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Abstract

A Study of the Labor Force in a Trinsitional Rural Community
Ching-shan Sun

Recently, the economic development in Taiwan has revealed a tendency toward the field
of sophisticated, highly skilled advanced industry. The main condition is intensive use of
machines and capital to increase productivity. However, how to improve the efficiency and
quality of the laborers to achieve a better situation for economic growth has become a
critical issue,

The structure of the labor force is related to the stages of economic development. In an
underdeveloped economy and a system of infant industry, cheap labor prevails as it is a
contributing factor to low cost. At this time the urban area marked as a profitable location
with a rapid growth of modern industry attracts laborers from the rural area. One of the
‘by-products of a high employment rate is the oversupply of unskilled labor and social
problems such as slums in the city. At the other end of the continuum is a developed
economy and a system of advanced industry characterized by intensive use of capital and
technology. What industry then needs is a supply of high quality, high-level laborers with
special technical training. As the opportunity of employment demanding special technical
training is increased, so the technological unemployment and the shortage of a highly skilled
labor supply is raised. Since qualified, technically trained workers and modernize enterprise
managément become the main factors to reduced costs and increased profits, naturally it
brings:’z‘:\bout an increase in wages. A high labor turnover rate prevails, and agriculture suffers
the moﬂét serious impact since it is heavily dependent on the natural ppoductive force of
laborers.

In the process of economic growth, the social structure changes accordingly from the
agricultural to the commercial-industrial stages. In the transitional stage problems of
adjustment are quite often manifest. Therefore, to select a transitional model as an example
would Qleariy indicate the problems encountered in the process of growth. A field survey of
the labor force in such a community conducted during the summer of 1971 will fulfill this
purposé. The survey covered 1574 persons of age 15 years and over in 615 of the pilot
community households.

Main characteristics of the community were found as follows:

A high proportion of the population (40%) is under the age of 15. The population of
age 15 years old and over who actually participated in the labor force is 65 percent only, ie.,
65% of the 60% of the community’s population aged 15 and over. The dependency ratio of
the population is high: up to 175; that means there are about 175 dependents for each 100
persons in the productive age.

The male labor participation rate is double the female rate. In contrast to the male labor
participation, which disperses evenly in each age group, the female labor participation

concentrates among the young age group (ages from 20 to 30).
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Most of the employed population have been educated at the elementary school level only.

More workers are employed in secondary than either in primary or tertiary industry. It
is one of the evidences that the social structure of the pilot community is in a transitional
stage from agricultural to a structure which is commercial-industrial centered.

Half of the labor force are in an employed status. Still a large proportion of self-employed
and unpaid family workers are found in agriculture or primary industry, a finding which
reflects the existence of tradtional ways of farming by family instead of by means of a
commercial operation.

The predominant occupational class in the community is composed of craftsmen and
industrial workers, a finding which reflects the impact of on-going industrialization. In a
comparison of occupational categories, the craftsmen and industrial workers have the highest
propOrtion of changing jobs or preparing to change; that is, a high labor turnover rate.
Meanwhile, they have received the least technical or occupational training, have the lowest
wage level, the longest working hours, and the highest degree of dissatisfaction with their
present work. On the average they work as long as 55 hours in a week, and 44% of them
(the highest proportion of all occupational categories) frequently have to put in overtime in
order to make ends meet. As to the reasons for frequent job transferring, most of the
answers attribute this to the increasing of income, and, secondarily, securing a stable job or
a job suitable for their own interest. /

Those wishing to participate in an occupational or technical training program are the
laborers with low income, a low level of education or long working hours, those who are
young (especially, young female workers), and those whose work is unstable. In short, the
craftsmen and industrial workers have a sense of Insecurity and unstability in their ways of
living. '

The findings described above suggest that the wages and welfare of the workers is the
central problem of the pilot community caused by maladjustment to economic growth and the
changing of the social structure. Labor is the major factor in production. Even if large
amounts of capital and first-class equipment are available, laborers without a stable family
life will make it impossible for us to have normal production, let alone develop enterprises.
Low wages are certainly the best incentive for investment. But wages are closely related to
working ability and efficiency. The low wages policy is only a passing phase in the whole
economic growth cycle, though the rise in wages, if exceeding a certain limit of the rate of
profits, will affect investment.

Hence, we propose that, aside from making regulations governing basic wages, the
promotion of the laborers’ welfare, and the protection of the laborers against hazards, the
government and the entrepreneurs should pay special attention to the demands of the laborers
such as for the cons truction of laborers’ housing, on-the-job training, the establishment of a
system of skills examinations and promotion, and laborers’ education. Increases in laborers’
wages will force industry to use machines so as to reduce wage costs. When such a time comes,
the laborers will have no work to do and will not get high pay if they are not familiar with
the techniques of operating machines. Thus, we hope the Goverment and the entrepreneurs

will strengthen the occupational training program for laborers.



