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This issue of Work and Family exmincs the mploy-
ment histories of young persons: It draws upon data from
the National Longitudinal Sumey of Youth which
provides a nsarly complete work history on aIl jobs held
and weeks workd over a 12-ywr ptiod, 1978 to 1990. BY
age 29, a typical young worker has held 7.6 jobs and
worked 434 weeks tince age 18, an average of 36.2 weeks
peryar. There aresi~ificmt differmcs in the number of
jobs held and weeks worksd .by sex and mce.

Ovemiew
Individuals have a gfeat deal ofjob mobility during thsir”

mrly years in the labor market. Brief and transito~
periods of employment are wmon for young workc=.
As they age, emplo~ent tids to stabilize, and the
probability that mworker leaves or lose a job evmtually
declina.

Young workep change jobs and employment status for
a variety of rasons. Young entrants into the work force
often nedtimetot~t out their wreerinterets through
=perience fi a work settink and they may sometis
decide to return to school for further education. Itioma-
tion about thequahty ofa J5b m“atch revmls itsefwith
time, Those who are well rnatchsd remain on the job, sod
poor matchetill more fikely end. In addition, winkers
often rmeive on-the-job tratilrig at a particular job, which
often mak= workers more valuable to the aployer
providing the training. This training may reduw the
probability of ajob separation, because a trained mployee
might be 1=s tikely to quit and an employer might be 1=s
likely to fire a trained person. Womationaboutiobsk
often costly and difficult to acquire, thus work fli,of ten
accept the first joboffers that;orne along andstiy injobs
ofly until they rwtive abetter offer.

This rsport prsents tiformation on the cumulative
number ofjobs and weeks of work for young workers using
data from the Youth cohoti of the National Longitudinal
Sumeys (NLS). Thae data describe a wmple of young
men md women who were between the agm of 14and 22 h

‘h1979 and who have b=n htemle ed annualIy skce that
ytir. A key feature Of “this sumey is tkt it collects

itiomation in m event histo~ fomat, in which dates are
coHected for the beginning and ending. of importmt
evats. h the case of work, thestsfling date for e!e.wjob is
recorded, ad if ap-son stops work for that employer, the
endfig date is recorded as welI. [ For multiple jobholders,
information is gathered for each job, with stifiing md
ending data. Periods of nonwork within a job, such aS

periods on layoff, o? when ill, pre~ant, and so fotih are
also recorded. By recording the da- of all jobs and W
periods ofnonwork, the sumey protides a nmrly complete
md continuous aployment history for ach individual in
the sample.

This discussion of young workers givgs the average

numhr of iobs held and average weeks of work stice age
18. The s&ple is retricted to-those who” were age 18 ;r
young= as of Januafi 1, 1978. The time frame analyzed”
mns from Januaw 1, 1978 to Januaw 1, 1990. Comeque’nt-
ly, averages are comput~d for individuals for ages 18
through 29.

Number of jobs
Previous reswch suggests that indi~duals experience a

~“mber of employment transitions dfing thsir initial,

yam in the labor market. One estimate claims that
two:tbjrds of the total number of job ching~. occur in the
fint 10_yam of m individud”,i ctieer.z R=arch also
indicates only 1out of 20 male workers remains at his first
job ovm a 10-ytir period.3

.Table 1 reports the average cumulative number of jobs
held shceage 18. By age 18, individuals have held 1.6jobs
on avwage. Eleven yars later, at age 29, they average 7,6
jobs. Between the ages of 18 and 29, the average number of
new jobs per year mng:s from 0.4 to 0.7,. wfih the grm~r
numbers occurring for the most pafl at the younger ag=.

rA job is definedas a period of work with a paflic.lar employer.Far
se~-employed wwksm, each.:nwV, job is defi”d by the i“ditiduls
themselvs.

2 See ~kn E. Hall, The Impofiance of LifetimeJobs in tie U.S.
hnomy: American Economic Review, VOL7Z No. 4, 19S2,pp. 716-24.

3 Se &be* H. Topel a“d Michael R, Wu& ,,Jab Mobility and the
Carem of Yo””g Me”;, National B“rea” of Economic Research
worti~ p~~, No, 2649, Jdy 198a,



Table 1. Number of jobs held sine zge 18, Jan”aw 1, 1978 to Janua~ 1, 1990
_= .._ . .

18

1.8

1.7
1.1
1,4

1.6

1.7
1.2
1,4

1.5

i .6
1.0
1.3

—

Souse Natig.nal Long! l”tinal SUWeY.OfYouth

19 I 20

2.3 3.0

2.4 3,1
1.7 2.3
2,1 2.7

2.4 3,!

2.5 3,2
1.9 2.5
2.1 2,8

2.2 2.9

2.4 3.0
1.6 .2,2
1,9 2.4

21

3.7

3,8
2.8
3.3

3,8

3,9
3,1
3,5

3.5

3.7
2.7
2.9

T

~

4.3 4,9

4,4 5.0
3,4 3.9
3,9 4,5

4,4 5,1

4,5 5,1
3,9 4,5
4,1 4,8

4,1 4.7

4,4 4,9
3.2 3,7
3.4 3.2

24

5.4

5.6
4,4
5,0

5,6

5,7
5.2
5.4

5.2

5.4
4,2
4.2

—

25

5,9

6,0
4.8
5.5

6.1

6.2
6,7
5,9

5,6

5.9
4,6
4,5

—

—
26

6.3..

6.5
5.1
6.0

6.6

6,8
6,0
6,4

6.0

6,3
4.9
4,8

—

27

6,7

6.9
5,5
8.4

7.0

7.1
6.2
6.8

6,4

6,7
5,3
5,2

28

7.1

7.2
5.7
6,7

7,5

7,6
6.7
7.3

6,7

6.9
5,7
5,4

29

7,6

7,7
6.5
7.8

8,0

8.1
7.6
8,0

7,2

7.5
6,2
5.7

—
-,

Table 1 also displays the average number of jobz held
stice age 18 by sex. At age 18, men tid wmen average
nmrly the sme number of jobs, 1.6 for men “and 1.5 for
women. The dhTerenceby gmder, however, ficreases with
age. By ag&29, men have held an average of 8jdbs, wherws
woma typicdy have held 7.2 jobs.

The average numbm of job$.held since age 18 by race
and ethnicity also app- k able l.-At mch age, wtit=
average more iobs than Hlsoanim. md HisDani= more-.
than blackz. Yet, by age 29, whhes and Hizpanics”iverage
nealy the ~me number of jobs.

Among men, the different= by race and ethtic. ori~in
resemble thow found among all individuds, in that at
most agw, whitm average more jobs than Hispanics, and
Hispanics avemge more “jobs than blacks. Qy age 29,
however, wtite and Hispaic real= both average approxi-
mately 8 jobs, wherms black men avemge 7.6..

The pattern by race md ethnicitj dfi-ers somewhat :or
womm. Similar to their male counte~atis, whl~ females
average more jobs than Hispanic aid blink women at W
ag-. Hispanic women average more jobs than bl=k
womm in the first few Y=B titer age 18. By age 24,
however, Hispanics and blacks avmage the -e number
of jobs, and titer age “24, black women surpass Hispanic
women b the averge number of jobs held.

Weeks worked
An tidividual’s work expetimceis .acommonly dwked

variable in labor mmket malys= Utiofiu~ately, mmt
dam sefiis c.on~ti httle tifom.ation on labor market
history, and work =perimce “isr{tighly approximatti by
using an indlvidti!s age and education. Indlvidmls may
undergo transitions into and out of the labor market, due

2

to decisions relating to schoohg, marital status, chlld-
baring, or other factors. As a r=ult, tidiiiduals may vav
8“bstantia11yin their actual~~ork experience.

The detailed labor m~ket bistori= contained in the
NLS Youth cohoti allow for prmise deteminatitin of total
‘ti&eks worked. Table 2 protides da@ on the average
number Of w:ekz worked .tince. age 15. At that age
individuals have worked 29.8 we~ on average, md by -
age29, the average increas= to 433.6 weeks. The change in

‘the average number of we.&s worked at =ch age st=dily
_incr=sw ugtti age 26, at which it stabihzs at nmrly 40
‘weeks per yeu.-

Table 2 “shows the average number of weeks workd
since age 18 by sex. me data indiwk that rndm ..and
“f-ala me ftirly simifar in tobl weeks worked at early
agm; however, in .thek later 2WS men SW to average
signifimntly more weeks of work thzn women. BY age 29,

‘mm have .on average about 90 more weeks of work
experience stice age 18 than do women.

Table 2 dso gives the cumulative number of weekz
worked by race and ethnicity. At&h age, whit= average
more weeks than Hispanics, md Hispania more than
blacks, ~we dfierences ticre~e tith age. .~ pa~icular,
the dlffeience between white and the other two groups is
mg:h geatm at age 29 t&n at.age 18.

For men, whim average more weeks of work at ah age
than blacks or Hispaniw. Blacks md Hispanics hive vev
stiar mounts of work experience at =ch age. Among

women, whhes also avwage more WAS of work thm “–
black8 -d Hispanim. The pZtt&rnof work mperience is
fairly. sitilar among blxk and Hispmic women, zkhough
““Hispanicwomen do have sfigbtly more work experierice at
each age

—



Table 2. Number of weeks workc

Me”, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

white.,, ,,, . .. . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . ....
Black .,, , . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
wspanic . . . . . ... . . . . . . . .. L........

Women

wale, . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . .. . . . .
Back, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Hspmio . .,, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Zlnce age 18, JanuaW 1, 1978 to Jan”av 1, 1990

18

29,8

31.7
19,3
25,2

30.9

32a
23.7
25.5

28.7

30,9
18,3
24.4

So”ree National Longibtinal Suwey of Youth

.._.

19

60,9

6<.3
41.4
52.0

62,5

65.3
48,6
52.4

59,2

63.4
39.6
51,1

—

20

93.1

98,0
65,8
80.5

95.5

99,4
77.2
81.0

90.7

96,6
62.9
79.1

21

126.5

132.7
91,9

170.6

130,1

134.9
107.0
111.8

122,9

130.4
88,1

107,2 I

22

161.6

189,2
119,9
741.4

166,6

172,6
141.7
143.5

156.5

165.7
114.4
135.8

208.1 246,9 286,1
749,8 180.1 212.9
175.2 209.3 243,T

206,1 246,6 289.1

213.2 254,9 299.2
176,2 212.6 245,9
178.9 214.6 248,7

192,0 226.5 I 260.2

202.8 238,7 272.0
143.1 173,0 204.0
165,2 194.7 226.0

Technical Note

Data h this repofi are from the National Longit”di”al
Sumeys (NLS), which are sponsored by the Bureau of
bbor Statistics. The Bureau contracts with the Cmter
For Huron Rwource Res=ch of the Ohio State Univm-
sity to mmge the sumeys and provide user swices. The
NLS were beWn in the fid- 1960s with the drawing of
four sampl~ Young Ma who were 14-24 yw~ old in
1966, Young Women who were 14-24 y~m old h 1968,
Older Men who were 45-59 years old in 1966, and Mature
Women who were 30-.44 years old in 1967. “Each saple
originally had about 5,~ iiditi”duak tith Gvefiimples of
blacks. In the early 1980s, the Young Men and Older Mm
sumeys were discontinued. The two women,s surveys con-
tinue and are cumatly collected eve~ 2 y~m,

In 1979, a new cohort was begun with a sample of over
12,~ young “menand women who wme 1421 Y-N of
age h 1979. It included oversampl= of blacks, Hispanics,
emnomically disadvantaged whites, and youth in the mih-
ta~. The mifita~ oversimple was dlscontfiued..dt~ the
1984 sumey, aid” the economically diwdvantagd white
ovemample was disconttiued in 1990. This stiey is called

,..

26 27

315.5 353,3

32B,3 367,5
267.1 275,7
277,5 312.2

335.8 376,s

345,9 390.2
280,0 314.6
2S6.4 323,6

296.9 329,9

310,5 344,6
238,6 265.9
253,8 282,7 T

20 29

392,1 433,6

408.2 451,1
299,9 333,2
347.3 38?,3

424,3 479,2

438,0 496,3
359,9 408.6
367,7 403,7

360.7 390.0

375.5 407,2
285.6 317,5
297.1 330. ?

the Youth cohofi,. and ‘the cohort membem have been
intemieyed eve~ year since it begin.

The data ~ this repoti are weighted so that the sample is
r~raentative of the age floup ~tudid. The military over-
simple is not included in the computations, evm for the
y=rs in which it is avaiIable. All inferences that are dls-
cussd in the text are statistically signifimnt at the
95-pmcmt cofildmce level. Due to smpling variability,
small difference between estkates that are not discussed
in the t=t should be inte~retd with caution. For a de-
&iled ~planation of the NLS, see NLS Handbook 1992
(Cater for Human R=ource Res~ch, Ohio State Uni-
versity). For information about the NLS, or to be placed
on a maifing fist, wri@ to National Longitudinal Sumeys,
Bureau of”Labor Statistics, OffIce ofReF~fGh and Evalua-
tion, Room 2126, Washington, DC 20212, or all (2o2)
523-1347.

Infomation””in this repofi will be made available to sm-
sov impaired indltiduals upon requ~t, Voice phone
(202) 606-STA~ TDD phone: (2Q) 606-589~ TDD “m&s-
sage refemal phone: 1-8W-326 -M77.


