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This issue of Work and Fomily analyzes the labor
market experience of individuals between their 18th and
30th birthdays. Some of the more significant findings in-
clude: Between the ages of 18 and 30, a typical individual
has held 7.5 jobs and has 8.6 years of work experience‘

Thic c:1gmact-c that workers hetween these ages exnerience

This suggests that workers between these ages experience
3.4 years of joblessness. On their 30th birthday, over 40
percent of workers have held their current job for 2 years
or less, and about a quarter have been at their job more
than 6 years However, only 15 percent of individuals have
speni 2 years or lessin the mﬁgés» JUIJ heid between age 18
and 30, and about 30 percent have spent more than 6 years
inthe Iongest job. The average time spent at the longest job
held between age 18 and age 30 is 5 years. Blacks and fe-
male high school dropouts tend to have the least work ex-
perience and the least job tenure by age 30.

Overview

Most individuals change jobs frequently in their initial
years in the labor market.? Churning through the labor
market, young workers learn about different jobs, and
firms learn about the productivity of young workers.
Workers can experiment with various types of jobs and
eventually decide on a career. In'these early years, individ-
vals are also more likely to move into and out of the labor
market because of decisions relating to schooling, marital
status, childbearing, and other factors.

As workers age, employment tends to stabilize, and the
workers will more likely become attached to jobs. Doesthe
process by which young workers establish a career path
take too long? One might think that by age 30, a typical
individual should have settled into a job and completed the
transition from school to work. However, past research
indicates that at age 30, a substantial percent of workers
has been at their current job for a very short time.3

! See also Work and Family: Jobs Held and Weeks Worked by Young
Adu(ts, Report 827 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, August 1392).

%See Robert H. Topel and Michael P. Ward, “Job Mobility and the
Careers of Young Men,” QuarterlyJournel of Economzcs Vol. 107, No. 2,
1992 . 435-479. . -

3 See Pan] Osterman, "Is There 2 Problem with the Youth Labor
Market and If So, How ‘Should We Fix 1t7" working paper, Massachu-
setts Instiivte of Technology, 1992,
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Data from the National Longitudinal Surveys

Also discussed in this report is the labor market
behavior of individuals as measured on the day they turn
30. Four dimensions of labar force behavior are analyzed:

~ Number of jobs held, number of years worked, years spent

on the current job, and years spent on the longest job. The

data for the number of johs held, number of years worked,
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and longest job held all refer to the period ranging from the
individual’s 18th to 30th birthdays. Time spent on the cur-
rent job is measured for working individuals on their 30th
birthday
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Natiopal Longitudinal Surveys. These data describe a
sample of young men and women who were between the
ages of 14 and 22 in 1979, and who have been interviewed
anntally since that year. A key feature of this survey is
that it garners information in an event-history format, in
which dates are collected for the beginning and ending of
important life events. In the case of employment, the start-
ing date for every job is recorded, and if a person stops
working for an employer, the ending date is recorded as
wellt

" For multiple jobholders, information is gathered for
each job, with starting and ending dates. Periods of non-
work within a period of employment —such as layoffs, or
absences from work due to illness, pregnancy, and so
forth —are alsorecorded. By recording the dates of all jobs
and all periods of nonwork, the survey provides a nearly
complete employment history for each individual in the
sample.

The sample used here is resiricted to those individuals
whose 18th birthday occurred after January 1, 1978 and
whose 30th birthday occurred before the individual was
interviewed in 1991. For the dimensions of labor market
behavior analyzed, the average (mean) value is presented.
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these measures, the median (the value at which one-half of

_ the sample is above and one-half is below} as well as the

percent of individuals falling into various categories are
presented.

* A job is defined as a period of work with a particular employer. For
self-employed workers, each “new” kb is defined by the individuals
themselves.




Table 1. Number of jobs held from 18th to 30th birthdays

. ) . Distribution of jobs (in percent)
Characteristic Mean Median
0-3 4-G -7-9 10 or meore
Total ot 7.5 7.0 i8.8 28.5 26.0 267
WhHItE . iretimre v mmaeat 7.7 7.0 17.4 28.0 26.2 28.4
Black .. uovriviiiiinriannn - 6.5 6.0 23.4 0.2 26.8 19.6
Hispanit .....cviciauo.., - 6.4 6.0 26,7 3z 20.5 207
High school dropouts ........ - 8.3 6.0 24.7 31.1 20.0 24.2
High school graduates ... ...... 6.8 6.0 23.8 231.3 24.4 20.5
Somecollege ... omeieinll 8.1 7.0 16.5 25.7 24.9 32.9
College graduates ........ .. 8.1 8.0 10.2 25.0 31.8 33.0
Men .oviviiiisoiicinssssns 7 7.0 18.3 27.0 253 29.4
White oot 7.8 7.0 18.0 26.3 24.9 30.8
Black .nvuinins i e 6.9 7.0 17.1 29.7 30.6 22,6
Hispanic .. ...icnieommeece—- 6.3 6.0 25.1 295 17.9 275
High schaol dropouts . ......... 8.0 7.0 16.7 3.0 7.2 35.1
High school graduates . ........ 7.2 6.0 224 28.7 23.8 25.1
Somecolleges ... ...l - 83 8.0 208 21.7 - 18.4 3g.1
College graduates ... .....o... 7.7 8.0 10.8 258 35.6 28.0
Women ....c.i S i 7.3 7.0 19.2 30.0 26.6 24.2
WhHE « . eeseemeneceeaennas 76 7.0 16.8 29.6 27.4 26.2
Black ........... e R 8.1 5.0 29.5 30.7 23.1 16.7
Hispanic ........... ccweeee 58 5.0 28.5 34.8 234 . 13.3
High scheel drepouts . ......... 5.5 5.0 33.5 31.4 232 119
High school graduates ......... 6.4 6.0 25.2 34.0 249 15.8
Someceollege ... ... . ..., 8.0 7.0 13.5 28.5 29.5 28.5
College graduates _........... - 8.6 8.0 9.6 24.4 28.1 37.8

Source: Natienal Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

Jobs held

Data on the number of jobs held from an individual’s
18th to 30th birthdays are provided in table 1. Between
these ages, individuals have held 7.5 jobs onaverage. Over
a quarter have held 10 or more jobs, whilefewerthan 1in 5
have held 3 or fewer jobs.

By age 30, blacks and Hispanics have held about one job
fewer than whites on average. Individuals with some
college (13-15 years of education} and college graduates
average over one job more than those with 12 years of
education or less. Both the racial/ethnic and educational
differences exist largely because whites and those with 13
or more years of education are mere likely to have held 10
or more jobs and less likely to have held 3 or fewer jobs.

Men and women average about the same number of jobs
held by age 30, and the differences by race/ethnicity with-
in each gender category reflect the overall racial/ethnic

differences, in that whites average about one more job than.

blacks and Hispanics. Although there is no consistent
pattern in the number of jobs held for men by education,
the data for women suggest that there is a strong positive
relationship between education and the number of jobs
held. In particular, female college graduates have held
about three more jobs than female high school dropouts by
age 30. Less than 10 percent of female college graduates

have held three or fewer jobs, compared to about a third of
female high school dropouts.

Work experience

Table 2 provides the number of years of work experience
between age 18 and age 30.° On average, individuals
worked about 8.6 years, or over two-thirds of the 12 years
between age 18 and 30. The median value for years
worked indicates that half worked over 9.4 years, or about
three-fourths of the 12-year pericd. About 2 in 5 individu-
als worked over 11 years, while fewer than 1 in 5 worked 6
or fewer years. S

Whites worked about 1 year more than Hispanics, and
about 2 vears more than blacks between ages 18 and 30.
Nearly half of all whites worked 11 or more years, and
about a third of Hispanics and less than a quarter of blacks
worked 11 years or more. Individuals with 12 years of edu-
cation or more average about 9 years of work; high school
dropouts average about 7 years. Over a third of high school
dropouts worked 6 or fewer years, or less than half of the
time between ages 18 and 30.

Men on average worked ahout I year more than women
during these ages. White and Hispanic men are similar in

9 Years of work experience were generated by conputing total weeks

worked belween the 18th and 30th birthdays and dividing by 52.
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Table 2. Years of work experience from 18th to 30th birthdays

. Distribution of years {in percent)
Characteristic Mean Median = -

0-6 7-8 9-10 11-12
Total . it eee e i v s s 85 9.4 17.9 14.5 25.6 42.0
While ....oovviiail . 9.0 8.7 13.8 4.0 26.4 45.5
Bl_ack . o 6.9 7.7 37.3 16.4 22.4 23.9
Hispanic .....cevus e i 7.8 8.9 26.6 15.5 23.1 34.8
High school dropouts ., ...... 8.8 7.3 37.9 16.1 18.2 26.8
High school graduates . ..... . 87 9.9 205 11.3 19.7 48.5
Some college .......... - 9.0 9.8 16.1 120 24.3 476
College graduates ,........ 9.0 9.3 68 | 205 38.7 34.0
Men ........... e e 9.3 . 0.0 11.4 13.0 . 25.7 49,9
White ....... ... ... cunns 9.6 10.0 7.6 11.5 261 54.8
Black ..eiinniniiinininnnn 73 7.8 33.0 19.6 23.4 24.0
Hispanie ................. 9.1 10.4 10,7 16.2 253 47.1
High school dropouts.. ...... 8.3 106 17.4 14.8 18.7 48.1
High school graduates . ... .. 9.6 10.7 11.9 7.2 20.3 60.6
Some college .......... - 2.4 108 120 11.3 21.3 55.4
College graduates ......... 8.8 9.0 7.8 226 399 29.9
Women .......co..ihiimen 8.1 8.8 24.0 15.8 25.86. 34.8
White ........c.oiines. 8.4 9.3 19.6 16.4 26.6. . 37.4
Black LR TP PP PP 6.5 7.2 47.4 13.5 21.4 23.7
Hispanic ....vevviniivanns 6.5 7.4 43.6 14.0 20.8 21.6
High scheool drapouts ., .....- 4.7 46 £0.6 17.6 18.7 3.1
High school graduates , , .. .. 7.8 8.6 293 15.5 19.1 36.1
Some coflege .......... e 8.7 9.3 18.8 125 26.4 422
College gradvates ......... 2.2 9.4 6.0 i8.6 375 arse

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

thelr work experience, In that both average over 9 years,
whereas black men average under 8 years. For women,
blacks and Hispanics are more similar, as they both
average about 6.5 years of experience, whereas white
women average 8.4 YEears.

Since many college graduates attend school full time
while others are working, it might be expacted that college
graduates average less work experience than others at age
30. The data indicate that male high school graduates and
those with some college register the greatest amount of
work experience between ages 18 and 30. High school
dropouts and college graduates average slightly less work
experience. Although about 1 in 5 male high school drop-
outs worked 6 or fewer years, about half worked 11 or
more years. Hence, while there is a group of male high
school graduates with little work experience, a large
percent are strongly attached to the lahor farce.

The positive relationship between education and work
experience is stronger for females than for males. Female
college graduates worked over 4 years more than female
high school dropouts during the 12 years. Only about 3
percent of female high school dropouts worked 11 or more
years, while over 60 percent worked 6 or fewer years. Con-
versely, nearly 38 percent of female college graduates
worked 11 or more years, and only 6 percent of female

college graduates worked 6 or fewer years durmg these
ages.

Time spent on current job
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_career is time spent with the current employer. Table 3

presents data on the number of years spent on the current
job for working individuals on their 30th birthday. On
average, workers have spent 3.8 years in their'current job
when they turn 30. However, the median indicates that
half of the workers spent 2.7 years or fewer at the current
job.

The disparity between the mean and median exists
because a large fraction of individuals are polarized at both
ends of the distribution, which strongly affects the mean,
but has no impact on the median. Many persons show little
job attachment at age 30: About a quarter of the individu-
als have spent a year or less at their current job, and over
42 percent have been onthe jobfor 2 years orless. Another
group has substantial job attachment: About a quarter of
the 30-year-olds have spent over 6 years on the current job.

" There are only small differences by race/ethnicity in
current tenure; Hispanies average the most years worked
and biacks ihefewest. Interestingly, high school graduates
have the most job tenure on their 30th birthday, as close to




Table 3. Years spent on current job among those employed on 30th birthday

Distribution of years (in percenf)
haracteristic Mean Median . : More
Characterist 1 or less 1-2 2-3 34 4.5 56 than &

Total . ovvcunnns. emammee s - 3.8 27 - 25.3 17.4 10,7 7.8 7.2 6.3 253
White ....... e ~ 39 2.7 24.7 17.8 10.2 7.3 7.3 6.7 26.0
Black ..ov v icriiiisnn v 3.4 22 30.7 188 14.2 87 7.6 2.8 20.2
Hispanic ....c.iocnuecvnnnnnn 4.2 3.5 22.0 14.5 9.8 12.8 4.9 7.9 28.1

i ’ 14.4
High school drepouts ... ... ..., 3.0 2.4 388 9.8 14.8 1.7 7.1 5.3
High school graduates . ... ..... 4.4 2.8 272 15.4 8.9 4.4 7.7 5.5 30.9
Some college .......... .- ‘e 3.6 2.5 26.8 17.6 12.0 8.6 6.5 6.6 21.9
College graduates ........... . 3.8 29 18.2 az2.2 10.9 10.6 7.3 7.4 233
Men ...ovi i e 4.0 2.9 238 17.3 9.5 6.7 8.8 6.0 27.9
WhIte ..o ciimie s inaeecan . 4.1 3.1 . 23.4 17.4 8.0 6.2 8.8 6.6 289
2T 3.3 2.4 275 18.3 13.0 73 12.6 2.8 187
Hispanic ..... coocricncenne 4.6 3.5 20.4 13.6 2.8 11.8 6.0 45 341

. 20.0
High scheol dropouts . ... ...... 3.2 2.1 412 4.9 15.4 7.0 8.5 3.0 K
High school graduates .. ... 4.5 3.2 24.7 16.8 75 36 2.8 4.9 327 .
Somecolfege ... ... ......._ 3.8 2.8 243 18.0 12.8 7.3 6.4 6.4 24.8
College graduates ..., ...... 3.8 3.5 15,8, 22.0 8.5 10.8 2.0 8.6 25.3
Women .. .. it = 3.7 2.4 27.2 17.5 12.0 9.0 5.4 6.6 22.3
White oo iinernss crr e i 3.7 2.5 26.2 18.2 11.6 86 6.0 6.8 226
Blagk ......... e ceia - 3.4 22 34.5 13.0 155 102 2.1 2.9 218
Hispanic .....cocmeudinnncnn., 36 26 7243 . 15.2 10.3 14.2 3.3 13.1 18.9
High school dropouts . .. ... ... 2.5 2.1 29.2 18.7 135 20.3 4.5 9.6 4.2
High school graduates . .. ...... 4.2 27 30.7 13.5 10.9 5.4 4.8 6.3 28.4
Some college ........sceancen 3.5 2.4 28.8 17.3 11.4 86 6.5 6.7 19.7
College graduates , ... ...veuur— 3.8 2.6 211 224 13.6 10.5 5.3 6.1 21.0

Note: The 1- 10 2- year category implies that an individual spent more

-- than T year and less than or equal to 2 years on the current job, The

other categories are defined similarly.

a third of high school graduates have been at their current
job more than 6 years. In contrast, over a third of high
school dropouts have been at their current job for 1 year or
less.

There are very small differences in current tenure
between emploved men and women, and the racial/ethnic
differences in current tenure largely reflect the differences
among men. Hispanic men average the highest level of
current tenure and black men the lowest. For both men
and women, high school graduates average more job ten-
ure than any of the other educational groups. Female high
school dropouts have the least tenure on their current job
atage 30: Only 4.2 percent had been at the job more than 6
yodrs,

Time spent on longest job

Time spent on the current job may be a misleading
measure of whether individuals settle into a particular
career path, since at age 30, some individuals may have
reccntly changed jobs due to improved opportunities or
career advancement. A better measure of whether individ-
uals establish themselves in a particular career path by age
30 is the time spent at the longest job held between age 18
and 30. This figure provides a better picture of total work
experience than current tenure because it incorporates in-
formation over all the ages rather than just at a single age.

Source: National Lengitudinal Survey of Youth.

Table 4 shows the time spent on the longest job between
an individual’s 18th and 30th birthdays. Individuals aver-
age 5 yearsin the job which they held the longest over these
ages. Unlike time spent on the current job, the distribution
for time spent on the longest job is not polarized at both
ends. If anything, it is skewed toward the upper end of the
distribution. For instance, half of the individuals had been
at the longest job for 4.4 years, and over 30 percent of the
individuals had been at a job for more than 6 years. In con-
trast, just over 5 percent held 2 job for a year or less, and 15
percent spent 2 years or less on the longest job.

Whites spent the longest time in any one job, followed
by Hispanics and blacks. Blacks are less likely than others
to be attached fo a single employer for an extended period
of time. While over 30 percent of whites and Hispanics
spent 6 or more years with one empioyer, only about 20
percent of blacks did so.

There is very little difference in time spent on the lopgest
job for those with 12 or more years of education. Although
high school dropouts spent the least time on the longest
job, they still average nearly 4 years with one employer.
However, about 1 in 5 high school dropouts never holdsa
Jjob for more than 1 year between age 18 and 30. About 1
percent of college graduates keld their Jongest JObS for a
year or less.




Table 4. Years spent on the fongest job held from 18th to 30th birthdays

. Distribution of years {in percent)
Characteristic Mean Median More
1 or less 1-2 - 23 3-4 4.5 -{ S5 than 6
Total ... ...vvnnns. Freseanan 5.0 4.4 5.4 9.6 13.8 16.0 13.6 10.7 309
White .....oviiiiiiin s 52 4.5 3.5 8.4 13.7 16.0 14.3 11.8 32.6
Black ...i.iiiana.., rearenn 4.0 3.3 13.9 15.4 163 . 16.3 10.3 6.6 21.2
Hispanic ...........ccccnen. 4.7 4.2 12.5 11.6 9.1 14.2 1241 9.2 31.3
High school dropouts .......... 3.9 3.1 188 13.3 13.1 125 12.4 9.4 20.3
High school graduates . ........ 5.3 4.6 8.0 10.9 14.1 126 11.5 8.6 36.3
Somecollege .. ... .onrunanns 5.0 4.4 2.9 11.4 11.8 182 14.9 11.8 289
Coliege graduates ............ 4.8 4.7 1.1 4.6 15.1 208 16.5 13.7 281
Men oo 53 48 3.8 6.8 13.7 15.8 13.6 11.4 34.9
White ...t ie i 56 5.0 26 4.9 12,7 16.2 13.8 123 37.5
Black e e — 4.0 3.4 9.9 15.8 20.0 15.4 12.3 7.8 18.8
Hispanic .................... 55 4.9 4.9 10.1 12.1 116 141 8.3 389
High school dropouts .. ........ 82 4.5 8.4 8.8 13.5 14.1 9.2 13.9 3241
High scheol graduates . ........ 5.6 4.7 4.1 7.4 15.1 14.4 12.4 8.3 38.3
Somecollege ...............- 53 4.8 43 7.4 13.1 14.5 14.9 12.4 33.4
College graduates . ........... 5.0 4.9 8 4.7 2.0 19.7 16.6 14.7 31.5
Women ... . imies s 46 4.1 7.1 12.2 13.9 16.1 13.6 10.0 27.1
White ...t a S 4.8 4.3 4.3 1.7 146 15.8 14.8 10.8 28.0
Black t.iviiiiiiriniarieeaas 4.0 3.3 17.6 15.0 2.9 17.2 8.5 5.4 23.4
Hispanic .................... 4.0 3.7 20.5 13.1 5.9 17.0 10.0 10.2 23.3
High school dropouts .......... 25 2.2 29.7 18.4 12.7 11.6 16.0 4.4 7.2
High school graduates ......... 5.0 43 7.9 146 132 107 10.5 8.8 343
Somecollege ............... 4.8 4.3 2.1 14.1 11.0 20.8 14.9 1.4 25.7
College graduates ............ 46 4.3 1.3 4.6 18.1 220 16.4 12.8 24.8

Note: The 1-1o 2- year categoery implies that an individual spent more
than 1 year and less than or equal to 2 years on the longest job held,
The other categories are defined similarly.

Men average about three-quarters of a year maore at the
longest job than women. The racial/ethnic differentials by
gender are similar to the differences in work experience, in
that white and Hispanic men average more {enure at the
longest job than black men, and white women average
greater tenure than black and Hispanic women.

Men differ little in time spent on the longest job by
educational status. Yet for women, high school dropouts
average only 2.5 years at the longest job, which is at least 2
years less than women in any other educational category.
Nearly a third of all female high school dropouts average a
year or less in their longest job.

Summary

There appears to be both mobility across jobsas well asa
certain level of attachment to the labor market by
individuals from age 18 to 30. While most individuals
work in seven or moere jobs during these 12 years, the

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,

majority of individuals are employed for more than 9
years, and over 40 percent work 11 years or more.

Different measures of job stability exhibit extremely
different patterns. Information on time spent on the cur-
rent job indicates that about 2 in 5 individuals have spent
less than 2 years at their current job at age 30. In contrast,
data on time spent on the longest joh suggest that about 1
in 7 workers has spent fewer than 2 years at the longest job
between age 18 and 30. . ) )

Blacks and female high school dropouts exhibit the least
labor market attachment by age 30. Both accumulate less
total work experience and are less attached to a particular
employer over these ages. Female dropouts acquire the
least work experience; most are emplayed less than half
the time between age 18 and 30, At age 30, about 30 per-
cent of all female high school dropouts have spent a year or
less at their longest job, and about half have spent 2 years
or less.



Technical Note

Data in this report are from the National Longitudinal
Surveys (NLS) which are sponsored by the Bureau of La-
bor Statistics (BLS). The Bureau contracts with the Center
of Human Resource Research of The Ohio State Universi-
ty to manage the surveys and provide user services. The
NLS were begun in the mid-1560’s with the drawing of
four samples: Young Men who were 14-24 years old as of
April 1, 1968, Young Women who were 14-24 yearsold as
of January 1, 1968, Older Men who were 45-59 yearsold as
of April 1, 1966, and Mature Women who were 30-44
years old as of April 1, 1967. Each sample originally had
about 5,000 individuals with oversamples of blacks. In the
early 1980°s, the Young Men and Older Men surveys were
discontinued. The two women's surveys continue and are
currently collected every 2 years, The Bureau of the Cen-
sus collects the data for BLS.
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12,000 young men and women who were 14-21 years of

age as of January 1, 1979. It includes oversamples of
blacks, Hispanics, economically disadvantaged whites,
and youth in the military. The military oversample was
discontinued after the 1984 survey, and the economically
disadvantaged white oversample was discontinved after
the 1990 survey. This survey is called the Youth cohort,
and the cohort members have beep interviewed every year
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undertaken by NORC (National Opinion Research Cen-
%ter), a social science research center affiliated with the
University of Chicago.

The data in this report are weighted so that the sample is
representative of the age group studied. The sample in-
cludes those individuals whose 18th birthday occurred af-
ter January 1, 1978 and whose 30th birthday occurred be-

fore the individual was interviewed, in 1991. The sample
was restricted to 1991 respondents, and the 1991 weight is
used. Allinferences that are discussed in the {ext are statis-
tically significant at the 90-percent confidence level. Due
to sampling variability, small differences that are not dis-
cussed in the text should be interpreted with caution.
The information presented here is slightly different
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August 1992) which provided data on the number of jobs
held and weeks worked by age for individuals between the
ages of 18 and 29. These differences occur primarily be-
cause the previous report included all jobs and weeks
worked as of January 1 of the year the individual turned
18, rather than the 18th birthday. Also, the prior report
only followed individuals through January 1, 1990. In ad-
dition, although the data are weighted, the samples used in
the estimations in the two reports are quite different dueto
the deletion of the oversampled economically disadvan-
taged whites in 1991.

For 2 detailed explanation of the NLS, see NLS Hand-
book 1993 (Center for Fluman Resource Research, The
Ohio State University). For information about the NLS, or
to be placed on a mailing kst for this publication, write to
National Longitudinal Surveys, Bureau of Lahor Statis-
tics, Office of Research and Evaluation, 2 Massachusetis
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(202} 6806-7405, or Internet JAIN _ R@BLS.GOV.

Sensory impaired individuals may obtain information in
this report upon request. Voice phone: (202) 606-STAT;
TDD phone: (202) 606-5897, TDD message referral
phone: 1-800-326-2577. This material is in the public do-
main and, with appropriate credit, may be reproduced
without permission.
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