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Young men and the transition
to stable employment

The transition from school to work among male high school
students is more heterogeneous—and successful—

than is often thought; by age 20, half of all graduates

have jobs that will last more than 2 years,

and by age 22, more than 3 years, but there is

considerable variation within and across levels of education

Although the vast majority of our young people
leave high school to go directly to work, we typi-
cally offer them little or no assistance in this
transition. . . .The result is that typical high
school graduates mill about in the tabor market,
moving from one dead-end job to another until
the age of 23 or 24.

——Report by the Commission on the Skills

of the American Workforce entitled America’s

Choice: High Skills or Low Wages, 1990, p. 46

ne frequently heard criticism of the U.S,
Oeducation system is that it fails to pro-

vide a smooth transition for the average
student who proceeds to the labor market directly
after graduating from high school. Such young
people are often characterized as facing a “pe-
riod of floundering”—from high school gradua-
tion through their mid-20’s—during which they
move into and out of the labor force, holding nu-
merous jobs, none for very long, and being un-
employed in between. Instead of settling into
longer term jobs, these youth are portrayed as
“milling about” or “churning,” with no clear pro-
gression toward any career,!

This article explores whether the preceding
characterization of the transition from school to
work is accurate for the bulk of U.S. youth, We
use data on young men from the National Lon-
gitudinal Survey of Youth to estimate the distri-

bution of their ages at entrance into jobs lasting
various lengths of time—specifically, 1, 2, and 3
years. We view the time taken to reach a job with
a 1-, 2- or 3-year tenure as the period of “set-
tling down.” Although we do not examine the
characteristics of these jobs (for example, the
wages they pay or their “quality™), our approach
offers a useful way to characterize the amount
of “milling about” in the labor market by U.S.
youth.

Consistent with much of the the previous lit-
erature on the subject, we find that young U.S.
males hold a large number of jobs in their first
few years in the labor market (even after exclud-
ing jobs held prior to leaving full-time school-
ing). Nevertheless, our dynamic perspective pro-
vides little suppott for the conventional wisdom
that the typical male high school graduate does
not settle into a long-term employment relation-
ship until his mid-20’s. For the youth cohort of
the National Longitudinal Survey, the median
male high school graduate secured a job that
would last more than a year shortly after his 19th
birthday, a job that wouid last more than 2 years
shortly after his 20th birthday, and a job that
would last longer than 3 years while he was 22.

There is, however, considerable heterogene-
ity among these young jobseekers: whereas the
median male high school graduate secured his
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“3-year job” while he was 22, his classmate in
the first quartile of high school graduates ob-
tained that job while he was 19, and his class-
mate in the fourth guartile of high school gradu-
ates did not get such a job until after he turned
25. There is also heterogeneity across education
groups: while the median male high school

graduate secured his “3-year job” while he was
22 the median hish school dropout, who first
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entered the labor force several years earlier, did
not enter that job until he was 23, and, in con-
trast, the median college graduate, who entered
the labor force 4 years later than the high school
graduate did, entered his *“3-year job” shortly af-
ter turning 23.

The article first briefly reviews some of the
literature on the transition from school to work
(that is, the process of “settling down™), then de-
scribes the data and methods we employ, and,
finally, presents our empirical results. The article
concludes with a summary of these results and a
discussion of directions for future research.

Background

Non-college-bound young men leaving school
are sometimes described as drifting from activ-
ity to activity until their mid-20’s, when they fi-
nally settle into long-term commitments to full-
time jobs. During the period beginning with their
leaving school and ending in their finding stable
employment (jobs lasting several years), young
people are perceived as spending a long period
of unproductive time in school, in “dead-end”
jobs, unemployed, or not even looking for work,
with a “consequent loss of training and produc-
tivity.”? According to one source:

The early years in the labor market for many gradu-
ating students are characterized not by an absence
of jobs but rather by a “churning” process. High
turnover and frequent job change are evident dur-
ing this period when youth sample different jobs
or simply move from one low-skill job to another.
The phenomencn of churning represents a charac-
teristic of the youth labor market that has impor-
tant implications for program design. . . . What
happens when the period of churning has con-
cluded? Evidence suggests that a substantial frac-
tion of this cohort has been unable to “settle down”
into quality jobs. In the past, most youth in their
late twenties—even if they did not attend college—
could expect eventually 1o obtain stable employ-
ment; this is no longer true. . . .[A]s many as 50
percent of high school youth had not found a steady
job by the time they reached their late twenties.’

This characterization implies that the transi-
tion period is spent unproductively. Two other
perspectives have been advanced. One charac-
terizes the period as time spent in “productive
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job shopping”:* in the individual-choice-oriented
U.S. society, young people try out various jobs,
until they find something amenable to their
tastes.> The other perspective views the period
as one of equalizing leisure:® the intermitient
employment pattern of non-college-bound youth
allows them to reproduce the leisure pattern of
their college-bound peers, who spend 4 years in
an environment with a long summer vacation,
several other vacations during the year, and a
relatively flexible weekly schedule.

Finally, some perceive the transition as proceed-
ing smoothly.” Meyer and Wise conclude that

In general, summary statistics based on the National
Longitudinal Study (High School Class of 1972)
do not suggest severe employment probiems for
these high school graduates. On the contrary, they
suggest a group of persons moving rather smoothly
into the labor market.?

In contrast, some foreign countries have edu-
cation systems that are often characterized as
having a close relationship between schools and
employers. Formal institutions, such as appren-
ticeships in Germany, and informal institutions,
such as the “contracts” between Japanese schools
and employers, help students in other countries
gain the skills employers want and then help the
students make smooth transitions from school to
work.? Prewo writes:

Seventy percent of young Germans sign up for ap-
prenticeships—and, if they perform well, guaran-
teed jobs. Contrast this with the aimless wander-
ing from minimum-wage job to minimum-wage job
of many American high-school graduates, At age
25, Americans who have not attended college of-
ten find themselves no higher up the job ladder than
they were at age 18. Their German counterparts,
by contrast, usually hold well-paying skilled jobs.10

The empirical facts and their correct interpre-
tation are important as policymakers and educa-
tors design programs to improve the transition
from school to work. Many analysts see this high
level of turnover, or “churning,” as the cause of
workers’ low levels of skill and low wages:!!
because young workers will not stay on the job
long enough to allow employers to recoup train-
ing costs through increased productivity,'? many
employers will not hire them, and those who do
hire them do so at low wages and do not provide
much training.

Paul Osterman and Maria Iannozzi, who have
a negative view of the transition period, make
explicit the link from the empirical facts of
“churning™ or “milling about” to program design:

For the bulk of youth not bound for college, the
problem that public peolicy must address is not the




simple absence of jobs but rather the difficulties
these youth face in settling down into quality jobs
in the adu!t labor market— a problem that has been
exacerbated by rising skill requirements. If we ac-
cept a period of churning as part of the process,
many of the ideas regarding improved information
systems between schools and employers seem less
compelling.'®

The empirical questions are “How long does
the churning period last?” and “Is it an inevi-
table part of the process of entering the labor
market?”

Data and methods

The data.  The civilian sample of the Bureau of
Labor Statistics sponsored National Longitudi-
nal Survey of Youth began in 1979 with 12,686
young people aged 14 to 22 that year.'* Blacks,
Hispanics, and economically disadvantaged
whites were oversampled. The sampled individu-
als have been reinterviewed annually through
1990; thus, the sample is now old enough (25 to
32 years in 1990) for us to examine nearly com-
pleted transitions from school to work.

Each year, the interview collected complete
retrospective calendars of employment. Begin-
ning in 1981, monthly school attendance records
were also collected. !’ Using these data, we con-
structed monthly records of school attendance
and work for each person in the sample for the
period January 1, 1978, to the last completed
interview date, usually mid-1990.

All of the individual education and employ-
ment histories were censored (that is, we do not
know what happens at later ages} as of the 1990
interview, when the young people were 25 to 32
years of age. Furthermore, there was some attri-
tion of the sample. To use all of the collected
data, when computing the time to certain events
or the percentage of people experiencing an event
{by age or by time since an event), we computed
monthly hazard rates. (For any event, the hazard
rate is the probability of the event occurring in a
given month, conditional upon its not having
occurred until that month.) We then transformed
these rates back into the percentage of people
experiencing (or not experiencing) the event as
of a given age or time since an earlier event. Al-
though the raw data {(on percentage of people ex-
periencing an event) are sometimes nonmono-
tonic, due to sampling error (and, perhaps, non-
stationarity with respect to calendar time, a
property that is ignored in this article), our trans-
formation procedure forces the plots to be mono-
tonic. (That is, the percentage of people who have
received a high school diploma never drops.}

Defining school-leaving groups. School-to-
work transition patterns vary widely by the level

of schooling attained when the individual leaves
school. Not only does the age at which the per-
son leaves school vary, but (as we will show be-
low), the pace of settling into stable employment
in the period since the person left school also
varies. Following this empirical observation, as
well as most of the literature on the transition
from school to work, we stratified our analyses
by educational attainment at the time the indi-
vidual left school. However, the heterogeneity
and complexity of transitions among school,
work, and leisure make operationalizing the con-
cept of leaving school difficult and render the
results sensitive to the definition chosen.!6

We assigned each individual in the sample to
a school-leaving group. Conceptually, an indi-
vidual has left school when his primary activity
is no longer school. However, summer vacation
should not be considered leaving school. In prac-
tice, we used the following definition: an indi-
vidual leaves school when he is no longer in
school or when he has graduated from high
school and is working full time.!” Given this defi-
nition, we then filled in gaps in school attendance
that were probably due to school breaks (includ-
ing the transition from high school to college).
If the gap began in May, we filled in up to 5
months (that is, May through September); in
June, we filled in 4 months (June through Sep-
tember}. Gaps that began in any other month were
allowed to last up to 3 months without signaling
that the person had left school.

Once it was determined for an individual in
the sample that a gap in schooling indicated that
the individual had left school, the date at which
he had left was set to the first month of the gap,
and a permanent school-leaving group was as-
signed to the individual based on his school at-
tendance and whether he received a degree at any
time up to that date.'® Even if the person returned
to school later, and even if he subsequently at-
tained a degree, the school-leaving group as-
cribed to him was not changed. In what follows,
we examine the importance of an individual’s re-
turning to school—and thus, the difference be-
tween the school-leaving group ascribed to that in-
dividual and his educational attainment at a given
point in time. The five (mutually exclusive and ex-
haustive) school-leaving groups defined in this ar-
ticle are high school dropouts, high school gradu-
ates, those with some college, college graduates,
and those with some postcollege education.

Restrictions on the sample. Because the Na-
tional Longitudinal Survey of Youth oversampled
blacks, Hispanics, and poor whites, the results
that follow are all weighted by the 1979 inter-
view weight, which corrects for the oversampling
and for differential nonresponse to the first in-
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terview. We make no further correction for
nonresponse to subsequent interviews or perma-
nent attrition of the panel. Also, ali of the results
reported pertain to men only; we deliberately
circumvent the complexity introduced into
women’s work histories by childbirth, either be-
fore a woman enters the labor market or when it
interrupts her career. This means, of course, that
the three-activity (school, work, and nonwork)
analysis we present fails to capture a crucial ele-
ment of young women's work histories.
Because our analysis required complete school
and work histories up to a given date, we imposed
important restrictions on the sample beyond the
standard requirement that there be no missing data.
First, we must have observed the beginning of the
transition from school to work. Specifically, we
required that the individual still be in school as of
the period covered (tetrospectively) by the first in-
terview {January 1, 1978). Second, we included
individuals’ experiences in the estimation only un-
til they missed an interview. After that, even if they
were interviewed subsequently, the information
obtained was not included in our calculations (be-
cause we could not fill in the experiences they had
during the gap caused by the missed interview).
These restrictions, combined with the sam-
pling scheme for the National Longitudinal Study
of Youth (that is, it is a stratified sample from
several cohort-year groups), made the sample
extremely unbalanced. We oversampled men who
were younger at the first interview and those who
received more education. Table 1 shows the
weighted distribution of school-leaving groups
by age at the first interview. The percentage of
high school dropouts fell 1.4 percentage points
(from 35.32 to 33.95) between those aged 15
years and those aged 16 years at the first inter-

view. The drop was fully 9.3 percentage points
between ages 16 and 17. This difference was due
primarily to the increase in the fraction of men
who left school before the retrospective period
covered by the first interview, which began in
January 1, 1978 (next-to-last column of the
table). The proportion of men in this category
increased steadily with the age at the first inter-
view, and the total number of men in the cat-
egory represented nearly 30 percent of the origi-
nal sample from the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth.These men constituted the main
group of individuals excluded from our sample.
Problems with missing data led us to delete an-
other 7.2 percent of the original sample.

Table 2 contains the final sample sizes by
school-leaving group. The column headed “Num-
ber” lists the raw sample size of each group.
Sample sizes for the first three groups are well
over 700, and for college graduates, the number
is greater than 300. The sample size for those
with some postcollege education is under 150;
consequently, we do not report results for them.
The last three columns show the unweighted,
weighted, and reweighted percentage distribu-
tions of the sample, respectively. The weighted
percentages are derived from interview weights
from the 1979 Nationat Longitudinal Survey of
Youth, which correct for nonresponse errors in
the first wave of the survey. The reweighted per-
centages represent our best estimate of the true
distribution of membership in school-leaving
groups. The reweighted distribution is computed
by aggregating across those aged 14 and 15 years
at the first interview. (See table 1.) We use the re-
weighted estimates in the analyses that follow when
we make statements about all youths (pooling
across school-leaving groups).

Table 1. Distribution of school-leaving groups for men, by age at first interview, 1979
[in percent]
Some Loft
High High Some College 1 school | pisaing
Age Number school school college | graduates c';::g o Jl::f:.r! data?
dropouts | graduates education p'
1976

All ages .. 5,679 17.78 22.30 13.95 7.35 271 28.67 7.24
14 ..., 504 33.31 35.00 16.62 497 1.59 00 8.31
L1 807 3532 31.83 17.87 7.02 2.99 13 4.84
16 .. 781 3395 31.38 13.17 7.38 1.57 1.12 11.42
17 . 753 24.63 33.03 16.05 7.03 1.97 7.73 9.56
18 .. 770 15.46 30.80 12.64 6.37 2.08 22.82 9.93
19 .. 842 3.79 19.16 14.34 6.70 519 44 61 6.21
20 .......... 620 .76 2.07 12.89 8.77 2.70 58.12 4.69
21 ...l &£58 .00 82 9.49 1112 3.83 70.88 4.08
22 .. 144 .00 .00 7.95 4.46 1.34 83.13 3.14
1 And therefore categorized as missing data and excluded from sample.
2 Specific missing-data problems, in order of importance, are: unable to distinguish high school diploma from equivalency
certificate; gap caused by missing interview during which time individual left school; still in school; invalid date of receipt of
bachselor’s degree.

34 Monthly Labor Review August 1994




Thus, we estimate that, according to our defi-
nition of school-leaving groups, over the early
1980’s, the youth population was about one-third
high school dropouts (36.9 percent) and another
third high school graduates (35.4 percent). About
1 in 5 men proceeded directly to postsecondary
education, but did not receive a bachelor’s de-
gree before leaving school (18.5 percent), while
fewer than 1 in 10 left school with a college de-
gree (6.6 percent). Less than 3 percent proceeded
directly from college to postcollege education
(2.6 percent). The percentage of high school
dropouts reported here is considerably higher
than that reported in most other sources, and the
percentage of college graduates is considerably
lower.!® Before discussing our main results, we
reconcile the difference between the distribution
of sample members by school-leaving groups and
the distribution by completed schooling. This
discrepancy is due to a subsequent return to
school after leaving it,

Return to school after leaving. We assigned
men from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth to school-leaving groups based on the de-
gree, if any, they had earned as of the first time
they were not in school (as their primary activ-
ity) for longer than the typical school break. Thus,
by our definition, an individual leaves school when
he works full time (with or without attending school
simultaneously) or engages in an activity other than
attending school for more than 3 to 5 months.

The assigned school-leaving group does not,
however, indicate the final degree attained. To
the extent that individuals return to school, ei-
ther by combining full-time or part-time work
with schooling or by attending school only after
a break in their education, their school-leaving
groups and attained schooling will differ. Thus,
some high school students may be working 35
or more hours per week and attending school. In
that case, we would permanently classify them
into our dropout school-leaving group, even
though they subsequently attained a high school
degree or attended postsecondary school.

Table 3 addresses the extent to which individu-
als returned to school, by school-leaving group.??
It presents the only results on completed school-
ing in this article. All other results pertain to the
school-leaving group, regardless of how much
actual schooling has been completed.

The table shows that a considerable number
of men returned to school, even those who did
not eventually receive a degree. More than 80
percent of those with some college (which in-
cludes men who received associate’s degrees)
returned to school, and about 60 percent of those
with some college returned to school on a full-
time basis. Almost 70 percent of high school

Longitudinal Survey of Youth

Table 2. Sizes of school-leaving groups of men from National

Percent
School-leaving group Number
Unweighted | Weighted | Rewelghted’
Alimen............ 5,579 100.0 100.0 100.0
High school dropouts .. ... 1,223 21.9 17.8 36.9
High school graduatas ... 1,235 221 22.3 35.4
Somecollege ............ 735 13.2 13.9 18.5
College graduates ... ..... 312 5.6 7.3 6.6
Some postcollege
education.............. 119 21 2.7 26
Left school before
January 19782 ...... ... 1,498 269 28.7 —_
Missing data® ............ 457 8.2 7.3 _

school before January 1978 fall into this category.)

Note:

2 And therefore categorized as missing data and excluded from sample.

3 Spacific missing-data problems, in order of importance, are: unable 1o distinguish high
school diploma from equivalency certificate; gap caused by missing interview during which
time individual left school; still in school; invalid date of receipt of bachelor's degree.

Dash indicates not included in reweighted percentages.

! Reweighted percentages within the observations for which we could assign a school-
leaving group among 14- to 15-year-olds at the first interview. {Very few of those who left

dropouts eventually returned to school, and more
than half of all, high school dropouts did so on a
full-time basis. Rates of returning were almost
as high-—about 60 percent—for those who first
left school immediately after having completed
high school or having received bachelor’s de-
grees, although full-time attendance was much
less likely for these two groups. Completion rates
were, however, much lower than rates of return-
ing to school.

The figures for high school dropouts help to
explain why the dropout rates presented in this
article are higher than those reported elsewhere
in the literature. Cur definition corresponds to
the general image of dropouts as those who leave
school without attaining a regular high school
diploma. Chart 1 plots returning to school and
receipt of a diploma for high school dropouts by
the number of years since they left school. One-
third of the young men in this cohort eventually
received regular high school diplomas, and an-
other third received high school equivalency cer-
tificates. Not surprisingly, 95 percent of the high
school diplomas and 4 of 5 of the equivalency
certificates were obtained within the first 3 years
after leaving school.?! Thus, while the school-
leaving group of high school dropouts represents
about one-third of our sample (36.9 percent),
their prevalence in the adult population is only
two-thirds of that figure (24.8 percent), or even
slightly more than one-third of that rate (14.3
percent) if we include the equivalency certificate
in the high school degree category.??

The pattern of returning to school shown in
table 3 implies a relatively standard distribution
of completed education across all school-leav-
ing groups. Eventually, 75.2 percent of the men
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who returned to school received conventional
high school degrees, and another 10.5 percent
received equivalency certificates. The remaining
high school dropouts were 14.3 percent of the
population, Another 25.2 (21.1 + 4.1) percent of
all men eventually received college degrees,
while 4.1 percent of all men received at least
master’s degrees.
Thus, the distribution of the sample by school-
leaving group differs from the distribution by
completed schooling because a substantial frac-

tion of men obtained their final degrees after gaps
in their school attendance. Those leaving school
without high school degrees were nearly evenly
divided between those who eventually received
high school diplomas, those who received equiva-
lency certificates, and those who received nei-
ther diplomas nor equivalency certificates. Simi-
lar patterns exist at higher levels of education.
Less than half of those who eventually received
bachelor’s degrees remained in schoo! continu-
ously until they received their degrees.

Chart 1. Returning to school and receipt of a diploma for male high school dropouts
Percent Percent
70.0 70.0
60.0 Ever receiving equivalency certificate L “— 80.0
or high school diploma g
T
‘...0'
e
"..
500 - i * Ever roturning to school — 50.0
' full time
- .’ -
i
40.0 ; — 40.0
o Ever recsiving
i 744 high school dipioma 7
| 5 PP A T T RRLY A as W v WO P LIE LT LR A LA Al it Attt
30.0 [~ e — 30.0
: .f
i H ]
1 W
-
e
200 : — 200
5
B N i
ii
i Attending school,
100 - ¥ : regardless of — 10.0

f .

: whether working

2! Attending school, ht WP
" 1 ;  working 34 hours per .
o waek or less
0'0 ! ] 1 1 1 1 1 | 1 1 | 1 0 0
1 2 3 4 5 8 7 8 9 10 1 12
Years since leaving school

36 Monthly Labor Review August 1994




Table 3. Distribution of completed schooling for men, by school-leaving group!
[In parcent]
Returned Final high school Final post--high
to school degree status? school degree status
School-leaving grou, Total Recelved Received
g droup Full | ¢ | equive- |Received :‘:ﬁ:"l" er‘,"' master's
Ever time? ropoul | janey | diptoma acl 08 | degree
certlficate egree | or more
Total* ............ 100.0 e ... 14.3 105 75.2 21.1 a1
High school dropouts . . .. 36.9 69.3 50.8 38.7 28.4 328 6.2 8
High schoot graduates . .. 354 61.3 31.0 .0 .0 100.0 7.9 B
Somecollege ........... 18.5 82.2 59.2 0 0 100.0 371 6.8
College graduates ....... 6.6 59.7 224 .0 0 100.0 100.0 13.5
Some postcollege
education. ............ 26 55.9 32.2 .0 0 100.0 100.0 54.5

high school diploma.)

' The sample consists of all individuals for whom we could assign a school-leaving group through the last interview they
compieted (in 1990). Final degree attainment is based on the last available interview.

2 Data on final degres status are based on the last available interview. The three columns under this head are mutually
exclusive and exhaustive. (That is, everyone either is a dropout, has received an equivalency certificate, or has received a

3 Those in school full time are in school and working less than 35 hours per week.
4 The total is the reweighted percent from table 2 (computed from 14- and 15-year-olds at the first interview).

The transition to stable employment

Given our definition of leaving school {and real-
izing that there is some increase in the highest
grade completed within the initial school-leav-
ing group}, we next explore the employment ac-
tivities of young men by school-leaving group
as they age. We begin with the conventional static
picture, documenting patterns of schooling and
employment at each age. A similar, but not iden-
tical, description could be generated from a cross-
sectional survey such as the Current Population
Survey.?? The static analysis does not exploit the
longitudinal nature of the data from the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth by which we can
measure men’s duration in various labor market
statuses. In the dynamic analysis that follows,
we examine patterns of job holding and job du-
ration based on those men’s longitudinal employ-
ment histories.

Static view of the transition from school to
work.  One picture of the transition from school
to work can be gleaned from an analysis of
changes in the work status of young men as they
age. Qur analysis differentiates four categories
of work status (defined hierarchically—thus,
those who might be included in two categories
are included in the earlier category): working full
time (35 or more hours per week); attending
school and not working full time; working part
time and not attending school; and neither work-
ing nor attending school. Note that, according to
this analysis, men are classified as full-time
workers even if they also attend school. The cat-
egory is assigned the first month that the person
turns the given age (not as an average over the

entire year in which the person was a given age).
An individual is only included in the sample once
he leaves school or begins to work full time (al-
lowing him to be assigned a school-leaving
group).**

Table 4 presents the distribution of the sample
of young men at each age across the four work
status categories for 4 of the 5 school-leaving
groups. (Because of the small sample size, data
on those with some postcollege education are not
presented.) For high school dropouts, the figures
are consistent with Osterman’s view of “hang-
ing out™:? at age 21, more than 20 percent of
the high school dropouts were neither working
nor in school, and through age 29, the figure did
not drop below 14 percent. The table also indi-
cates that there was some “hanging out” among
high school graduates: through age 21, more than
20 percent were neither in school nor working
full time. As with the high school dropouts, this
fraction came down only slowly during a person’s
early 20°s. Indeed, not until their 27th birthday
did the percentage of high school graduates nei-
ther working full time nor in school drop below
10 percent. At that same age, 19.3 percent of high
school dropouts were still neither working full
time nor in school.

For the school-leaving groups with more edu-
cation, it becomes relevant to ask whether we
want to compare people by their chronological
age or by the time elapsed since they left school.

- While the rows in table 4 present data for the

various ages, each successive row represents
approximately 1 additional year after a person
leaves school. Comparing the entries for the four
school-leaving groups, we see that the transition
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to full-time work became smoother as education
increased. For college graduates, in approxi-
mately the second year after graduating (that is,
at their 23rd birthday), less than 8 percent were
not employed or in school, and only 6 percent
were employed part time. Those with some col-
lege fared only slightly worse: at age 20 (at ap-
proximately the same point since they left school
as did the college graduates), their nonem-
ployment rate (that is, the incidence of those
among them who were either unemployed or “out

Table 4. Work status of men, by schooi-leaving group and age

Percent
School-leaving In school, | Working Not
group and age Number | working not partime, | working,
(years}) tull time | working notin notin
full time school school
High school dropouts:
17 437 51.7 16.7 9.4 222
18 .. 820 48.0 20.6 10.0 21.3
19 o 1,031 55.6 13.2 9.5 21.7
20 .o 1,070 82.7 9.1 7.0 21.3
-3 S 1,069 66.7 6.6 6.1 20.6
22 . oo i 1,066 70.6 5.7 6.4 17.3
23 1,039 71.3 5.1 5.3 18.4
24 ... 1,014 731 3.3 7.0 16.6
2 992 77.9 2.2 5.8 14.2
26 ...l 898 775 1.7 53 155
27 e 661 79.6 1.1 4.9 14.4
28 ... 412 75.2 3.0 33 18.6
29 ... e 193 79.9 1.1 2.6 16.4
High school
graduates:
18 .. 446 58.4 4.5 19.8 17.3
19 1,025 62.1 9.2 13.4 15.3
20 ... 1,173 66.6 9.4 12.3 11.6
21 1,177 71.2 8.3 9.2 11.4
22 . 1,165 768.5 6.5 6.8 101
28 . 1,157 80.8 5.0 5.8 84
29 1,143 84.2 2.4 59 7.5
25 1,123 87.9 1.9 4.3 5.9
26 ... 1,035 87.4 15 4.4 6.6
27 817 88.9 21 52 3.8
28 ..l 598 90.3 1.0 3.2 5.4
28 376 80.3 3.6 2.1 5.0
30 ... 183 89.5 1.9 3.9 4.8
Some college:
19 .. 1685 66.6 10.3 13.4 87
20 ...l 385 64.6 186 9.4 7.4
21 ..l 536 63.6 236 4.4 8.3
22 e 620 62.0 252 7.7 5.2
23 ..l 656 66.0 17.4 8.8 7.7
24 ..., 675 76.4 10.6 5.6 7.3
25 ..l €68 80.7 8.3 6.9 4.1
26 ... 634 82.9 7.2 54 4.5
27 516 85.3 4.9 5.1 4.8
28 ... 425 89.7 3.2 4.2 29
29 ...l 323 87.0 3.4 4.0 5.5
... 228 85.8 48 31 6.3
< 156 85.8 51 2.7 6.3
College graduates:
28 e 247 80.8 5.4 6.0 7.8
24 .. 286 82.6 6.7 3.6 7.2
25 292 90.7 39 2.6 2.8
26 ... 278 87.0 7.3 28 3.0
27 242 89.5 3.2 4.1 3.1
2B .. 205 96.1 1.3 1.7 1.0
29 ...l 168 94.1 2.2 .8 28
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of the labor force™) was also under 8 percent,
and their part-time employment rate was under
10 percent. The high school graduates, by con-
trast, fared much worse: at age 19, their non-
employment rate was 15.3 percent, and their part-
time employment rate was 13.4 percent. And the
high school dropouts fared worse still: at age 18,
their nonemployment rate was 21.3 percent, and
their part-time work rate was 10.0 percent. Thus,
viewing full-time work as the norm, we find that
the rates of full-time employment a little more
than a year after leaving school are 80.8 for col-
lege graduates, 64.6 for those with some college,
62.1 for high school graduates, and 48.0 for high
school dropouts.

As discussed previously, an alternative per-
spective is possible. The high rates of non-full-
time work are consistent with the “leisure equal-
ization hypothesis” discussed in the literature.?®
Panel 1 of chart 2 reinforces this perspective. Be-
cause the more educated school-leaving groups
leave school later, the lines start farther to the
right for each successive group. After age 25,
once the nonemployment rate for college gradu-
ates drops sharply following their first 2 years
out of school, the striking feature is the similar-
ity of the nonemployment rate across all groups
but high school dropouts. These men at the bot-
tom of the education ladder stand out, with con-
siderably higher rates of nonemployment over
the entire period examined. The rates for high
school graduates and for those with some col-
lege fall steadily as they age and their college-
graduating peers leave school.

The results are similar for the fraction of each
school-leaving group working part time at each
age. (See chart 2, panel 2.) Again, except for
high school dropouts, the cther three school-leav-
ing groups start out with a considerable amount
of part-time work. This, however, is clearly tran-
sitional: within a few years of leaving school
{about 3 for high school graduates, 2 for those
with some college, and 1 for college graduates),
the rates of part-time work fall sharply. Once
again, the more educated school-leaving groups
have a smoother transition, but the gaps between
the groups close considerably over time.

Based on this static analysis of work status at
each age, it appears that the outlier group is not
high school graduates, but high school dropouts.
Even at age 23, the nonemployment rate for drop-
outs is 18.4 percent, and their full-time employ-
ment rate is 71.3 percent. At age 25, the nonem-
ployment rate is 14.2 percent, and the full-time
employment rate only 77.9 percent. The latter
tigure is 10 percentage points below the rate for
high school graduates and almost 13 percent be-
low the rate for college graduates at the same
age.t’




Chart 2. Percent of men not working or working part time, by school-leaving group
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Transition to Stable Employment

Dynamic view of the transition from school to
work. An advantage of the data from the Na-
tional Longitudinal Survey of Youth is that we
can to go beyond the static view to consider the
transition from school to work in a dynamic
framework. The perception that non-college-
bound youth “mill about” in the labor market in
the early years after leaving school is a state-
ment about the dynamics of employment. In this
section, we use the information in the National
Longitudinal Survey employment histories to
evaluate further the employment experiences of
young men. First, we examine the transition proc-
ess in terms of the distribution of the number of
jobs held at successive ages. Then we consider
the transition to stable employment, measured
by job duration. As before, in these dynamic
analyses, we continue to analyze each school-
leaving group separately.

(1) Number of jobs held. For each school-leav-
ing group and age, table 5 presents the mean
number of jobs held, as well as the number of
jobs held by the person at the 25th, 50th, and
75th percentiles of the distribution of the num-
ber of jobs held. Jobs are counted only after the
individual has left school and are defined as em-
ployment with a given employer. According to
the table, young men held a large number of jobs
in the years immediately after leaving school;
this is consistent with findings reported else-
where.*® Whether it can be viewed as productive
job shopping or unproductive “milling about,”
however, is not clear from the data.

Again, for number of jobs held, there were im-
portant differences by school-leaving group.?
The number of jobs held by high school drop-
outs was large, compared with the numbers for

the other groups. The median male high school
dropout had held 6 jobs by age 24 and 8 jobs by
age 28. (The same is true for the mean male high
school dropout.) A high school dropout at the
75th percentile, in contrast, had held 9 jobs at age
24 and 10 at age 28. As a summary measure, this
represents about a job every other year at the me-
dian and nearly a job a year at the 75th percentile,

High school graduates started working about
a year later (on average) than high school drop-
outs, and they accumulated jobs more slowly. Af-
ter a year, they were accumulating about half a
job a year at the median, less than a third of a job
a year at the 25th percentile, and just over half a
job a year at the 75th percentile. Similar patterns
existed for those with some college. Finally, col-
lege graduates left school about 4 years later than
high school graduates, and they accumulated new
jobs the most slowly. Exact comparisons are dif-
ficult because most of them were still in their sec-
ond or third job by the end of the survey.

These results suggest a considerable amount
of “milling about” for all school-leaving groups.
The amount is lower for those in the more edu-
cated school-leaving groups for the same number
of years since entering the labor market following
leaving school. However, an analysis of job dura-
tion suggests a different perspective.

{2) Timing of the transition to stable employment.
We next use the longitudinal nature of the data
in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth to
determine what percentage of a school-leaving
group has ever held a job of a given duration—
specifically, a job lasting for at least 1, at least 2,
or at least 3 years. We view holding ajob of 1 to
3 years’ duration as one useful definition of stable
employment, as opposed to “milling about.”

Table 5. Number of jobs held, by school-leaving group and age, at mean and 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles of
distribution
High school dropouts High school graduates Some college College graduates
Age Percentile Percentile Percentlie Percentile
Number |Mea
umber [Mean | ih [soth [ 75tn | U Ler |Mean o Totn [ 7atn | moer | Mean o Toth [ 7ath | 2 oo | Mean e Tsoth | 75th
17... 1122 |os5| o | © 1 | 122 [ 00| 0 0| 0| 729 |00} O ¢ 0 307 |00 | 0 0|0
18...] 1,106 | 1.4 | © 1 2 | 1217 4| 0 0 1 727 o]0 0 0 307 ol o o | o0
19 ... 1083 | 25| 1 2 4 | 1202 [ 15| 1 1 2 724 3] o o 0 306 o o o | o
20 ... 1082 | 35| 2 3 5 [ 1,193 | 25| 2 3| 721 1.0 0 1 2 304 o o 0| o
21 ... | 1074 1 43| 2 | 4 6 | 1,179 | 33| 2 31 4| 707 j18] 0 2 3 303 o o 0| o
22 .| 1,059 { 52| 3 5 7 | 1,188 | 40| 2 4 5 700 |27 1 2 4 301 4| 0 ] 1
23 .., 1,040 {1 59| 3 5 8 1160 | 47| 2 4 6| 693 |36 2 3 5 297 |13 | 1 1 2
24 ... | 1,017 | 87| 4 ] g9 1,143 [ 53| 3 5 7| 687 | 44 2 4 6 295 | 20| 1 2 | a
25 ... 094 1 7.3 | 4 7 |10 | 1125 | 59| 3 5 8| 672 |50 3 5 7 294 | 25 [ 1 2t 3
26 ... 902 | 80| & 7 |10 | 1035 | 63| 3 6 9| 837 | 58] 3 5 8 279 | 29| 1 2 | 4
27 ... 662 | 86| 5 8 |40 817 | 67| 4 6 g 517 | 62| 3 5 8 242 | 33| 2 3t 4
28 ... 413 | 86| 5 8 ["10 588 | 72| 4 6|10 | 425 | 67| 4 & 9 205 |36} 2 3| s
29 ... 194 | 88 | & g ["0 376 | 76| 4 7110 23 | 70| 4 6 ] 168 |38 2 35
30 ... N N e 183 | 78| 4 7110 | 228 | 73| 4 7 |10 — —f— |- -
31 ... — | =] == 1= - | =] = —_ 156 | 7.7 | 4 7 {10 — - | - =
110 or more jobs. Nete:  Dash indicates fewar than 50 observations.
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Chart 3. Percent of men ever in a job since leaving school, by duration of job and school-leaving group
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Table 6.

Percent of men ever in a job

since leaving school, by school-
leaving group, duration of job,

and age
Schocl-leaving Duration of longest job
group Number ever held
and age 1 year |2 years |3 years
High school
dropouts:
1,132 0.0 Q.0 0.0
1,122 2.1 .0 .0
1,106 11.8 1.2 .0
1,093 27.5 5.7 E:)
1,082 49.0 13.7 28
1,074 63.2 28.6 7.8
1,059 722 391 18.4
1,040 774 46.6 26.0
1,017 B81.9 54.1 32.4
994 86.4 61.4 40.1
202 80.0 66.2 47 1
662 91.8 70.3 52.7
413 93.7 73.7 56.8
194 93.8 75.8 60.8
High school
graduates:
16 ......... 1,227 .0 .0 .0
17 ... 1,225 .0 .0 .0
18 ... 1,217 A .0 .0
19 ... 1,202 14.2 A .0
20 ..., 1,193 47.3 7.3 A
21 ... 1,179 67.4 27.4 52
22 ... 1,168 771 41.8 19.7
23 ... 1,160 849 53.4 30.5
24 ... 1,143 805 83.7 41.3
25 ..., 1,125 94.3 70.9 49.9
26 ......... 1,035 95.9 77.4 57.0
27 ol 817 28.2 834 63.6
28 ......... 598 28.6 87.1 70.1
29 ... 376 98.6 88.0 75.7
30 ......... 183 99.2 1.7 79.5
732 .0 0 .0
729 .0 .0 .0
727 .0 .0 .0
724 i} .0 .0
721 8.4 .0 .0
707 248 4.5 .0
700 41.0 15.6 36
693 57.3 26.8 10.2
687 69.1 3B.6 17.9
672 81.2 48.0 28.8
637 89.8 61.0 36.3
517 94.3 711 49.4
425 96.7 75.2 58.8
323 928.9 81.6 63.5
228 98.9 86.9 70.2
156 991 87.5 76.8
College
graduates:
t6 ... 309 .0 0 .0
7 307 .0 .0 .0
t8......... 307 0 .0 .0
19 ... 306 .0 .0 .0
20 ......... 304 .0 .0 0
21 ......... 303 .0 .0 0
22 ... 3 2 0 .0
23 ..ol 297 208 .0 .0
24 ... 295 | 611 | 160 0
25 iiiinian 294 78.8 40.9 13.6
26 ......... 279 90.4 60.7 35.4
27 .. 242 94.9 73.4 50.5
28 ......... 205 97.4 81.3 60.6
29 ... 169 98.2 84.1 68.0
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While we do not evaluate whether these are
“good jobs” on the basis of compensation or
potential for career advancement, tenure on the
job is one measure of the process of settling down
and a possible indicator of the transition to a ca-
reer job. Finally, we examine the sensitivity of
our results to alternative definitions of job dura-
tion that have been used in the literature,

Chart 3 plots, for each year since leaving
school, the percentage of men in each school-
leaving group ever in a job that lasted 1, 2, or 3
years. For example, 5 years after leaving school,
about 21 percent of high school dropouts had ever
held a job that lasted 3 years, while 55 percent of
college graduates had done so. About one-third of
high schoel graduates and the same fraction of those
with some college had achieved this status.

Similar general patterns existed for each meas-
ure of job duration. In all cases, measuring time
since leaving school, college graduates made the
transition to stable employment fastest, high school
dropouts slowest. In the middle were high school
graduates and those with some college; the behav-
ior of these two groups was nearly indistinguishable.

Chart 4 displays the same information as chart
3, except by the age of the individual, rather than
by the time since left school. Immediately after
the person left school, the age at which he had
left dominates the curve. High school dropouts
were in the labor market for the longest period,
so they had more time to experience a job last-
ing 1, 2, or 3 years.

Interestingly, this effect wore off guite quickly.
Within 1 or 2 years after it was chronologically
possible, high school graduates overtook high
school dropouts in terms of the percentage who
had ever held a job for 1, 2, or 3 years. By age
30, college graduates rose to the level of the other
three groups. In some cases, college graduates
overtook those with some college, as well as high
school dropouts, within 1 or 2 years of the earli-
est time they could do so (that is, 4 or 5 years
after they entered the labor market). In contrast,
those with some college, while eventually over-
taking high school dropouts, tended to lag be-
hind high school graduates through age 30.

For college graduates, there was relatively little
heterogeneity in the transition to stable employ-
ment. The median male college graduate held a
Jjob for 1 year before his 24th birthday, a job for
2 years before his 26th birthday, and a job for 3
years before his 27th birthday. (See table 6.} A
man at the 25th percentile of the durational dis-
tribution also held a job lasting 1 year before age
24 and essentially stayed with that job, progress-
ing to each later cutoff (2 years and 3 years) about
a year later. Just before age 25, a man at the 75th
percentile held a job for 1 year. He took 3 more
years to stay in a job 2 years and had not yet




Chart 4. Percent of men ever in a job since leaving school, by age, duration of job, and school-leaving
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stayed in a job 3 years by age 29, when the data
become too sparse for analysis.

The pattern for the median male with some
college is similar to that for the median college
graduate. (See table 6.) It is more heterogeneous,
however, because of the variation in the date of
leaving school and the fact that some men with
some college return to school.

At the other extreme, the median male drop-
out did not hold a job for a year unti! just after
his 20th birthday, despite the fact that he usually
entered the labor force before his 17th birthday
(See table 6.) The median dropout did not reach
the 2-year tenure point until age 23 and the 3-
year mark until age 26. This implies that the
median dropout did not enter a job lasting 1 year
until age 19, a job lasting 2 years until age 21,
and a job lasting 3 years until age 23.%

For high school dropouts, the variance was
substantial. At the 25th percentile, dropouts
reached the 1-, 2-, and 3-year tenure points be-
fore ages 19, 21, and 23, respectively, a pace that
was faster than that of the median high school
graduate. Dropouts at the 75th percentile did not
reach the 1-year tenure point until age 22, and
still had not reached the 2-year tenure point by
age 29, when the data become too sparse for
analysis.

Finally, we turn to the pattern for high school
graduates, the focus of the concerns about the
transition from school to work. The median high
school graduate had held a job for at least 1 year
by the time he turned 21, 2 years by the time he
turned 23, and 3 years by the time he turned 26.
{See table 6.) Subtracting the time required o
achieve the stated tenure in each job, we con-
clude that the median male high school graduate
entered a job that would last 1 year while he was
19, 2 years while he was 20, and 3 years while
he was 2231

If holding a job for 2 or even 3 years is not
“milling about,” then the patterns for high school
graduates in table 6 do not support the impres-
sion conveyed in the report by the Commission
on the Skills of the American Workforce? that
the typical high school student “mills about” in
the labor market until age 23 or 24. True enough,
the median high school graduate did not settle
immediately (at 18 or 19) into a long-tenured job.
However, characterizing the settling-down proc-
ess as lasting into the mid-20’s (for example, 23
or 24) is overly pessimistic for the typical mem-
ber of that group. Furthermore, we reach this
conclusion for a group of men that includes those
who returned to school full time (nearly 30 per-
cent of the sample). If we were to exclude those
high school graduates who “failed” to make the
transition to stable employment by a given age
because they returned to school, the computed
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median age at entry into stable employment
among those who did not return to school would
be even earlier,

Of course, while this is the pattern for the
median high school graduate, the experience
varies considerably at the extremes of the distri-
bution. At the 25th percentile, high school gradu-
ates entered the 1-, 2-, and 3-year jobs when they
were 18, 18, and 19 years, respectively, that is,
from 1 to 3 years ahead of the median. This prob-
ably describes what is possible in the United
States for young men with “successful” transi-
tions. By contrast, at the 75th percentile, young
male high school gradnates experienced a tran-
sition from school to work that corresponds more
closely to the common perception, embodied in
the quote from the report by the Commission on
the Skills of the American Workforce cited at the
beginning of this article. At that level of the dis-
tribution, graduates entered their 1-, 2-, and 3-
year jobs at ages 20, 23, and 25, respectively.

(3) Sensitivity analysis. The preceding results
provide a considerably brighter picture than has
been presented elsewhere in the literature using
the same data.3? The difference derives primar-
ily from different methods of summarizing dy-
namic labor market data. We define “milling
about” as ending permanently when a young per-
son first stays in any job more than M years.
When we find that to happen, we subtract M
years, yielding the age at which the person first
entered a job that would last M years.

At least two other concepts are possible: first,
we could ask whether or not the job a person is
currently in will last at least M years; and sec-
ond, we can ask whether the current job has al-
ready lasted at least M years.*

Table 7 compares the percent of high school
graduates with job tenures of 1, 2, and 3 years
under these different concepts of job tenure as
of the time a person is exactly a given age, from
ages 16 to 30. (For purposes of comparison, the
table also presents results for high school drop-
outs, those with some college, and college gradu-
ates; the ordering of the ages is similar.) For each
age and job tenure, these three numbers corre-
spond to the three concepts just described. The
column labeled “Longest” corresponds to the
Iongest job a person has ever held as of the given
age (the definition we adhere to). The column
labeled “Eventual” corresponds to the eventual
length of the current job at that age, and the col-
umn labeled “Current” corresponds to the length
to date of the current job at that age. There is a
formal relation among these concepts: the cur-
rent duration of the job is always less than or
equal to the eventual duration of the job, which
is always less than or equal to the duration of the




Table 7. Percent of men with job tenures of 1, 2, and 3 years under different concepts of job tenure

1 ysar 2 years 3 years
Age Number
Longest | Eventual | Current | Longest | Eventual | Current | Longest | Eventual | Current
High school dropouts:
16 ... 1,132 0.0 1.8 0.0 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 0.5 0.0
17 1,122 2.1 10.2 2.1 .0 5.2 .0 .0 24 .0
18 .. 1,106 1.9 23.0 9.0 1.2 1.9 1.2 .0 6.8 .0
19 1,093 275 397 15.0 57 25.7 3.5 .8 17.3 6
20 .. 1,082 49,0 49.1 28.5 13.7 345 8.0 28 24.2 1.3
21 1,074 63.2 52.1 345 28,6 38.5 18.2 7.5 29.7 5.0
22 1,059 72.2 57.8 36.4 391 43.4 22.8 18.4 354 13.0
23 1,040 774 811 40.7 46.6 477 239 26.0 385 15.0
24 ..., 1,017 81.8 64.3 443 54.1 49.3 27.2 32.4 40.9 17.0
25 994 86.4 67.0 46.3 61.4 50.3 305 401 40.5 19.9
28 ... a02 90.0 658 46.6 66.2 51.0 3.3 471 42.0 228
2T e 662 91.8 0.2 47.3 70.3 57.2 334 652.7 45.8 25.3
28 ... 413 93.7 68.1 50.3 73.7 58.4 332 56.8 48.5 255
20 ... 194 93.8 72.0 58.4 75.6 —_ 43.5 60.8 — 27.2
High scheol graduates:
16 ... 1,227 0 .0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
17 o 1,225 .0 A .0 .0 A .0 .0 A .0
18 1,217 A 1.5 A .0 57 .0 .0 3.7 .0
19 1,202 14.2 44.2 116 1 26.0 1 0 18.5 0
20 ... 1,193 47.3 59.1 34.2 7.3 40.7 6.5 A 29.8 A
21 1,179 67.4 63.7 424 27.4 49.0 21.5 5.2 325 4.3
22 . 1,168 771 66.1 45,3 41.8 54.8 28.0 19.7 46.0 155
23 e 1,160 B4.9 75.2 52.2 53.4 60.4 341 30.5 50.0 21.4
24 . 1,143 80.5 74.5 54.7 63.7 62.7 37.5 41.3 53.0 259
25 1,125 94.3 78.7 58.1 70.9 67.1 41.1 49.9 58.6 30.7
26 . 1,035 95.9 81.0 61.3 77.4 70.8 45.4 57.0 635 33.8
27 i 817 98.2 86.4 66.8 83.4 76.0 51.1 63.6 67.3 38.1
28 598 98.6 85.2 68.8 ar7.t 76.2 53.4 7041 67.1 429
29 o 376 98.6 85.6 66.8 89.0 76.2 52.0 75.7 687 44.3
0 . 183 99.2 91.2 733 1.7 — 56.1 79.5 — 45.8
Some college:
16 . 732 0 0 0 .0 0 0 0 0 0
17 729 .0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .0 0
18 . 727 .0 5 0 0 0 0 0 0 .0
19 724 6 7.4 4 .0 4.2 .0 0 35 .0
20 721 8.4 23.0 6.3 .0 15.0 .0 0 9.7 0
2 707 248 35.5 17.5 4.5 25.4 4.1 .0 17.0 0
22 700 1.0 484 256 15.6 343 1.8 3.6 27.2 3.4
23 693 57.3 57.5 37.4 26.8 41.4 17.7 10.2 337 83
24 687 69.1 67.6 42.0 38.6 51.4 25.2 17.9 42,7 129
25 L 672 81.2 76.4 50.3 48.0 60.1 28.9 28.8 50.8 20.0
26 837 89.8 81.3 58.0 61.0 64.6 36.5 36.3 54.8 21.3
27 517 94.3 81.4 59.6 na 69.6 437 49.4 59.2 289
28 425 96.7 86.0 64.7 75.2 73.1 45.8 58.8 63.5 34.0
29 ... 323 98.9 845 66.8 81.6 75.0 48.8 63.5 67.8 36.6
0. 228 98.9 80.8 64.4 86.9 72.3 52.2 70.2 66.1 38.3
Mo 156 9891 — 69.5 87.5 — 53.6 76.8 — 45.2
College graduales:
16 ... 309 .0 0 .0 .0 0 .0 0 0 .0
17 307 .0 .0 0 .0 0 .0 0 .0 .0
18 . 307 .0 .0 .0 .0 .0 .0 0 .0 0
19 .. 306 .0 0 0 0 0 0 .0 0 .0
20 .. 304 0 0 .0 0 .0 .0 .0 0 .0
21 303 0 2 .0 .0 .0 .0 0 .0 0
22 301 2 18.8 0 .0 14.2 0 0 12.4 0
23 297 20.8 56.5 18.3 .0 38.2 .0 0 33.0 .0
24 295 61.1 73.2 47.6 16.0 59.2 15.8 .0 48.8 O
25 294 78.8 85.3 58.9 40.9 71.3 35.9 1386 60.4 128
26 . 279 90.4 85.2 £8.9 60.7 75.3 48.6 35.4 66.7 315
27 242 94.9 89.7 70.5 73.4 79.8 55.4 50.5 73.0 431
28 . 205 97.4 84.3 68.9 81.3 77.2 54.0 60.6 722 43.5
29 169 98.2 88.8 68.2 84.1 81.1 58.0 68.0 78.5 49.1

Note: Statistics are as of the birthday in the age column.
denotes fewer than 150 observations. Longest

"Number” denotes the number of individuals in the sample at least through the given age. Dash
= Longest job ever held lasted at least M years. Eventual = Current job will aventually last at least M years.

To compute this value, we need to be able to observe the person for another Myears. Thus, some calls in the column headed “Eventual” wilf have fewer than
150 observations. Current = Current job has already lasted at least M years.
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longest job held M years later (that is, M rows
down the table in the column labeled “Longest™).

According to the table, the time on the current
job clearly gives the most negative results. Con-
sider, for example, the job that the individual had
held for 2 years as of age 26. More than half of
alf high school graduates, 54.6 percent (100.0 -
45.4), at age 26 had not been in their current job
for even 2 years. Note, however, that for nearly
half, 46.5 percent [(70.8 — 45.4)/54.6], of those
whose current job had not lasted 2 years, the cur-
rent job would in fact last 2 years. Further, nearly
one-quarter, 22.6 percent [(77.4 — 70.8)/(100.0
—70.8)], of the men whose current job would not
last 2 years had already held a job that lasted 2
years. Put differently, half of all high school
graduates at a given age were not in a job that
would last 2 years until nearly age 27. However,
just after his 21st birthday, the median high
school graduate was in a job that would last at
least 2 years. And even before his 20th birthday,
the median high school graduate had, at some
earlier point in his work career (perhaps not the
current job), hetd a job that eventually lasted at
least 2 years.

Following the labor economic literature on job
matching,?® we are reluctant to view all job turn-
over as bad. In fact, the literature suggests that
most job changes involve sizable wage increases.
From this perspective, we are concerned about
measures of employment stability that consider
individuals who, at an arbitrary point in time,
have not been in their current job for severat years
as not having experienced a successful transi-
tion to stable employment.’® A similar criticism
applies to measures based on the eventual dura-
tion of the current job.

We agree that in and of itself, the failure to
stay on a job for a significant period of time (1,
2, or, especially, 3 years) frequently indicates
some problem. If employers do not expect young
workers to stay on the job even for such a mod-
erate period of time, they will not invest in training
them. However, a worker who spends several years
with one employer and then moves on to a new job
{often with a large increase in pay) is not a failure:
the new job could also last several years.

Even a short job (under a year) between two
longer jobs need not be viewed as a failure. Per-
haps the short job did not “work out”; perhaps it
was deliberately viewed as temporary until an
appropriate “career-enhancing” job became
available. (The worker might even have known
of that next good job.) For all of these reasons,
we prefer our definition of the transition period
as the time vntil the young worker first enters a
job that will eventually last more than M years.
And, again for the same reasons, we are con-
cerned that the alternative definitions we have
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discussed present an overly pessimistic view of
labor market dynamics.

Conclusions

The analysis of data from the National Longitu-
dinal Survey of Youth presented in this article
supports the conclusion reached in previous re-
search that a large share of young men are nei-
ther in school nor working full time after leav-
ing school. In addition, in the years shortly after
leaving school, they hold many jobs.

In our dynamic analyses of the transitions to
stable employment, we use a different and, we
argue, preferable measure of job duration than
has been previously employed. As a result, we
find less support for the common perception that
the typical male high school graduate “mills
about” in the labor market until well into his 20’s.
Indeed, while he was 20, the median male high
school graduate (who did not proceed immedi-
ately to postsecondary education) had already
entered a job that would last at least 2 years. The
corresponding age for entering a job that would
last 3 or more years is 22. These age patterns are
remarkably similar across men who leave school
earlier (high school dropouts) and those who
leave school later (those who proceed directly
from high school to postsecondary education,
whether or not they receive a bachelor’s degree).

The results suggest that the median male high
school graduate does not move immediately from
school to a long-term job. However, he will enter a
long-term job (of at least 2 or 3 years’ duration) in
his early 20’s—not the mid- or late 20’s claimed
by some other analysts. Thus, for the median male
student, the transition to more stable employment
does not appear to be a major problem: the 2- or 3-
year jobs they secure may be “dead end” by some
other criterion (for example, absolute earnings or
earmnings growth), but not by their longevity.

There is, however, considerable diversity
among and within the school-leaving groups we
examine. The foregoing characterization holds
for the median male high school graduate. Male
high school graduates at the 75th percentile did
not reach a job with 1, 2, or 3 years of tenure
until the ages of 20, 23, and 25, respectively. For
high school dropouts, the time to reach this sta-
tus was even longer. These results suggest that
“milling about™ is less typical for high school
graduates and more common for the bulk of high
school dropouts.

We further document that the proportion of
young people who could be considered to be
“milling about” is sensitive to the concept of job
duration used. Cormnpared with analyses based on
whether the current job will last M years or
whether the current job has already lasted M




years, our concept—ever having held a job last-
ing M years—presents a more favorable view of
the transition. Nevertheless, we are inclined to
believe that whether an individual has ever be-
gun a job which will last that long is mote im-
portant than whether that individual’s current job
has lasted or will last that long. Job turnover at
these early ages is beneficial if the new job pro-
vides a better match between the youth’s skills
and the skill requirements of the employer.

As we noted earlier, our results for the frac-

Footnotes

tion of men in a given school-leaving group who
had entered stable employment by a given ageis
a lower bound on the actual number: for many
young men, the transition to stable employment
is interrupted by returning to school, which most
observers would view as a positive development.
The next step in this line of research is to clarfy
the timing of an individual’s return to school, the
type of schooling he seeks and gets, and the in-
teraction between that schooling and the timing of
the transition to stable employment. _
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