
Tracking youth joblessness : 
persistent or fleeting? 
High turnover, seasonality, and work-school transitions 
are some reasons for high unemployment among young people; 
a recent longitudinal study suggests that recurrent 
and extensive joblessness among a relatively few persons 
may also be an important aspect of the labor market 

NORMAN BOWERS 

Many studies have focused on differences between 
youth and adults in job and labor force turnover in at-
tempts to account for the fact that youth unemploy-
ment is always higher than that of adults . However, 
some recent research suggests that the observed age-re-
lated differences in the incidence of joblessness are mis-
leading indicators of the dynamics of youth unem-
ployment . While frequent turnover is admittedly a 
feature of the youth labor market, the core of jobless-
ness may in fact be accounted for by a relatively small 
number of persons who search for jobs for very long 
periods.' 
A new study of matched data from the Current Pop-

ulation Survey examines the unemployment experience 
of selected individuals in the course of a year, and over 
2 consecutive years. The findings suggest that : 

Prolonged joblessness is somewhat concentrated 
among a relatively small group of workers but is also 
strongly affected by the business cycle. 

" A clear association exists between the extent of past 
joblessness and the likelihood of subsequent unem-
ployment . 

" Two or more spells of joblessness in one year do not 
necessarily presage similar unemployment the next 
year . 

Norman Bowers is an economist in the Office of Current Employment 
Analysis, Bureau of Labor Statistics . 

" Recurrent unemployment is no respecter of age, strik-
ing all labor force groups. 

The analysis exploits the short-run longitudinal capa-
bilities of the Current Population Survey, which permit 
construction of a 2-year retrospective labor force history 

of persons in the sample . This previously untapped data 
set allows some examination of the following important 
questions : Is the experience of extensive unemployment 
in one year associated with extensive unemployment in 
the following year? How important are repeat spells of 
unemployment? And, are persons with multiple spells of 
unemployment in one year more likely than others to 
experience spells in the subsequent year? 

Of course, 2 years is a relatively short time in terms 
of labor force history, and no definitive analysis of what 
has been called the "scarring effect" of persistent youth 
joblessness is possible .z Still, the questions that can be 
addressed are of interest in their own right. 

Data sets and limitations 

The Current Population Survey (Cps), which provides 
the underlying data base for the following analysis, is a 
monthly survey of a rotating panel of approximately 
60,000 households (strictly speaking, addresses) .' Each 
month, Census Bureau enumerators visit the households 
in the sample and ask a series of structured questions 
about the labor force status of each member 16 years of 
age and over during the reference week . The CPS com- 
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prises eight independent panel or rotation groups . Each 
household is interviewed for 4 consecutive months, 
dropped from the sample for 8 months, and rein-
terviewed for 4 final months . Therefore, it is possible 
that as many as one-half of the households visited in 
March of one year will be interviewed again the follow-
ing March, and that responses for this subset of the cps 
sample may be matched for purposes of longitudinal 
study.a 
To examine work and unemployment experience, two 

separate matches were made from cps data for March 
1975-76, and for March 1978-79. These reference dates 
were chosen for two basic reasons : First, every March, 
a series of supplemental questions about the previous 
year's work experience is asked of cps respondents. In-
cluded is such information as weeks worked, weeks un-
employed, spells of unemployment, and number of 
employers worked for during the previous year. Thus, 
for those persons in our matched samples, we have 2 
years of labor force history; that is, the work experience 
data in the matched files refer to 1974-75 and 1977-78. 
This allows some examination of the concentration and 
persistence of unemployment, the effects of repeated 
jobless spells, and so forth. Second, the data from these 
two time periods might shed some light on the effect of 
the business cycle on work experience ; the March 1975-
76 match covers a rather deep recessionary period, 
while the March 1978-79 match covers 2 years of re-
covery and expansion. 

Several important restrictions on the use of these data 
and the sample should be noted at the outset . The ma-
jor data problem is that the work experience questions 
are asked retrospectively, and the responses are thus 
subject to recall biases . Respondents may not accurate-
ly remember what they and the other members of their 
households were doing a year earlier . For example, indi-
viduals may not recall a brief period during which they 
were not available for work, and may instead report one 
long spell of unemployment . The results of Census Bu-
reau tests with the usual monthly CPS questions suggest 
that recall bias is very important, and generally results 
in higher estimates of employment and lower estimates 
of unemployment .s 

In addition to the data limitations, there are prob-
lems with the matched sample, in particular those in-
volving differing probabilities of reinterview and re-
sponse variability . Basically, the biases in the matched 
data fall under the heading of sample selectivity:e All 
movers, nonrespondents, those who died, and persons 
who change answers to questions on which the match is 
keyed (such as race or sex) are lost to the sample . (In 
contrast to most longitudinal files, the CPS is not 
designed to follow respondents who move.) This prob-
lem goes beyond the simple loss of a match because the 
reason for a non-match may, in some way, be correlated 

with an individual's labor force activity. For example, 
persons who change addresses or are otherwise not 
matched may have different patterns of labor force ac-
tivity than others . In other words, it is possible that 
there is some interaction between labor market activity 
and the likelihood of being in the matched file . 

Thus, our matched sample is not a random sample of 
the population, and common forms of statistical analy-
sis are not necessarily appropriate without adjustment 
for the selectivity problem. For example, persons who 
change addresses are disproportionately "lost" from the 
sample, while those less likely to move-older people 
and whites-are overrepresented in both of the 
matched data sets . More importantly, only about 50 
percent of youth age 18 to 24 who were potential 
matches were retained . More than 60 percent of 16- and 
17-year-olds made the match, but that is still somewhat 
below the proportion of adults matched. In addition, 
persons in the actual match are less likely than those in 
the full set of potential matches to have been currently 
unemployed, and slightly more likely to have been cur-
rently employed (especially in March 1975-76). If cur-
rent labor force status is associated with past status, or 
is a determinant of future work experience, the matched 
data will necessarily reflect that bias . 
A related sample problem involves rotation group 

bias. Persons in rotation groups 1 through 4 in March 
1975 and March 1978 were eligible for inclusion in each 
match .7 The data for whites age 18 and over indicate 
that these persons are underrepresented in the first rota-
tion group relative to each of the other rotation groups. 
On the other hand, there is some evidence of an 
overrepresentation of blacks age 16 to 17 in the first ro-
tation group. (Interpreting the data for the other age 
groups for blacks in the sample is difficult, as the rota-
tion group proportions fluctuate considerably .) Of 
course, individuals do not necessarily enter the survey 
in the first rotation group, because the rotation group 
identifier refers to the address of the household and not 
to the person(s) occupying the address. And, the 
matched sample may be weighted toward later rotation 
panels if persons in later rotation groups are more likely 
to be matched because they are less "mobile"-the 
sample selectivity problem. 
The phenomenon of rotation group bias in panel sur-

veys can often involve more than just differential 
reinterview probabilities . Specifically, it may also in-
clude a conditioning effect-that is, the answers to sur-
vey questions are affected by the number of times the 
respondent has been interviewed. However, the degree 
to which the information from the CPS work experience 
questionnaire might be influenced by respondent condi-
tioning is not known . 

Lastly, there is the problem of weighting the data . 
Because the weights used to inflate the raw sample 



counts from each monthly cps are based on answers re-
ceived that month, the March weights for the match pe-
riods 1975-76 and 1978-79 need not be the same . As 
there is currently no reliable theoretical or statistical 
foundation for handling this problem, the unweighted 
matched samples are used for analysis . Therefore, any 
results based on these data pertain, strictly speaking, 
only to those persons in the sample, and generalized 
conclusions should be significantly tempered .' 

A theoretical overview 
The unemployment rate may be disaggregated into its 

frequency and extent components . Much previous re-
search has indicated that youth-adult differences are pri-
marily the result of a higher incidence of unemployment 
among youth, rather than longer spells .9 

Table 1 provides further evidence of this relationship . 
The incidence of unemployment shown is simply the 
number of persons who experienced unemployment at 
any time over the period divided by the number of per-
sons with any labor force experience during the period . 
Both the incidence over a single year and that for the 
2-year period covered by the matched data have been 
calculated .'° (Excluded from the unemployment figures 
are all persons who worked at least 50 weeks during the 
year, but also experienced a 1- to 2-week temporary lay-
off. This exclusion should not greatly affect the esti-
mates for youth because so few are full-year workers. 
The calculations for adults 25 years of age and older 
will be biased downward slightly because a number do 
experience such brief layoffs.) Table 1 also shows the 
probability that those in the sample who reported un-
employment in 1974 or 1977 also experienced some job-
lessness during the subsequent year (1975 or 1978). 
This probability is a rough indicator of the "persis-
tence" of unemployment . The closer the probability is 
to 1, the less "turnover" there is among those who ex-
perience unemployment . Last, we show the average 
number of weeks of joblessness experienced over the en-
tire 2-year period covered by each match. This number 
was estimated by dividing the total number of weeks of 
unemployment over the match period by the number of 
persons who had some unemployment at any time dur-
ing that 2 years. 

Not surprisingly, the results are similar to the 
findings of other researchers . The likelihood of jobless-
ness declines with increasing age, while average total 
time unemployed increases with age. Blacks have a 

higher incidence of joblessness, and usually spend more 
time unemployed than whites . Youth whose major ac-
tivity was attending school show both a lower incidence 

and spend significantly less total time unemployed than 
other youth ." 
The probability that persons who had some unem-

ployment in 1974 or 1977 also experienced unem- 

ployment during the following year varied among de-
mographic groups . Youth age 18 to 24 were generally 
more likely than others to have some joblessness in 
both years, but these differences were not always large . 
Overall, the results suggest that neither the persistence 
hypothesis-that the same persons unemployed one 
year are also unemployed the next year-nor the turn-
over hypothesis-that different persons are unemployed 
each year-completely fits the facts . 

Information on weeks of employment is shown in ta-
ble 2. Reported weeks worked vary significantly by age, 
race, sex, and major activity . 'z And, except for those 
whose major activity was school, the average number of 
weeks worked varies in the opposite manner from that 
of the experience of unemployment ." Lastly, the proba-
bility that persons who worked during 1974 or 1977 
also worked during the following year varied signifi-
cantly among groups . For example, young blacks were 
much less likely than their white counterparts to have 
worked in consecutive years. 

Recently, some researchers have suggested that 
youth-adult experiences cannot be fully explained by 
these simple average differences in the likelihood and 
amount of unemployment and the "normal turnover" 
that such movement is supposed to represent." Specifi-
cally, it has been suggested that the "youth job prob-
lem" is really one of a small minority of persons who 
are without jobs for extended periods, rather than the 
outcome of high job turnover, seasonality, and the tran-
sition between school and work . Do the cps match data 
lend any evidence for this hypothesis? 

Recurrent unemployment 
Repeat spells. It is certainly true that analysis of "aver-

age durations" and "average flow probabilities" may 
mask differences in the experience of unemployment 
within demographic groups . For example, while the 
probability of unemployment may satisfactorily account 
for most youth-adult differences, the bulk of youth job-
lessness may be highly concentrated by race, sex, or 
major activity or the same persons may experience 
many (short) spells of unemployment over time . (Of 
course, such concentration may also occur within other 
labor force groups .) Thus, an important question is : Do 
the same persons experience multiple spells of unem-
ployment from year to year, or is there little relation-
ship between past and subsequent spell frequencies? 

Data on the prevalence of repeated jobless spells are 

available from the CPs matched file . But the information 
is subject to one additional important limitation . In the 
March work-experience supplement to the cps, one of 
the questions is : "Were the (number of) weeks (person's 
name) was looking for work (or on layoff) all in one 
stretch?" The responses are coded as 1 spell, 2 spells, or 
3 or more spells . However, this question is asked only of 
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those persons who also worked at any time during the 
previous year. Thus, spell information is obtained only 
for a subset of those who experienced some unemploy-
ment. Because demographic groups differ significantly in 
the likelihood of having worked during the year, the 
data may be biased in terms of assessing the issue of re-
current spells of unemployment . Consider, for example, 
the data set for the 1977-78 match. In 1977, blacks, 
women, and persons whose major activity was school 
were less likely to have worked than other groups. 
However, a number of such individuals were reported 
as having looked for work for varying lengths of time, 

and were thus unemployed labor force participants . 
(The results from the 1974-75 match, although not 
shown here, were very much the same. The major dif-
ference was that, regardless of their experience in 1974, 
there was a somewhat greater likelihood that persons 
reported one or more spells in 1975 than was true of 
the 1977-78 match. This is clearly a cyclical phenome-
non.) 

There are a number of ways to examine the impor-
tance of multiple periods of unemployment ." For exam-
ple, one might calculate the average number of spells 
per person, and compare that across demographic 

Table 1 . The incidence and duration of unemployment by age, race, sex, and school status, 1974-75 and 1977-78 
Unemployment, 1974-75 Unemployment, 1977-78 

Age, race, 
sex, and 

Probability Duration, Probability Duration 
school status Incidence, 

' 
Incidence, Incidence, 

' 
in both 1974-75 (in Incidence, Incidence, Incidence, in both 

, 
1977-78 in 1974 1975 1974-75 1974 and weeks)' 1977' 1978 1977-781 1977 and weeks)' 1975 1978 

Total 

16 to 17 years . . . . 27.6 32.6 40.3 0.350 14 .0 24 .1 27 .0 34 .6 0 .350 13 .9 
18 to 19 years . . . . 29.6 31 .7 43.5 417 16.8 29 .8 26.9 40 .1 401 15 .8 
20 to 24 years . . . . 24.0 27.6 36.6 450 19.5 26.9 21 .0 35 .8 338 18.3 
25 to 54 years . . . . 11 .1 14.1 19.3 431 20.6 12 .5 10 .1 17 .2 355 19.0 
55 years and over . 8.3 10.0 13.7 333 22.9 8 .1 6 .4 11 .1 278 23.1 

White 

16 to 17 years . . . . 26.1 31 .0 38.9 352 14 .1 22 .8 24 .5 32 .8 335 13.4 
18 to 19 years . . . . 28.2 29.4 41 .9 391 15 .5 27 .0 24 .3 37 .5 370 14.3 
20 to 24 years . . . . 22.7 26.2 36.0 434 18 .7 25 .2 19 .2 33 .6 324 16.7 
25 to 54 years . . . . 10.3 13.4 18.2 .435 19 .6 11 .5 9 .8 16 .0 .355 18.1 
55 years and over . 7.9 9.7 13.2 342 21 .5 7 .7 6 .0 10 .4 282 23.1 

Black and other 

16 to 17 years . . . . 40.4 46.0 51 .8 341 13 .7 34 .8 50 .0 48 .1 434 14 .6 
18 to 19 years . . . . 40.7 50.4 55 .6 563 22 .9 51 .0 45 .3 56 .9 527 22 .2 
201o 24 years . . . . 34.0 38.3 48 .9 531 23 .8 38 .4 32 .6 49 .4 400 25 .1 
25 to 54 years . . . . 18.2 20.2 28.9 411 22 .5 20 .4 15 .1 26 .5 359 23 .2 
55 years and over 10.6 12.8 18 .5 275 21 .9 12 .8 11 .1 18 .1 259 21 .5 

Men 

16 to 17 years . . . . 28 .5 32 .5 41 .1 359 15 .3 24 .9 28 .1 36.0 354 16 .0 
18 to 19 years . . . . 29 .8 34 .1 44 .8 485 19 .0 29 .3 27.3 39.0 480 18 .5 
20 to 24 years . . . . 24 .9 30.2 40 .0 530 21 .4 29 .2 21 .5 38.2 359 20 .1 
25 to 54 years . . . . 10.1 12 .9 17 .7 493 21 .7 10 .8 9.2 15.2 414 20 .6 
55 years and over . 7 .7 10 .5 13 .4 347 23 .5 8 .3 7 .0 11 .5 317 23 .4 

Women 

16 to 17 years . . . . 26 .6 32 .6 39 .6 339 12 .6 23.2 25.9 33.1 346 11 .4 
18 to 19 years . . . . 29 .4 29 .1 42 .2 340 14 .3 30.4 26.5 41 .2 326 13 .4 
20 to 24 years . . . . 23 .0 24 .7 35 .1 358 17.2 24.4 20.4 33 .3 312 16 .2 
25 to 54 years . . . . 12 .5 15 .8 21 .2 365 18.4 14.5 11 .3 19.5 300 17 .5 
55 years and over . 8 .9 10 .3 14 .2 316 22.9 7.9 5.7 10.6 218 22 .1 

Major activity: 
School 

16 to 17 years . . . . 28 .1 32 .1 39 .6 346 13.8 23.0 25.9 33 .6 310 12 .8 
1e to 19 years . . . . 24 .6 29 .7 39 .0 352 12.3 23.1 25.6 35 .6 331 13 .0 
20 to 24 years . . . . 18 .9 28 .8 36 .1 338 11 .5 24.0 20.9 32 .6 333 13 .1 

Major activity : 
Other 

16 to 17 years . . . . 25 .7 35.3 44.7 370 15 .0 29 .9 33 .8 41 .0 517 19 .2 
18 to 19 years . . . . 34.1 33.6 47.9 460 20.5 36 .4, 28 .1 44 .8 445 18 .1 
20 to 24 years . . . . 25.2 27.3 37.9 .469 21 .2 27 .7 21 .0 36 .8 .339 19.2 

' The incidence of unemployment in a single year is the number of persons who experienced divided by the number of persons who experienced unemployment at least once . Total weeks 
some unemployment divided by the number with some labor force experience. unemployed was derived by multiplying the number of persons unemployed by the mid-point of 

2 The incidence of unemployment over the full 2-year period refers to the number of persons the following duration intervals : 1 to 4 weeks; 5 to 14 weeks ; 15 to 26 weeks; 27 to 39 weeks ; 
who were unemployed at least once divided by the number of persons who were in the labor and 40 to 52 weeks . 
force at least once during the 2 years. NOTE: Excludes those persons who worked at least 50 weeks during the year and experi- 

s The average duration was calculated as total weeks unemployed during the 2-year period enced a temporary layoff of 1 to 2 weeks. 



Table 2. Duration of employment by age, race, sex, and school status, 1974-75 and 1977-78 
[In weeks] 

1974-75 19T7-78 
Age, race, Probability Probability 

sex, and Average duration Average duration Average duration of some Average duration Average duration Average duration of some 

school status of employment, of employment, of employment, employment in of employment, of employment, of employment, employment in 
1974 1975 1974-75 both 1974 and 1977 1978 1977-78 both 1977 and 

1975 1978 

Total 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 24 .0 25 .4 39 .8 0.832 21 .8 25.9 38 .9 0 .862 
18 to 19 years . . . . . 27 .8 30 .1 51 .0 870 27 .9 30.7 52 .6 913 
20 to 24 years . . . . . 35 .5 36 .1 65 .5 889 35 .7 36.8 67 .5 928 
25 to 54 years . . . . . 41 .9 41 .6 78 .9 938 41 .5 41 .9 79.5 954 
55 years and over . . 40.6 40 .4 72 .9 832 39 .6 40.2 72 .1 852 

White 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 24.9 25.9 41 .4 850 22 .4 26 .3 40.4 884 
18 to 19 years . . . . . 28.3 30.4 52 .4 888 28 .7 31 .3 54.6 926 
20 to 24 years . . . . . 35.7 36.2 66.0 895 36 .4 37 .2 68.8 933 
25 to 54 years . . . . . 41 .9 41 .7 79 .2 939 41 .6 42 .0 79 .7 956 
55 years and over . . 40 .6 40.5 72.9 830 39 .7 39 .3 72 .5 854 

Black and other 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 15 .9 20 .4 26.6 667 15.6 21 .2 26 .4 648 

18 to 19 years . . . . . 23 .3 26 .7 39.8 718 21 .4 25 .8 38 .2 808 

20 to 24 years . . . . . 34 .4 35 .3 61 .6 846 31 .1 34 .0 58 .7 895 

25 to 54 years . . . . . 41 .5 40 .5 76 .6 923 40.6 41 .5 77 .6 943 
55 years and over . . 40 .3 39 .5 72 .9 859 38.8 37.9 68 .1 821 

Men 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 23 .6 25 .8 40 .6 845 21 .9 26.6 40.1 859 

18 to 19 years . . . . . 28 .9 30 .5 53 .3 894 28.5 30.4 53.7 938 
20 to 24 years . . . . . 36.5 36 .7 69 .0 .924 37 .1 38 .4 72.5 .965 
25 to 54 years . . . . . 44.3 43 .8 86 .7 981 44 .0 44 .3 87.3 988 

55 years and over . . 41 .4 40.6 75 .0 856 40 .4 40 .9 74.4 865 

Women 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 24 .5 24.9 39.0 817 21 .6 25 .1 37.7 866 

18 to 19 years . . . . . 26 .5 29.6 48 .5 843 27 .3 31 .0 51 .5 889 
20 to 24 years . . . . . 34 .5 35.4 61 .9 851 34 .3 35 .1 62 .5 889 
25 to 54 years . . . . . 38 .7 38.5 69.2 .880 38 .2 38 .9 70 .4 .911 

55 years and over . . 39 .4 40 .0 69.8 798 38 .4 39 .3 68 .8 832 

Major activity: 
School 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 23 .4 24 .6 38 .1 825 21 .3 25.1 37 .5 856 

18 to 19 years . . . . . 23 .2 23 .9 40 .3 844 23.3 25.6 42 .5 883 

20 to 24 years . . . . . 24 .0 25 .0 42 .6 819 24.8 25.4 44 .6 891 

Major activity: 
Other 

16 to 17 years . . . . . 26.6 29 .6 48 .8 862 24 .5 30.6 47.7 895 

18 to 19 years . . . . . 31 .9 35 .8 61 .3 894 34 .4 35.2 63.2 943 

20 to 24 years . . . . . 38.2 38.5 71 .0 905 37 .6 38.9 71 .9 934 

groups ; or, one might estimate the proportion of the 
unemployed who had more than one spell over a given 
period . The approach taken here is a bit different, in 
that it attempts to determine whether individuals who 
report multiple spells in one period are more likely than 
those with one or no reported spells to experience mul-
tiple spells in the next period . 
The information needed to address this question is 

presented in tables 3 and 4. These tables show the num-
ber of persons in the sample by the number of jobless 
spells reported in 1977 and the corresponding probabili-
ty of having no spells reported, one spell, two spells, or 
more than two spells during 1978.16 For example, table 
3 shows that among 16- to 17-year-olds who had one 
spell in 1977, 20 percent had one spell in 1978 . It is im- 

portant to note that persons shown in the "no spells re-
ported" category include both those who had no 
unemployment, and those with some unemployment but 
no work experience . Depending on the labor force 
group, the "no work-unemployment" group constituted 
2 to 9 percent of the total "no spells reported" catego-
ry . 
The data in table 3 suggest several interesting phe-

nomena . First, for all persons there is a somewhat 
higher probability that those who had multiple spells in 
1977 experienced at least one spell in 1978 . Second, the 
likelihood of experiencing two or more spells in 1978 
tends to be an increasing function of the number of 
spells in 1977 (except among all 18- to 19-year-olds). 
Unfortunately, the reasons for the transitions from em- 
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ployment into unemployment cannot be determined . 
And, in order to identify any causal relation between 
multiple spells in one period and the experience of mul-
tiple spells in the subsequent period, we would require 
more information to ensure that the results are not sim-
ply due to heterogeneity in the probability of recurrent 
spells among individuals . Of equal importance is the 
fact that there is far from a perfect correlation between 
reported spells in 1977 and the likelihood of spell recur-
rence in 1978, and, as previously indicated, 2 years of 
data may be insufficient to truly assess the issue of spell 
recurrence . It may be noted that youth age 16 to 24 
who had two or more spells in 1977 were somewhat 
more likely than their adult counterparts to report two 
or more spells in 1978; this was especially true for per-
sons age 20 to 24. 
Men with multiple jobless spells in 1977 were more 

likely than women to have multiple spells in 1978, and 
this difference in probabilities tends to increase with 
age. However, regardless of sex and age, the probability 
of two or more spells in 1978 is positively related to the 
number of spells in 1977.17 

Table 4 shows the experience of persons 16 to 24 
years of age by their major activity classification in 
March 1978 . Persons 16 to 19 whose major activity was 
school were less likely to report having any spells in 

1978 (recall that this does not necessarily mean they 
had no unemployment), regardless of the number of 
spells in 1977 . There is no clear difference in this proba-
bility among 20- to 24-year-olds . Individuals age 16 to 
19 whose major activity was other than school and who 
experienced two or more jobless spells in 1977 were just 
slightly more prone to report multiple spells again in 
1978 compared to the school group. However, this dif-
ference was not very large. 
The data in tables 3 and 4 do indicate some correla-

tion between repeat spells in 1977 and spells in 1978, 
but the significance of this relationship is unclear. Dif-
ferences in the probability of recurrent spells between 
youth and adults are not large, but the fact that one 
must have had some work experience in 1977 in order 
to be asked about jobless spells may introduce a signifi-
cant bias to this comparison . Thus, while there is some 
support for the hypothesis that "past turnover is associ-
ated with subsequent turnover," the phenomenon does 
not appear to be pervasive, or to differ greatly among 
labor force groups." 

The concentration of unemployment. Perhaps recurrent, 
multiple spells of unemployment mask the fundamental 
nature of youth and other groups' joblessness . Instead, 
it may be that unemployment is truly concentrated 

Table 3. The probability of experiencing recurring spells of unemployment by age and sex, 1977-78 
[Numbers in thousands] 

Total Men Women 

Probability of experiencing: Probability of experiencing: Probability of experiencing : 
Age and spells of 

unemployment in 1977 
Number 
in earn- No One Two 

Three Number 
in Sam- No One Two Three 

Number 
in earn- No One Two Three 

ple spells, spell, spells, e pie spells, spell, spells, ospells 
e 

pie spells, spell, spe8a, 
or more 
tombs 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 1978 , 
1978 

16 to 17 years: 

No spells reported . . . . . . 1,869 0 .855 0.098 0 .025 0 .022 910 0 .854 0 .091 0 .029 0.026 959 0.856 0.104 0.022 0.018 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . 140 671 200 071 057 71 662 197 085 056 69 681 203 058 058 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . 33 666 152 121 061 24 667 167 125 042 9 667 111 111 111 
Three or more spells . . . . 31 645 194 129 032 22 545 227 182 045 9 889 111 000 000 

18 to 19 years: 

No spells reported . . . . . . 1,160 834 107 038 022 544 827 105 037 031 616 839 109 039 013 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . 193 684 212 021 083 81 556 309 037 099 112 777 143 009 071 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . 67 552 179 134 134 40 500 175 175 150 27 630 185 074 111 
Three or more spells . . . . 56 661 268 000 071 39 667 256 000 077 17 647 294 000 059 

20 to 24 years : 

No spells reported . . . . . . 2,552 876 092 018 015 1,136 862 104 018 017 1,416 887 082 018 013 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . 423 757 175 035 033 229 742 179 039 039 194 773 170 .031 026 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . 131 603 183 130 084 87 575 ?07 126 092 44 659 136 136 068 
Three or more spells . . . . 116 586 181 095 138 77 481 234 104 182 39 795 077 077 051 

25 to 54 years: 

No spells reported . . . . . . 17,161 .952 .035 .007 .007 7,958 .951 .034 .008 .007 9,203 .952 .036 .006 .006 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,164 717 194 054 034 562 660 217 068 055 602 771 173 042 015 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . 284. 585 246 088 081 171 503 304 105 088 113 708 159 062 071 
Three or more spells . . . . 236 593 203 072 131 138 522 225 080 174 98 694 173 061 071 

55 years and over : 

No spells reported . . . . . . 11,404 986 009 002 002 4,945 981 013 002 004 6,459 990 007 002 001 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . 227 797 128 048 026 147 755 156 061 027 80 875 075 025 025 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . 53 .566 .283 .132 .019 32 .594 .250 .156 .000 21 .524 .333 .095 .048 
Three or more spells . . . . 48 583 167 063 188 31 516 161 097 226 17 706 176 000 118 



Table 4. The probability of experiencing recurring spells of unemployment by age and school status, 1977-1978 
[Numbers in thousands] 

Major activity: School Major activity: Other 

Age and spells of Probability of experiencing: Probability of experiencing: 
unemployment in 1977 Number in 

sample No spells, One spell, Two spells, Three Number in 
sample No spells, One spell, Two spells, Three or 

1978 1978 1978 more spells, 1978 1978 1978 more spells, 
1978 1978 

16 to 17 years 

No spells reported . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,642 0.859 0.099 0.023 0 .019 227 0 .828 0.088 0.044 0.040 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ., . . . . . 110 736 173 064 027 30 433 300 100 167 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25 680 160 120 040 8 625 125 125 125 
Three or more spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24 .708 .125 .125 .042 7 .429 .429 .143 .000 

18 to 19 years: 

No spells reported . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 646 828 115 042 015 514 850 097 033 029 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83 745 229 000 024 110 636 200 036 127 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20 650 150 100 100 47 510 191 149 149 
Three or more spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15 .733 .267 .000 .000 41 .634 .268 .000 .098 

20 to 24 years: 

No spells reported . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 438 .872 .103 .018 .007 2,086 .875 .091 .017 .017 
One spell . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62 .774 .194 .016 .016 361 .753 .172 .039 .036 
Two spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12 667 167 083 083 119 597 185 134 084 
Three or more spells . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5 200 200 400 200 111 603 180 081 135 

among persons who suffer very long single spells of un-
employment, while most others are unemployed only in-
frequently or not unemployed at all . To address this 
question, it is necessary to examine the extent to which 
the total number of weeks unemployed during a given pe-
riod is "concentrated" among a small number of people . l9 

Little information is available on this issue, primarily 
because of the difficulties in obtaining unemployment 
(and employment) spell histories . The usual approach 
has been to use data from the March cps work-experi-
ence supplement to measure the extent of unemploy-
ment over the previous year . From these data it is 
possible to calculate the number of weeks of joblessness 
by duration category as a percent of total reported 
weeks unemployed for any given labor force group . For 
example, in 1975, only 4.4 percent of all persons with 
some labor force experience were unemployed for more 
than 26 weeks, but this group accounted for almost 52 
percent of total weeks unemployed .10 
The same kind of information by age, sex, race, and 

major activity is shown in tables 5, 6, and 7 for the 
years 1974-75, and 1977-78. Again, the data are from 
the matched cps files. The calculations are based on the 
mid-range of the unemployment duration categories . 
This is a rather simplistic assumption, but it should not 
affect the relative value of the estimates because it is 
used consistently . The analysis excludes essentially year-
round workers with 1 to 2 weeks unemployment due to 
temporary layoff, but all other persons who looked for 
work are included . 
As previous research has indicated, the aggregate 

probability of leaving unemployment tends to decline 
with time unemployed . The result is an apparent con-
centration of unemployment in longer duration catego- 

ries simply because the likelihood of escape from jobless-
ness is lower the longer a spell has lasted . Even if each 
individual's escape rate were constant over time unem-
ployed, a relatively large share of unemployment would 
be accounted for by individuals with lower escape proba-
bilities . The data should be interpreted with this in mind . 
As expected, the yearly data in table 5 provide clear 

evidence of over-the-year unemployment concentration, 
but the degree of concentration varies somewhat by age, 
sex, and economic conditions . In 1974, the 8.6 percent 
of the labor force of young men age 16 to 17 who were 
unemployed more than 14 weeks accounted for 69.3 
percent of total weeks unemployed . (The labor force 
percentages are not shown here, but are available upon 
request.) Among women of the same age, the numbers 
were 4.1 and 53.6 percent, respectively . The brief bouts 
that youth have with unemployment would appear to 
contribute less to overall unemployment; among 16- to 
17-year-old males in 1974, 14 .6 percent were jobless less 
than 5 weeks and accounted for just 12.8 percent of all 
weeks unemployed. There is a pronounced cyclical pat-
tern to these data . In 1975, both the proportion of the 
labor force and the percent of total weeks unemployed 
indicate a sizable shift toward extensive individual total 
weeks of unemployment. The 1977 and 1978 distri-
butions tend to fall between those for 1974 and 1975.21 

Table 6 shows similar information by race . With the 
exception of 16- to 17-year-olds in 1974, both the per-
cent of total weeks unemployed over 14 weeks and the 
proportion of the labor force jobless for that length of 
time are higher for black workers . And, once again, cy-
clical factors clearly operate to lengthen total time out 
of work : In 1975, fully 23 percent of the labor force of 
blacks age 18 to 19 were unemployed more than 14 
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weeks, accounting for 82.7 pecent of total weeks unem-
ployed . For white workers, the figures were 10.5 and 
76.7 percent, respectively . 
The distributions vary only slightly by major activity 

(table 7), except among those age 16 to 17, for whom 
no pattern is apparent . For those 18 to 19 whose major 
activity was not school, unemployment was more con-
centrated in long total durations relative to the major 
activity school group, irrespective of aggregate econom-
ic conditions . With the exception of 1977, this was also 
true among 20- to 24-year-olds . 
The data tell a consistent story. Weeks unemployed 

over the course of a year are highly concentrated and 
very sensitive to the business cycle. Although the degree 
of concentration among adults is somewhat more 
skewed toward longer total time unemployed than 
among youth, the difference is not very large. However, 
relating this concentration to the issue of "turnover" 
depends, in part, on whether lengthy unemployment oc-
curs in one spell or is spread over many spells . Our 
data show that some persons are unemployed a lot, but 
this does not necessarily mean that these individuals 
spend a long time finding a particular job. The observed 
inequality in the distribution of unemployment could 
also result if all unemployment were generated by high 
turnover . Any determination of the importance of turn-
over requires estimating (simulating) how unequal un-
employment would be in a simple economy with high 
turnover and comparing the results to the observed con-
centrations.z2 

The following tabulation tries to put this issue into 

some perspective . The first eight lines indicate the pro-
portion of persons unemployed 15 weeks or longer-
generally considered the floor for long-term unemploy-
ment-in the indicated year and who also worked, by 
the number of spells of unemployment reported . (Only 
data for 1974 and 1977 are shown here, but the results 
for 1975 and 1978 were similar.) For example, among 
16- to 17-year-olds in 1977, 44.4 percent of those with 
unemployment over 14 weeks reported it all in one 
spell . (The last two lines of the tabulation show the per-
centage of people unemployed over 14 weeks who did 
not work at any time during the indicated' year and for 
whom there is thus no spell information available.) 

16 to 
17 

Age 

18 to 
19 

20 to 
24 

25 and 
over 

1974 : 
Persons with work 

experience . . . . . . . 100 .0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1 spell . . . . . . . . 51 .4 40.6 48.2 48.6 
2 spells . . . . . . . . 32 .4 36 .1 23 .7 23 .6 
3 or more spells . . 16 .2 33.3 28 .1 27 .7 

1977 : 
Persons with work 

experience . . . . . . . 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
1 spell . . . . . . . . 44.4 38.6 54.6 62.5 
2 spells . . . . . . . . 28 .9 30.1 24.6 19 .1 
3 or more spells . . 26 .7 31 .3 20.8 18 .4 

Persons with no work 
experience : 

1974 . . . . . . . . . 22 .9 12 .7 10.1 21.4 
1977 . . . . . . . . . 26 .2 17.0 12.5 13 .2 

Table 5 . Percent distribution of unemployment by duration, sex, and age, selected years, 1974-78 

Total Men Women 
Year and duration 

16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 54 55 years 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 54 55 years 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 54 55 years 
of unemployment 

years years years years and over years years years years and over years years years years and over 

1974 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . 15 .2 9 .2 7 .2 4 .8 3 .1 12 .8 6 .8 6.5 3 .3 2.4 18.8 12.7 8 .2 6.5 3 .6 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . 28 .7 27 .4 26 .6 26 .7 18 .9 29 .4 29 .1 28 .6 27 .0 17 .9 27.8 25.1 24 .3 26.4 17 .9 

15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 19 .3 24 .6 30 .9 30 .1 24 .7 27 .7 22 .9 29 .0 32 .5 27 .5 24 .0 27.0 33.2 27.2 18.0 

27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . 16 .8 24 .5 21 .6 21 .0 24 .7 17 .4 25 .6 24 .8 20 .3 24 .3 16 .1 22.9 17.8 21 .9 22.1 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . 19 .9 14 .5 13 .6 17 .3 34 .4 24 .2 15 .6 11 .1 16 .8 27 .9 13 .5 12 .8 16.5 18.0 38.5 

1975 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . 7 .1 4.8 3.3 2 .6 1 .9 5 .1 3 .4 2 .2 1 .8 1 .4 9 .7 7 .0 5.0 3 .6 2.6 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . 17 .3 20.3 14.7 17 .6 11 .3 19 .3 20 .4 14 .6 18 .1 12 .3 14 .6 20 .2 15 .0 17 .0 9.6 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 23 .7 22.9 25.8 27 .2 27 .3 24 .5 23 .3 27 .2 31 .2 30 .8 22 .7 22 .3 23 .7 22 .6 22.0 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . 20.6 20.6 20.6 20.7 22.2 21 .3 23 .3 22 .2 20.1 17 .8 19 .7 16 .3 18 .2 19 .4 28.8 

40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . 31 .3 31 .4 35.5 31 .9 37.4 29.7 29 .6 33 .8 28 .9 37 .8 33 .3 34 .1 38 .1 35 .3 36.8 

1977 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . 11 .2 8.4 4.9 3.8 1 .8 8.5 6.7 3 .5 2.7 1 .9 15.9 10 .4 6 .9 5 .1 1 .7 

5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . 27.7 25.9 23.7 22.1 15.2 25.0 24.3 22 .9 21 .3 14.5 32.3 27 .7 25 .0 23 .0 16 .3 

15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 15 .4 25.3 31 .1 32.5 23.1 18.4 26.2 32 .2 37.1 22.6 10.4 24 .3 29 .2 27 .6 23 .8 

27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . 19 .7 20.4 10 .1 22.8 26.0 23.0 21 .1 18.1 21 .3 26.2 14.0 19 .5 18 .0 24 .4 25 .6 

40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . 26 .0 20.0 22 .2 18 .8 33.9 25.2 21 .6 23.2 17.7 34.7 27.3 18 .2 20 .8 20.0 32 .7 

1978 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . 8 .1 6 .1 4 .3 3 .6 1 .9 6.6 4 .5 3.5 2.6 1 .8 10.6 8.6 5.2 4.7 2 .1 

5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . 21 .4 26 .4 18 .6 24 .2 22 .2 15 .4 23 .4 16 .8 26.2 22.6 31 .0 30.6 20.8 22.1 20.7 

15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 26 .1 27 .6 34 .4 30 .9 22 .8 26 .8 29 .5 33 .8 35.3 23 .5 25.1 25.2 35.1 26.2 20.7 

27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . 18 .1 15 .8 20 .4 19 .9 21 .5 18 .9 15 .0 25 .9 15.2 19 .4 16.8 16.9 13.3 24.8 24 .6 

40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . 26 .2 24 .0 22 .4 21 .5 31 .7 32 .2 27 .8 19 .9 20 .7 31 .0 16.4 18.8 25.5 22.3 31 .8 
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Table 6. Percent distribution of unemployment by duration, race, and age, selected years, 1974-78 
White Black and other 

Year and duration 
of unemployment 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 54 55 years 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 25 to 54 55 years 

years years years years and over years years years years and over 

1974 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . 15 .0 10 .0 7 .3 4 .8 2 .8 16.4 5 .9 7 .0 4 .7 3 .9 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . 26 .4 29 .2 27 .2 27 .9 19 .0 43.4 19.7 24 .0 21 .4 10 .7 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . . . . . 19 .6 27 .9 30 .7 29 .6 22 .2 17.6 11 .4 31 .9 32 .7 31 .7 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 18 .0 21 .3 22 .1 22 .3 22 .6 9.4 36.6 19.2 14 .9 27 .8 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . . . . 20 .9 11 .5 12 .7 15 .5 33 .5 13.1 25 .6 17 .9 26 .3 25 .9 

1975 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7 .0 5 .3 3 .6 2 .8 1 .8 7.0 3 .6 2 .1 1 .6 2 .3 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . 17 .5 22 .8 15 .9 18 .5 11 .3 16.1 13 .7 10.1 13 .4 10 .7 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 24 .9 25 .9 27 .3 27 .6 26 .9 17.4 14 .7 19 .9 25 .1 30 .0 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 20 .7 21 .2 22 .2 20 .9 21 .7 20.0 26.7 14 .4 19 .9 26 .0 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 29 .9 29 .6 30 .9 30 .2 38 .3 39.1 41 .3 37 .9 39 .9 31 .1 

1977 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11 .8 9 .6 5 .8 4 .0 1 .8 8.4 5 .1 2.3 3 .0 2 .2 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . 20 .6 29 .1 27 .0 24 .0 14 .3 26.9 16.7 14 .4 15 .3 21 .3 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 30 .4 23 .5 33 .4 32 .8 22 .9 14.4 30.7 24 .4 31 .3 24 .0 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 23 .5 19 .4 17 .7 23 .5 26 .0 17.5 23 .2 19.1 20 .2 25 .7 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 22 .1 18 .5 16 .1 15 .7 35 .0 32.6 24 .3 39 .9 30 .3 26 .9 

1978 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8 .7 7 .2 5 .0 4 .0 1 .9 6.0 3.4 2 .3 2 .1 2 .0 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . . 22 .9 29 .4 20 .4 26 .3 22 .9 16.0 18.4 13.3 161 18 .7 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 23 .9 28 .0 36 .7 31 .9 23 .0 34.4 26.5 27 .8 26 .9 21 .4 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 20 .5 17 .7 20 .7 19 .7 22 .7 9.2 10.7 19.6 20 .6 15 .3 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . . . . . 24 .0 17 .8 17 .2 18 .1 29 .5 34.3 40.9 37 .0 34 .3 42 .6 

The results are interesting, in part because of the dif-
ferences between years. In 1977, teenagers who worked 
and who experienced extensive unemployment were more 
likely than persons over age 20 to have been jobless two 
or more times; in addition, a larger fraction of teenagers 
than of others did not work at all and experienced more 
than 14 weeks of unemployment . On the other hand, the 
data for 1974 show little difference in spell proportions 
except for 18- to 19-year-olds . For example, among 16-
to 17-year-olds who worked in 1974, 48.6 percent of 
those with at least 15 total weeks of unemployment had 
two or more spells compared to 51 .3 percent for adults 
25 years of age and older. The proportion with no work 
experience was little different between adults and 16- to 
17-year-olds, although a much smaller percentage of 
those age 18 to 24 reported no work experience . While a 
sizable proportion of long duration unemployment is 
accounted for by persons who had no work experience 
during the year, the data do suggest that it is hazardous 
to conclude that a large majority of workers with a lot of 
unemployment incur it in one long spell . 

It is very useful to know that, in a single year, job-
lessness is concentrated among a small proportion of 
the labor force who are unemployed a lot, although not 
necessarily in a single spell. However, it is quite another 
matter to infer that the same individuals experience per-
sistent, lengthy periods of unemployment year after 
year . In the next section, we use CPS data to gain some 
additional perspective on this issue. 

Table 7 . Percent distribution of unemployment by dura- 
tion, school status, and age, selected years, 1974.78 

Year and duration 
Major activity: School Major activity: Other 

of unemployment 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 16 to 17 18 to 19 20 to 24 
years years years years years years 

1974 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . 17.7 18 .6 15 .6 6 .6 5 .8 6 .3 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . 27.4 38 .8 36 .4 33 .5 23 .2 25 .5 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 19.7 22 .1 22 .9 18 .1 25 .5 31 .8 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . 16.7 10 .7 10 .5 17 .5 29 .5 22 .9 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . 18.6 9.9 14 .7 24 .3 16 .1 13 .4 

1975 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . 7.0 8 .0 9 .2 7 .4 3 .0 2 .5 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . 16.7 22 .9 28 .3 20 .7 18 .9 13 .0 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . . 22.9 25 .8 36 .7 28 .2 21 .3 24 .4 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . 20.2 19 .1 14 .1 22 .7 21 .5 18 .6 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . 33.2 24 .2 11 .8 21 .0 35 .4 38 .6 

1977 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . 12.9 13 .1 10 .1 6 .3 6 .3 4 .3 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . 30.2 27 .7 29 .9 20 .7 25 .1 23 .0 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 14.8 29 .1 16 .6 17 .3 23 .7 32 .7 
27 to 39 weeks . . . . . . . 16.8 19 .7 26 .7 27 .9 20 .7 17 .1 
40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . 25 .3 10 .3 16 .6 27 .8 24.3 22.9 

1978 

1 to 4 weeks . . . . . . . . . 9 .4 8 .5 12 .1 3 .7 4.2 3.4 
5 to 14 weeks . . . . . . . . 21 .1 36 .2 21 .9 22 .6 28.4 18.2 
15 to 26 weeks . . . . . . 22 .5 23 .3 28 .0 39 .4 31 .0 35.2 
27 to 39 weeks . .

.
. . . . 20 .6 14 .7 13 .9 9 .1 16.7 21 .2 

40 to 52 weeks . . . . . . . 26 .4 29 .6 24 .1 25 .3 19.6 22.1 
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Is current status linked with past unemployment? 

If the observed concentration of unemployment is 
more than a statistical anomaly in information for sin-
gle years, one would expect data from the 2-year CPS 

matched samples to corroborate the following two hy-
potheses : First, the more weeks an individual is unem-
ployed in one year, the higher is his or her probability 
of experiencing some unemployment the subsequent 
year. Second, a worker with extensive unemployment 

Table 8 . Weeks of unemployment in 1974 and 1977 and the probability of experiencing unemployment during the 
subsequent year, by sex, race, and age 

Probability of experiencing Probability of experiencing 

Sex, race, age, and weeks 
unemployment in 1975 based on unemployment in 1978 based on 

of unemployment 
weeks of unemployment in 1974 weeks of unemployment in 1977 

in 1975 or 1978 Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks 
5 weeks weeks and over and over 5 weeks weeks and over and over 

Total 

16 to 17 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 0 .316 0 .402 0 .375 0 .500 0.301 0.355 0.459 0 .432 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 103 182 146 250 091 118 230 216 

18 to 19 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 349 455 481 621 320 395 530 522 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 109 178 291 379 102 118 250 261 

20 to 24 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 316 480 573 603 229 320 442 487 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 124 246 393 414 091 249 299 360 

25 to 54 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 318 445 502 524 264 334 426 438 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 136 251 361 382 081 102 270 309 

55 years and over: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 203 327 397 385 203 234 325 303 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 125 .202 319 295 051 102 198 197 

Men 

16 to 17 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 308 04 429 625 265 340 512 480 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 128 191 250 375 074 109 279 280 

18 to 19 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 464 508 478 652 397 500 518 539 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 196 190 283 435 175 120 268 269 

20 to 24 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 360 570 663 606 226 342 448 478 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 151 290 488 455 097 139 326 363 

25 to 54 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 374 503 543 569 294 383 485 516 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 180 277 412 431 094 113 314 387 

55 years and over: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 267 356 369 333 289 280 346 329 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 167 220 298 262 053 120 223 224 

Women 

16 to 17 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 325 400 300 250 333 375 333 333 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 078 167 000 000 107 097 111 250 

18 to 19 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 260 368 485 500 262 288 500 500 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 041 158 303 286 048 102 227 250 

20 to 24 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 275 352 508 600 231 283 431 500 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 099 183 308 360 085 111 255 357 

25 to 54 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 282 372 448 472 246 285 356 364 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 109 218 294 326 074 091 218 236 

55 years and over: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 147 289 439 444 048 170 293 261 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 088 178 351 333 048 075 159 152 

White 

16 to 17 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 311 393 395 545 282 351 440 433 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 098 180 233 409 089 221 360 367 

18 to 19 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 339 419 444 600 306 364 493 469 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 098 151 286 360 " .089 111 217 250 

20 to 24 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 284 455 573 604 205 313 448 479 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 101 221 363 396 076 128 299 352 

25 to 54 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 330 446 504 515 254 341 428 448 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . .135 .242 .367 .382 .068 .097 .265 .320 

55 years and over : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 189 354 400 397 180 229 339 306 

15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 113 219 325 309 040 105 194 185 
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Table 8. Continued-Weeks of unemployment in 1974 and 1977 and the probability of experiencing unemployment during the 
subsequent year, by sex, race, and age 

Probability of experiencing Probability of experiencing 

Sex, race, age, and weeks unemployment in 1975 based on unemployment in 1978 based on 

of unemployment weeks of unemployment in 1974 weeks of unemployment in 1977 

in 1975 or 1978 Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks 
5 weeks weeks and over and over 5 weeks weeks and over and over 

Black and other 

16 to 17 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 348 438 000 000 421 375 545 429 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 130 188 000 000 105 188 545 143 

18 to 19 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . .412 .667 .625 .583 .391 .550 .581 .643 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . .176 ' .333 .313 .417 .174 .150 .323 .286 

20 to 24 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 483 538 577 600 400 357 425 500 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 241 385 538 500 200 190 301 375 

25 to 54 years: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . 258 440 494 559 311 290 420 405 
15 weeks and over ., . . . . . . 145 307 333 382 149 130 287 278 

55 years and over: 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . .272 .000 .381 .300 .333 .261 .231 .071 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . .182 .000 .286 .200 .111 .087 .231 .286 

one year is more likely to encounter the same prospect 
the next year. 

Tables 8 and 9 provide information relevant to these 
hypotheses .21 They show the probability that persons 
had at least 1 week or more than 14 weeks of jobless-
ness in 1975 or 1978 by the length of time unemployed 
during the previous year (1974 or 1977). For example, 
table 8 shows that, for those age 16 to 17 who were un-
employed 1 to 4 weeks in 1974, the probability of hav-
ing at least 1 week of unemployment in 1975 was .316 . 

With virtually no exception, persons unemployed 
longer in one year have a higher probability of having 
some joblessness during the next year . Moreover, long-
term unemployment (a total of 15 weeks or more) dur-
ing one year is associated with a higher probability of 
extensive total joblessness during the subsequent year . 

There appear to be some age-related differences in these 
probabilities, but they are not so large or persistent that 
they show up in each data set . However, this unemploy-
ment persistence does seem to be slightly greater among 
those age 18 to 24 than among adults or young teenag-
ers . There is also a cyclical pattern in the unemploy-
ment probabilities ; that is, regardless of time 
unemployed during 1974, individuals had a higher 
probability of 15 weeks or more of joblessness in 1975 
than during the recovery-expansion years of 1977-78 . 
Once again, this underscores the critical importance of 
the business cycle in understanding unemployment du-
ration . 

Blacks and whites exhibit the same general pattern as 
all workers in these age categories . However, except 
among 16- to 17-year-old employed blacks (for whom 

Table 9 . Weeks of unemployment in 1974 and 1977 and the probability of experiencing unemployment during the 
subsequent year, by school status and age 

Probability of experiencing Probability of experiencing 

School status, age, and unemployment in 1975 based on unemployment in 1978 based on 
weeks of unemployment weeks of unemployment in 1974 weeks of unemployment in 1977 

in 1975 or 1978 Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks Less than 5 to 14 15 weeks 27 weeks 
5 weeks weeks and over and over 5 weeks weeks and over and over 

Major activity: School 

16 to 17 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . 0.321 0.404 0.351 0.444 0.295 0 .307 0 .469 0 .320 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . .107 .211 .162 .278 .090 .093 .143 .080 

18 to 19 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . 348 368 333 400 214 333 600 545 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . 058 132 133 200 071 103 200 091 

20 to 24 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 256 500 273 250 267 314 500 615 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 051 083 000 000 022 143 273 308 

Major activity : Other 

16 to 17 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . 267 400 455 667 330 555 684 667 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 067 100 091 167 095 222 421 333 

18 to 19 years : 
1 or rrlore weeks . . . . . . . . . 350 508 516 656 416 425 457 514 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . . . 167 206 328 406 130 125 271 314 

20 to 24 years : 
1 or more weeks . . . . . . . . . .333 .476 .597 .630 .218 .321 .436 .469 
15 weeks and over . . . . . . .145 .272 .425 .444 .109 .137 .306 .367 
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the very small sample makes data interpretation hazard-
ous), blacks unemployed in 1974 or 1977 were some-
what more likely than whites to experience 
unemployment in 1975 or 1978 . And blacks who were 
jobless at least 15 weeks in either 1974 or 1977 had a 
somewhat higher probability than whites of experienc-
ing extensive unemployment during the subsequent 
year . 

Table 9 shows that 18- to 24-year-olds whose major 
activity was not school, and who had more than 14 
weeks of unemployment in 1974 or 1977, were only 
marginally more likely than their student counterparts 
to experience long periods of unemployment in the fol-
lowing year . For example, 30.6 percent of those age 20 
to 24 whose major activity was other than school and 
who were unemployed more than 14 weeks in 1977 had 

long-term unemployment in 1978, compared to 27.3 
percent among the school group. However, these dif-
ferences are related, at least in part, to the business cy-
cle; the differences in probabilities are much greater for 
1974-75 than for 1977-78. 
The foregoing analysis does suggest that unemploy-

ment is concentrated, in the sense that there is an asso-
ciation between past and subsequent unemployment 
over a 2-year period for the persons in this sample . 
However, determination of a strict,causal relationship, 
or of influences, other than the business cycle, on the 
labor supply and demand schedules underlying the as-
sociation is beyond the scope of this study." Nor have 
we advanced any hypothesis about what constitutes a 
substantively significant degree of persistence . These are 
subjects for further research .z5 F1 
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' A critique of much of the relevant literature is contained in Nor-
man Bowers, "Young and marginal : an overview of youth employ-
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ror," Working Paper No . 172 (Cambridge, Mass ., National Bureau of 
Economic Research, 1977), pp . 1-55 ; and G. S. Maddala, "Self-Selec-
tivity Problems in Econometric Models," in P. Krishniah, ed ., Appli-
cations of Statistics (Amsterdam, North Holland Publishing Co ., 
1977). An example of selectivity bias from CPS matched data is in-
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tribution of the Unemployment Burden : Do the Last Hired Leave 
First?" Review of Economics and Statistics, August 1978, pp . 380-91 . 
Note that our concern is with differences across groups . Discussion of 
the concentration and persistence of unemployment within groups will 
be analyzed later in the article . The age breaks used for this study 
were chosen to allow for some examination of differences between 
adults and various youth groups. For example, those age 16 to 17 
tend to be in school ; school activity drops off considerably with age. 
Therefore, one might expect different labor force experience between 
(say) 16- to 17-year-olds and those age 20 to 24 who are more likely 
to be in the process of establishing themselves in the full-time labor 
market. It is also important to understand how age was defined in 
this paper. From the March 1975-March 1976 matched file, individu-
als were classified on the basis of their age as of March 1975 . From 
the March 1978-March 1979 file the age classification related to 
March 1978. Therefore, we are not comparing the behavior of 16- to 
17-year-olds in 1974 with the behavior of 16- to 17-year-olds in 1975 . 
Rather, we are following the same individuals over the entire 2-year 
time span for which data are available from each matched file, but to 
simplify the tabular presentation, age is taken as fixed as of March 
1975 or March 1978. 
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'° The incidence of unemployment over the 2-year period is less 
than twice the average incidence because some people experienced un-
employment during both years . There are two possible reasons for 
this : First, the experience of unemployment in one year increases the 
probability of having some unemployment the next year . And, sec-
ond, individuals may have constant (over time) but different probabil-
ities of becoming unemployed, and those with higher probabilities are 
more likely to be jobless at any time . For a discussion of "sorting" 
and "tenure dependence," see Stephen W . Salant, "Search Theory and 
Duration Data : A Theory of Sorts," Quarterly Journal of Economics, 
February 1977, pp . 39-57; A . McGregor, "Unemployment Duration 
and Re-employment Probability," Economic Journal, December 1978, 
pp . 693-706 ; and John Barron and Wesley Mellow, "Changes in La-
bor Force Status Among the Unemployed," Journal of Human Re-
sources, Summer 1981, pp. 427-41 . 

" It is important to understand the meaning of the "major activity" 
classification . The very first item posed to the household respondent 
for each young person in the CPS sample is : "What was (person's 
name) doing most of last week, going to school or something else?" 
This is not the same as asking whether the individuals were enrolled 
or not enrolled in school . For example, there will be persons who are 
enrolled in school whose major activity is something else. If this 
group is "more committed" to the labor force, measures of labor force 
experience by major activity will tend to show more volatility among 
the school group. Further, the classification refers to specific months 
-March 1975 and March 1978-and not, as is true of the employ-
ment and unemployment data, to an entire year. Changes in one's 
major activity could have occurred in the months between March 
1975-76 and between March 1978-79. Any differences exhibited be-
tween major activity status cannot necessarily be taken as an indica-
tion of a causal relation . 

'- There is some evidence from the CPS that the proportion of black 
male youth with any employment experience in a given year has fallen 
significantly . No discernible trend is evident for whites. See Norman 
Bowers, "Young and Marginal," p. 9. 

" Differences in the unemployment and employment experience of 
the major activity groups have suggested to some analysts that one's 
"student status" is an important explanatory variable for many young 
persons' partial commitment to the job market . Whether school activ-
ity is a cause, effect, or involves reciprocal interaction, however, is 
open to some dispute. Much more about the school-work relation, the 
role of youth labor in the economy, and changes in that role over 
time, as well as the functions of the educational system and its con-
nection to the economy would first have to be specified before any 
causal statement could be made with confidence . See Robert Lerman, 
"Some Determinants of Youth School Activity," Journal of Human 
Resources, Summer 1972, pp . 366-83 ; and Paul Osterman, "Under-
standing Youth Unemployment," Working Papers for a New Society, 
January-February 1978, pp . 58-63. 

"This view is particularly associated with the work of Kim Clark 
and Lawrence Summers, "The Dynamics of Youth Unemployment ." 

" An analysis of recurrent spells among three age cohorts in Great 
Britain may be found in Richard Disney, "Recurrent Spells and the 
Concentration of Unemployment in Great Britain," Economic Journal, 
March 1979, pp. 109-19. 

'° The small cell sizes in many cases make interpretation of the 
probability calculations very difficult . Therefore, rather than a finely 
detailed dissection of the data, focus will be on a few general features . 

Black-white differences-not shown here-exhibited no detect-
able pattern, a fact perhaps affected by the sample selectivity in-
volved ; that is, although blacks reported more unemployment than 
whites, they were less likely to have had any work experience during 
1977 and therefore spell information was not collected . 

'° We also examined whether there was an association between the 
reporting of multiple spells and an individual's industry of longest job 
during the previous year . Especially among adults, the percent with 
two or more spells whose industry of longest job was in construction 
was quite a bit higher than the proportions in other major industries . 
This association also held-though not as strongly-for those age 20 

to 24. Not surprisingly, those teenagers with multiple spells were not 
disproportionately concentrated in any industry . Note, however, that 
"industry of longest job" in the past year is not necessarily the only 
industry in which individuals worked over the year, nor does it neces-
sarily indicate working for the same employer . 

°' See Kim Clark and Lawrence Summers, "The Dynamics ." Robert 
Frank and Richard Freeman, in "The Distribution of the Unemploy-
ment Burden," also make the point that spell length may be more im-
portant in explaining differences in unemployment within the youth 
group than differential turnover or spell frequency . 

See Norman Bowers, "Probing the issues of unemployment dura-
tion," Monthly Labor Review, July 1980, p. 30 . 

' Among adults who had some work experience, those whose long-
est job over a given year was in construction were more likely than 
others to experience 15 or more weeks of unemployment . This associ-
ation was much weaker among teenagers . As would also be expected, 
the proportion of workers with more than 14 weeks of unemployment 
in a year tended to be greater across all major industry groups in 
1975 than in other years. Again, this represents the importance of the 
business cycle in understanding length of time spent looking for work . 

_= See Robert Lerman, "The Nature of the Youth Employment 
Problem: A Review Paper," prepared for the Vice President's Task 
Force on Youth Employment, Nov. 26, 1979, pp . 28-29. 

2' Data in these tables do not necessarily show causality because of 
the problem of distinguishing heterogeneity and state dependence . 
One attempt to test for heterogeneity or duration dependence among 
a sample of unemployed workers is discussed in A. McGregor, "Un-
employment Duration," pp . 693-706. One might buttress the results 
shown in the tables with regression analysis . However, simply corre-
lating current with previous unemployment does not necessarily iso-
late the impact of previous unemployment if some people-because of 
institutional and personal characteristics-are more prone to experi-
ence unemployment ; and, such characteristics need not be observable . 
In part, this issue revolves around the questions of "adjusting or con-
trolling" for heterogeneity among individuals in the likelihood of ex-
periencing unemployment, and sample selection bias . Of course, a 
number of ways have been proposed to handle this problem, but their 
adequacy rests heavily upon the existence of a well-specified theory of 
unemployment and the "goodness of fit" in transforming the theoreti-
cal concepts into their testable empirical counterparts, and, equally 
important, having a correct theory of censored samples in order to 
adjust for selectivity bias, assuming that one believes the issue to be 
important to understanding unemployment . Because of the much 
fuller treatment that these questions deserve, no attempt was made to 
go beyond the tabulations shown in the text . For one example of this 
type of approach, see James J. Heckman and George J. Borjas, "Does 
Unemployment Cause Further Unemployment? Definitions, Questions 
and Answers from a Continuous Time Model of Heterogeneity and 
State Dependence," Economica, August 1980, pp . 247-83 . 

� One could undoubtedly list many "factors" which might be asso-
ciated with extensive joblessness, such as kinds of jobs held, wages, 
family income, education, and so forth . No attempt has been made 
here to disaggregate the data into such cells because, especially among 
youth, the sample sizes are simply too small. 

> Although not shown here, it should also be noted that there is ev-
idence from the matched files that length of time worked in one year 
is strongly and positively associated with the probability of working 
again the following year . There are also some important differences 
among demographic groups . Black workers, particularly teenagers, are 
less likely than whites to have had any employment experience at all 
and less likely to have had subsequent employment regardless of the 
number of weeks worked the previous year . This is a result both of 
young blacks' higher probability of experiencing an employment sepa-
ration and, once separated, the greater difficulty they have in finding a 
job. There are also differences in "persistence" between the major ac-
tivity groups : The school group's current working experience is some-
what less related to weeks worked during the past year compared to 
the other group. 
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