
to how much care and service you can produce.
We recognize that there is a limit to the goods we can
produce because the raw materials are limited. The raw
material of the steel industry is coal, lime, and iron. We
know these resources are limited. On the other hand, the
raw material of the service economy is human need. Our
deficiencies and unmet needs are the ore and coal of the
service industry. Thus, the servers called teachers need
students. But as their raw material declines, as the baby
boom drops off, what are they to do? How can they jus
tify their work in the same numbers as the child popula
tion decreases? One answer is to "discover" new needs,
unperceived needs, unmet needs—or the need for "life
long learning."
Consider American law schools. In the next three
years, they will produce 127,000 lawyers, increasing by
25 percent the number of licensed attorneys.5 What is the
need—the raw material—for their industry? What will all
of these new lawyers say you need that you didn’t know
you needed?
The service economy presents a dilemma: that is the
need fo r need. As a million people each year move from
goods to service production, the service industry requires
more raw material—more need. We can now see that
"need" requires us to discover more human deficiencies.
I have recently observed two examples of this dis
covery of new human need. At a conference on service to
the elderly I met a person being trained as a bereavement
counselor. She will receive a masters degree in order to
help people through their grief after they have lost a loved
one—for a fee.
How many people in the United States are feeling they
have a "need" for that bereavement counselor? Certainly
people grieve: it is a hurt that people have suffered for
eons. But does that grief constitute a need for service? Or
PUBLIC WELFARE/FALL 1980
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Professional efforts to certify work in the
service area are stealing jobs away from the
poor by putting those jobs in an elite status.

does the bereavement counselor need that hurt more than
the person in grief needs her help?
Another example is a person I recently met in a Cana
dian city: he is a recluse manager. This service was
developed when a recluse died and no one found him un
til fourteen days later. A newspaper photographer took a
picture of the room where he lived. People were shocked,
and the result was the conversion of his death into a need.
The local government created a committee of officials
who decided to respond to the need his death created.
They recommended that the city create a new service—
recluse management. The committee also wrote a manual
that now guides recluse managers. It tells the managers
how to find recluses, how to observe them without their
knowing they are being observed, and when to intervene
in their lives.
Does the person in grief or the recluse "need" service?
O r does the service economy need grief and recluses?
Considering the gross national product as an indicator of
the national well-being, the answer is clear. If kin deal
with grief, it will never be counted as a product. If a be
reavement counselor deals with the grief, our gross na
tional product will increase. If an old man dies and is un
discovered for fourteen days, he is worthless. If a recluse
manager controls his death, the service economy will
count his death as a product of value.
In the city of Chicago where I work, the neighbor
hoods are falling down around us. People need work and
a decent income. While there is less and less money for
the poor, there are more bereavement counselors and
recluse managers—more and more servicers who need
the poor. We may have reached that point where there
are more people in Chicago who derive an income from
serving the poor than there are poor people.
The American Public Welfare Association is caught in
this dilemma. Do its members need the welfare clients
more than clients need their service? In a service econo
my, the welfare recipient is the raw material for case
workers, administrators, doctors, lawyers, mental health
workers, drug counselors, youth workers, and police of
ficers. Do the servicers need the recipient more than she
needs them?
In terms of the gross national product, the answer is
clear. The recipient is much more valuable in her depen
dency; she is a national resource. If she were a productive
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member of our society, the net loss to the gross national
product could be very significant because she may never
produce as much income as the income derived from her
dependency.
Northwestern University recently completed a study in a
low-income neighborhood where 60 percent of the people
are dependent on welfare.6 In that neighborhood, for
every welfare dollar a recipient received in cash income,
$.57 was spent for only one service—medical care. One
dollar for the poor and $.57 for doctors, nurses, and
hospitals. Who really needs whom in that kind of econ
omy? Those who provide services for that neighborhood
may derive more income than those who receive welfare.
That is not a poor neighborhood; it is a serviced neigh
borhood.

Institutions, Interests Promote
Clienthood and Dependency

T

here is, of course, another way. We don't have to
have policies that produce dependency. No group
should be better prepared to develop new policies than
the American Public Welfare Association. Nonetheless,
some people claim that APWA's vision has been blurred
by its own dependency on the service economy.
I have listened to your members here and across the
country. I think that you really do know what needs to
be done. Indeed, you know better than anyone else the
human tragedies created by service dependency.
You, more than anyone else, know the importance of
the right to work, the right to income, the right to real
authority, the right to care rather than to be served, the
right to tools that allow people to produce rather than
consume, the right to working neighborhoods, the right
to working farms, and the right to be free from racism.
You know these are what we really need—not more ser
vice. On the other hand, we must admit that we have fail
ed to identify the enemies of those rights.
My father recently told me that, during the New Deal
when Franklin Roosevelt was president, most people un
derstood this country as a place where there were interests that were the enemies of the common people. But, he
said, today we identify the enemy of the people as pover
ty, sickness, and disease. My father insists that the enemy
isn't poverty, sickness, and disease. He argues that the

We must commit ourselves to reallocation of
power to the people we serve so that we no
longer will need to serve.
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enemy is a set o f institutions and interests that are advan
taged by clienthood and dependency.
His wisdom reminds us of what we already know.
Enemies of the right to work and the right to income are
those professionals involved in increasing the demand for
certification and licensure of work. Professional efforts to
certify work in the service area are stealing jobs away
from the poor by putting those jobs in an elite status, re
quiring the kind of training and education that most poor
people do not have.
The enemies of the right to work and the right to in
come are the business leaders who continue to support
and maintain large-scale unemployment and underem
ployment.
The enemies of the right to authority—the power for
People to act and decide—are governmental officials and
bureaucrats who are fearful of a transfer of authority.
They want "participation" but oppose popular control.
The enemies of the right to care are the architects of the
service systems and the professionals who need depenency.
The enemies of the right to popular tools are the tech-

for a very few and increasingly produce goods that work
ing people can't afford.
The enemies of the right to working neighborhoods are
those banks, savings and loans, and insurance companies
that literally steal the savings of poor and working-class
people and use that money to make loans to foreign gov
ernments to build tanks or to corporations to build resort
condominiums in distant states.
The enemies of the farm people are the agribusinesses
of America.
The enemies of the "voice of the people" are the great
television networks that have created a mindless uni
quack that drowns out the voices of the poor as they try
to speak to us.
The enemy of freedom from racism is all of us—all of
us who have so quickly forgotten Dr. Martin Luther
King's dream.
My father, that voice of older America, is right. The
enemy is not poverty, sickness, and disease. The enemy is
a set of interests that need dependency masked by ser
vice.
If the members of the American Public Welfare Asso
ciation are public servants and not public servicers, there
is a clear need ahead to engage in a new struggle to rein
vent America. The incrementalism that we have depend
ed upon just isn't working anymore. We cannot delude
ourselves. We must be true to ourselves and to those we
represent.
We are in a struggle against clienthood, against servic
ing the poor. We must reallocate the power, authority,
and legitim acy that have been stolen by the great institu
tions of our society. We must oppose those interests of
corporate, professional, and managerial America that
thrive on the dependency of the American people. We
must commit ourselves to reallocation of power to the
people we serve so that we no longer will need to serve.
Only then will we have a chance to realize the American
dream: the right to be a citizen and to create, invent, pro
duce, and care.
PW
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