Chapter 7.

The Relationship of Youth
Employment to Future Educational
Attainment and Labor Market Experience

The Report on the Youth Labor Force was revised in November 2000.

Introduction
Thischapter examinestherelationship
between youths' work activitieswhile
in school and their future educational
attainment and labor market success.
It begins with an overview of the eco-
nomics literature concerning possible
impacts. Thisoverview isfollowed by
an analysisof themost recent datafrom
the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth 1979 (NLSY 79). By followingthe
lives of the NL SY 79 respondents over
the last 20 years, this survey permits
one to describe the relationship be-
tween the number of hours and weeks
of work during school months while
aged 16 and 17, and later outcomesin
terms of college attendance, weeks
worked each year, and the number of
jobsheld from age 18 through 30. How-
ever, asimplied by theliteraturereview,
this relationship cannot be interpreted
as showing cause and effect.

The effects of youth

employment
Whether youths should work during
their high school years, and how much
they should work, has received con-
siderable policy attention over the last
25 years. In the mid-1970s, no fewer
than three Federal Commissions stud-
ied secondary education and recom-
mended policies to encourage youths
to gain at least some work experience
to ease the transition from school into
adulthood.* In contrast, the National
Commission on Excellencein Education
recommended that youths spend more
time on academic studies, and down-
played the value of employment dur-
ing high school .2
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The early 1990s saw a number of
news mediareportsthat generated con-
cerns about child labor problems.
Those concerns led to the 1998 study
of the health, safety, and devel opmen-
tal impacts of youth employment by the
Board on Children, Youth, and Fami-
lies of the Institute of Medicine, Na-
tional Research Council (NRC).® The
NRC panel favored anew standard lim-
iting the weekly maximum number of
hoursof work for 16- and 17-year-olds
during the school year.

Over this same period, humerous
economic research studies have exam-
ined the issue of the long-run effects
of working while young. In general,
researchers, even when finding posi-
tive effects, are deliberately cautious
ininterpretingtheir results. Using data
fromtheNL SY 79 survey, V. Joseph Hotz
and others find that men who worked
whilein high school have higher aver-
age hourly wages at age 27 ($10.75)
than those who did not ($9.69).* As
the authors point out, however, it is
possible that these results do not dem-
onstrate that working while in school
has positiveimpacts.® Instead, thefind-
ingsmay smply reflect pre-existing dif-
ferences among groups of youths—
that is, more ableor “better connected”
youths acquire jobs during their early
years, and these same youths have
better subsequent employment and
schooling opportunities.

Echoing this same caution, the 1998
NRC report states: “Young peoplewho
work may be different before they be-
gin to work than those who do not
work and those who work long hours
may be different than those who work

fewer hours. For example, adolescents
who are not interested in school may
choose to work longer hours than
thosewho enjoy schoal....” ¢ Another
reason for caution isthat many studies
have been able to observe only early
outcomes from working while young,
leaving open the question of whether
effects lessen with age.” Yet another
consideration is that how many hours
one works while young may be criti-
cally related to later outcomes, which
is not always addressed in studies.

What doesthe research show? The
1998 NRC report reviewed theavailable
research and concluded that: “Low in-
tensity employment may support post-
secondary educational outcomeswhile
high-intensity employment may hinder
them.”® In general, athough studies
differ in their samplesand definitions,
they often use 20 or fewer hours of work
per week as the dividing line between
high- and low-intensity work.

As noted, there has been some
guestion about whether the positive
effectsfound in studies are temporary,
and will dissipate or disappear at older
ages. A recent study by Audrey Light
examined the effect of high school em-
ployment on wages throughout the 9
years following high school for men
who did not continue their education.®
Her research, which allows for differ-
ent intensities of work, used the
NLSY79. Shefound that high school
employment has a positive, skill-en-
hancing effect on wages for thefirst 6
years after graduation, which disap-
pears by 9 years after graduation.

These results contrast with those
of Christopher Ruhm, who also used



the NLSY 79 but concluded that work-
ing during the senior year in high
school is associated with positive la-
bor market outcomes 6 to 9 years|ater,
with particularly large benefits associ-
ated with moderate work hoursfor fe-
male youths.’® The positive outcomes
include higher annual earnings, a
greater likelihood of receiving fringe
benefits, and having higher status oc-
cupations. Ruhm, however, also finds
a negative impact of working while
young on the amount of education re-
ceived, and that work during the soph-
omore and junior years of high school
is not associated with positive future
labor market outcomes.

Finally, therecent study by Hotz and
others, which also used the NLSY 79
databut for young men only, concludes
that findings of generally positive im-
pacts may be sensitive to the choice of
method used for the analysis. The au-
thors' preferred method provides esti-
mates that imply that going to school
and not working has much bigger pay-
offsto wagesat age 27 than combining
school and part-timework.X One draw-
back to this study, however, is that it
does not examine the impact on adult
wages of the number of hours of work
each week (for example, fewer than or
more than 20 hours per week) or the
timing of work (such as during the
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school year or the summer) while
young.

In conclusion, the evidence on the
impact of working whileyoung issome-
what mixed. These studies generally
point to apositiveimpact onthelikeli-
hood of being employed, but do not
find alasting effect in the form of re-
ceiving higher wages. There also are
important caveats to consider, such as
possible systematic differences, not
fully accounted for in theresearch stud-
ies, in the characteristics of those who
choose to work while young—espe-
cialy those who work more hours, as
compared to those who do not work or
who work fewer hours. And there is
gtill the question of whether positive
effects that are found are temporary
and will dissipate or disappear at older

ages.

Evidence from the

NLSY79

This part of the chapter describes la
bor market experiencein young adult-
hood and educational attainment sepa-
rately for individualswho differ onthe
basis of their work activities while in
school. The data used are from the
NLSY 79, a nationally representative
sample of 12,686 young men and
women who were born between Janu-
ary 1, 1957 and December 31, 1964. The
first NLSY 79 interview took place in
1979, when respondents were aged 14
to 22. Respondents were interviewed
annually through 1994 and are now
surveyed biennialy. Thisanalysisuses
data for respondents in the birth years
1962-64, for whom details on employ-
ment are avail able beginning at age 16.

These individuals are now in their
thirties, and thus the NLSY 79 can be
used to examine the relationship be-
tween youth employment and | ater edu-
cational and employment experience.
Without controlling for other factors
that can influence outcomes—in par-
ticular, the characteristics of thosewho
choose to work (and those who choose
to work moreintensively) during high
school—the tables and charts shown
bel ow cannot imply acausality between
youth employment and longer-term
outcomes. However, given the unique
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Chart 7.3. Work status during the school year of youths while
aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82, by race and Hispanic origin
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Chart 7.4. Percent of individuals with at least some college
education at age 30, by average hours worked during school
weeks while aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82
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longitudinal nature of the data, they
provide valuable insight into the pos-
sible relationship between youth em-
ployment and adult outcomes.

School-year employment

while aged 16 and 17
The findings in this section pertain to
work experience during the school year
while aged 16 and 17. Note that work
experience while 16 and 17 for this
group bornin 1962-64 occurred during
calendar years 1978-82. These years
include the last 2 years of a business
cycle expansion and both the 1980 and
1981-82 recessions.
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To highlight the separate effects of
the number of weeks worked and the
number of hours worked during the
week, individualsare groupedinto five
categories of work intensity through-
out this analysis and in the sections
that follow. They are:

(1) youthswho did not work during
school weekswhile 16 and 17;

(@ youthswho worked 50 percent
of school weeks or fewer, and
averaged 20 or fewer hours of
work per week;

(3 youthswhoworked 50 percent
of school weeks or fewer, and

averaged more than 20 hours of
work per week;

(4) youthswho worked morethan
50 percent of school weeks, and
averaged 20 or fewer hours of
work per week; and

(5 youthswho worked morethan
50 percent of school weeks, and
averaged more than 20 hours of
work per week.

Twenty percent of these individu-
als never worked at any point during
the school year while they were aged
16 and 17.%2 (Seechart 7.1.) About 41
percent worked more than half of all
school weeks. Theseyouthsarefairly
evenly split between averaging 20 or
fewer hours per week and morethan 20
hours per week.®* The sameistruefor
thosewhoworked arelatively low per-
centage of school weeks (50 percent or
fewer).

Male youths were more likely than
female youths to have worked during
school weeks (83 and 78 percent, re-
spectively). (See chart 7.2.) In addi-
tion, working male youths averaged
more hours of work per school week
than did working female youths.

Black 16- and 17-year-olds were
substantialy lesslikely to have worked
during school weeks (59 percent) than
were whites (85 percent) or Hispanics
(74 percent). (Seechart 7.3.) Hispan-
icsweremorelikely towork high aver-
age hoursand arelatively low percent-
age of weeks, as compared to whites
and blacks. Whites, on the other hand,
weremorelikely to average high num-
bers of hours per week and to work a
relatively high percentage of weeks
compared to blacks and Hispanics.

There also were significant differ-
ences in the likelihood of working
based onfamily income. Youthsinfami-
lieswith incomes of lessthan $25,000
were less likely to work than were
youths in families in higher income
groups. (Seetable7.1.) Youthsinfami-
lies with incomes over $70,000 were
both morelikely to average low hours
per week and to work a high percent-
age of school weeks, compared with



youthsin lower family income groups.

In summary, a mgjority of 16- and
17-year-old youthsin 1978-82 worked
at some point during the school term
and, asis the case for today’s youths,
their work patterns varied notably by
demographic characteristics. For ex-
ample, in chapter 3, we saw that male
youthsaged 14 and 15in 1994-97 were
morelikely than femal e youthsto work
arelatively high percentage of school
weeks and to average high numbers of
hours during thoseweeks.** The same
pattern is found for 16- and 17-year-

olds in 1978-82. Whites in both co-
horts are also more likely than blacks
or Hispanics to work a high percent-
age of school weeks and to average
high hours during those weeks. We
next examinethe rel ationship between
youth employment while aged 16 and
17 and later educational and employ-
ment experience.

Educational attainment at
age 30
Consistent with the general findingsin
theliterature, individual s who worked

Percent

Chart 7.5. Percent of individuals with at least some college
education at age 30, by average hours worked during school
weeks while aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82, by sex
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Chart 7.6. Percent of individuals with at least some college
education at age 30, by average hours worked during school
weeks while aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82, by race and Hispanic
origin
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but averaged 20 hours or fewer per
school week while aged 16 and 17 were
more likely than other youths to have
at | east some college education by age
30. (Seechart 7.4.) More specifically,
more than half of youths who worked
20 or fewer hours per week while in
school had at least some college edu-
cation by age 30. In contrast, fewer
than half of those who did not work or
who worked morethan 20 hoursaweek
had achieved similar education levels
by age 30. Thesefindingshold regard-
less of whether one worked more or
fewer than 50 percent of weekswhilein
school. The same pattern also is gen-
erally evident for men and women sepa-
rately. (Seechart 7.5.)

The overall findings just discussed
hold for whites as well. In contrast,
educational attainment of blacks and
Hispanics is not so clearly related to
hours worked while aged 16 and 17.
Fewer than half of blacksin each of the
five work intensity groups had any
college education by age 30. Well over
half of Hispanicswho worked morethan
50 percent of school weeks but 20 or
fewer hours aweek had some college
education by age 30, whereas fewer
than half of Hispanics in each of the
other work intensity categorieshad any
college education. (Seechart 7.6.)

Work experience while

aged 18 through 30

The NLSY 79 provides detailed work
history information. Thisanalysis ex-
amines the percent of weeks worked
by individuals over the years when
they are aged 18 to 30. The analysis
continues to focus on groups divided
by work intensity whileaged 16 and 17
and in school.

Ingeneral, what emergesisthat each
step up in the percent of school weeks
spent inwork isassociated with astep
up in the percent of weeks worked in
the following 13 years, regardless of
the category of hoursworked per week.
(Seechart 7.7.) Inparticular, individu-
als who did not work during school
weekswhileaged 16 and 17 worked 64
percent of weeks from age 18 through
30. Those who worked 50 percent of
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Chart 7.7. Percent of weeks worked while aged 18 to 30 in
1980-95, by average hours worked during school weeks while
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Chart 7.8. Average number of jobs held by individuals while
aged 18 to 30 in 1980-95, by average hours worked during
school weeks while aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82
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school weeksor lesswhile aged 16 and
17 worked an average of 74 percent of
weeks while aged 18 to 30. The per-
centageiseven higher (between 82 and
84 percent, depending on the category
of hours worked per week) for youths
who worked more than 50 percent of
school weeksat theseages. Thisover-
all step-up pattern also holds over age
18 to 30 for both men and women and
regardless of race and ethnicity.

This pattern—each step up in
school workweeks while 16 and 17 is
associated with astep up in workweeks
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when older—also holds for the nar-
rower age ranges of 1810 22, 2310 26,
and 27 to 30. (Seetable 7.2.) The per-
cent of weeksworked rises from ages
18to 22 to ages 23 to 26, but thenre-
mains steady while persons are aged
27t030.

Various measuresin thisreport have
generally shown that white youths
work more than black youths. Table
7.2 indicatesthat whitesalso typically
work moreweeksfromage 18to 30than
do blacks, regardless of their work in-
tensity while in school. The excep-

tionisthat, for individual swith themost
intensivework experience whileyoung
(worked morethan 50 percent of school
weeks and averaged 21 or more hours
per week), thereisno significant differ-
ence between the percent of weeks
worked by blacks and that worked by
whitesfrom age 18 through 30.

Table 7.2 shows that, from age 23
through 30, those with some college
work more weeks than do those with
no college. For those 18 through 22,
however, this reverses, probably be-
cause individualsin the higher educa-
tion category engage in further educa-
tion during those years. The overall
step-up pattern in workweeks for
young adults associated with their
school workweeks while aged 16 and
17 holds for individuals in both the
higher and lower educational groups.
For those individuals with some col-
lege, however, the percent of weeks
worked whileaged 27 to 30 differslittle
among thosewith different work expe-
riences while young.

Number of jobs held while
aged 18 through 30

This section examines the number of
jobs individuals held during various
periods when they were aged 18
through 30, again grouping them by
hours and percent of weeks worked
during school weeks while they were
aged 16 and 17. Young workershavea
great deal of job mobility during their
early yearsin thelabor market, and thus
hold arelatively high number of jobs.
Early job mobility may represent job
shopping, and may be beneficial for a
variety of reasons. For example, it can
allow young workersto learn about dif-
ferent work environments. However,
asworkers age, they tend to have less
job mobility, which may represent the
occurrence of better matches between
workers and their jobs.®

From age 18 through age 30, indi-
viduals who did not work while aged
16 and 17 held alower average number
of jobs than did those who worked at
theseages. (Seechart 7.8.) Whilethis
relationship a so holdsfor the narrower
rangefrom age 18to 22, acrossthe ol der
age ranges the number of jobsisfairly



similar across all categories of work
whileyoung. (Seetable7.3.)

Men held an average of 8.9 jobsand
women held an average of 8.4 jobsfrom
age 18to age 30. Whileaged 1810 22,
men and women held about the same
number of jobswithin all categories of
work while16 and 17. From age27to
age 30, however, men held a higher
number of jobsthan did women within
most categories of work while 16 and
17.

Whitesheld morejobs(8.7) than did
blacksor Hispanics (8.3 and 8.2 respec-
tively) from age 18 through age 30.
Whitestend to hold morejobsfrom age
18 to 22 than do blacks across most
work categorieswhileyoung. However,
from age 27 to 30, whites hold either

This chapter was contributed by Donna
Rothstein, a research economist with the
Bureau of Labor Statistics, and Marilyn
Manser, an associate commissioner with the
Bureau. The authors thank Michael Horrigan
for helpful comments, and Alexander
Eidelman for excellent research assistance.
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Table 7.1. Work status during the school year of youths aged 16 to 17 in 1978-82: Individuals aged 14 to 16 on

December 31, 1978, by sex, race, Hispanic origin, and family income

Worked 50 percent or fewer
of school weeks

Worked more than 50 percent
of school weeks

Did
Age in 1978-82 and characteristic not Averaged 20 | Averaged 21 | Averaged 20 | Averaged 21
work or fewer hours| or more hours | or fewer hours | or more hours
per week per week per week per week
Total, aged 16 and 17 in 1978-82............... 20.0 19.6 18.0 22.0 18.8
Male YOUthS ......cccveeviiiecie e 175 17.9 20.3 20.7 21.7
Female youths ........cccccoeiiiiiiiiicieee, 225 21.3 15.6 234 15.9
WHILE ..o 15.3 20.1 17.0 24.8 21.1
BIacK ....ooveiiiiie e 40.8 19.2 20.4 10.3 8.4
HIiSpanic origin ..........cocevveeeiiiie e, 26.0 17.8 24.6 14.4 16.5
Family income in 1979 (in 1996 dollars) ...

Less than $25,000 31.6 18.8 223 12.4 13.7
$25,000 to 44,999 .. 23.6 19.3 17.0 19.7 18.8
$45,000 t0 69,999 .....ccvriiiiiiiiiieees 11.2 223 16.8 247 23.4
$70,000 and OVEr .......ccocevevieesieeiieeniieane 11.4 21.2 14.8 33.8 17.9

NOTE: The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979
consists of persons aged 14 to 22 in 1979. The columns ex-

clude individuals who had turned 16 before 1978.

Rows do not add to 100 due to the nonreporting of infor-

working respondents.
Race and Hispanic origin groups are mutually exclusive.

Totals include American Indians, Alaskan Natives, and Asians

mation on hours and weeks of work for a small number of

and Pacific Islanders, not shown separately.



Table 7.2. Percent of weeks employed for individuals aged 18 to 30 in 1980-95, categorized by percent of school weeks and
number of hours worked while aged 16 and 17, by age, education, sex, race, and Hispanic origin

Worked 50 percent or fewer
of school weeks

Worked more than 50 percent
of school weeks

Did
Age in 1980-95 and characteristic Total notk Averaged 20 | Averaged 21 | Averaged 20 | Averaged 21
wor or fewer hours| or more hours |or fewer hours| or more hours
per week per week per week per week
Total, aged 18 to 30 in 1980-95.................. 75.7 63.8 74.3 74.3 81.8 83.9
MEN i 81.3 70.1 79.6 78.1 87.1 89.0
WOMEN ..t 70.0 58.7 69.8 69.2 77.0 76.6
WHILE .. 78.1 67.7 75.7 76.5 82.5 83.9
BIACK ..o 64.6 56.2 66.7 68.0 72.1 82.5
HISpanic origin ..........ccocveeviieniiieecieees 72.7 62.7 72.9 70.7 79.9 84.8
High school or €SS .........cooviiiiiiiiiiieee 73.3 59.5 71.8 72.0 82.5 83.0
Some college or more 78.3 70.0 76.6 77.3 81.2 85.0
Total, aged 18 to 22 in 1980-87 ................ 65.9 48.0 63.5 63.0 75.5 78.8
MEN Lo 69.2 52.8 64.6 65.0 76.7 83.0
WOMEN ...t 62.5 441 62.5 60.2 74.5 73.1
68.9 52.0 65.6 64.7 76.6 78.8
51.3 40.0 51.4 58.9 60.3 75.7
Hispanic origin ........cccccvveevieve e 62.8 47.9 63.5 58.6 74.4 82.0
High school or less..........cccccovcvieeviieeens 67.4 48.4 65.3 65.2 80.7 81.2
Some college or more .........ccccoeeveeeeninen. 64.2 47.2 61.9 60.1 715 76.0
Total, aged 23 to 26 in 1985-91..... 80.5 70.5 79.8 80.1 85.0 87.1
MEN oo 86.5 78.0 85.7 84.0 90.3 92.8
WOMEN ...t 74.5 64.6 74.8 74.9 80.4 79.3
82.8 4.7 81.1 82.4 85.7 87.2
70.6 62.2 74.6 74.2 77.1 85.9
76.5 69.1 74.2 76.7 79.9 87.5
High school or 1eSs........ccccveviiiiiniiieeens 76.2 64.4 75.3 75.9 82.8 84.8
Some college or more ........cccceeeevveeennenen. 85.2 79.8 83.7 85.6 86.7 89.9
80.8 73.2 79.7 80.1 85.0 85.8
88.2 80.4 88.7 85.3 93.5 91.5
73.4 67.6 72.0 73.1 77.3 77.8
82.8 76.8 80.7 82.7 85.5 86.0
71.7 66.2 74.1 71.0 78.2 86.2
78.2 71.7 79.8 76.7 82,5 84.8
High school or less..........cccccevcvevevcienens 76.4 66.3 74.8 75.1 83.7 83.5
Some college or more .........ccccoeceeeeeninen. 85.7 83.4 84.0 86.8 85.9 88.7

NOTE: The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 consists
of persons aged 14 to 22 in 1979. The columns exclude individuals

who had turned 16 before 1978.

Race and Hispanic origin groups are mutually exclusive. Totals
include American Indians, Alaskan Natives, and Asians and Pacific

Islanders, not shown separately.
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Table 7.3. Number of jobs held by individuals aged 18 to 30 in 1980-95, categorized by percent of school weeks and number
of hours worked while aged 16 and 17, by age, education, sex, race, and Hispanic origin

Worked 50 percent or fewer | Worked more than 50 percent of
Did of school weeks school weeks
Age in 1980-95 and characteristic Total wn(;)rtk Averaged 20 | Averaged 21 | Averaged 20 | Averaged 21
or fewer hours| or more hours |or fewer hours| or more hours
per week per week per week per week
Total, aged 18 to 30 in 1980-95............... 8.6 7.7 9.0 9.2 8.8 8.4
MEN it 8.9 8.3 9.3 9.3 8.8 8.8
WOMEN ...ttt 8.4 7.2 8.8 9.1 8.8 7.9
WHIE . 8.7 8.1 9.1 9.3 8.7 8.4
BIaCK ....ooviiiieiieieee e 8.3 7.4 8.5 9.3 8.7 9.0
Hispanic origin .........ccccoeoveiiieiiieeeenn 8.2 6.2 9.5 8.4 9.5 8.6
High school or 1ess........ccccoevieiiieenieenn. 8.2 7.1 8.9 9.2 8.0 8.1
Some college or more 9.1 8.5 9.1 9.3 9.5 8.9
Total, aged 18 to 22 in 1980-87 ............. 4.5 3.5 4.7 4.7 4.9 4.6
MEN i 4.5 3.7 4.7 4.7 4.9 4.6
WOMEN ...t 4.4 3.4 4.7 4.7 5.0 4.5
White ... . 4.6 3.9 4.8 4.8 5.0 4.6
Black .............. . 3.7 3.0 4.1 4.4 4.3 4.2
Hispanic origin .......ccccceeeviieeevieeiienens 4.2 2.8 5.0 4.3 5.0 4.5
High school or [eSS........ccccvevvveiiinens 4.1 3.2 4.4 4.6 4.5 4.3
Some college or More .........cccoccveeeneen. 4.8 4.0 4.9 4.8 5.3 5.0
Total, aged 23 to 26 in 1985-91. 3.0 2.8 3.0 3.0 3.1 3.0
MEN e 3.1 3.1 3.0 3.0 3.0 3.2
2.8 25 3.0 3.0 3.1 2.6
3.0 2.9 3.0 3.0 3.1 2.9
2.9 2.7 3.0 3.1 2.8 3.2
2.8 2.4 3.0 2.7 3.1 3.0
High school or eSS .........cccceiiiiiinenns 2.7 2.5 29 2.9 2.7 2.8
Some college or more ........cccceevveeneen. 3.2 3.2 3.2 3.1 3.3 3.2
Total, aged 27 to 30 in 1989-95............. 3.0 3.0 3.1 3.3 2.8 2.9
. 3.2 3.2 3.3 3.4 2.9 3.2
2.8 2.8 2.9 3.2 2.7 2.6
3.0 3.0 3.1 3.3 2.7 2.9
3.2 3.0 3.0 3.4 3.2 3.5
2.9 2.4 3.1 3.0 3.2 3.0
High school or [eSS........ccccveviveiiinens 3.0 2.8 3.3 3.4 2.7 3.0
Some college or More ........ccccocveeeneen. 3.0 3.1 2.9 3.3 2.9 2.9
NOTE: The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 consists Race and Hispanic origin groups are mutually exclusive. Totals
of persons aged 14 to 22 in 1979. The columns exclude individuals include American Indians, Alaskan Natives, and Asians and Pacific
who had turned 16 before 1978. Islanders, not shown separately.
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