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Abstract
Using data from the Monitoring the Future study, this paper presents historical trends in U.S. high
school seniors’ work values across 30 years (1976 to 2005. Adolescents across three decades
highly valued most aspects of work examined. Recent cohorts showed declines in the importance
of work, values for job security, and various potential intrinsic rewards of work. After increasing
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until 1990, adolescents remained stable in their values for extrinsic and materialistic aspects of
work until 2005. The value of work that allows for leisure time has steadily increased. Stable level
differences in work values emerged for adolescents by gender, race, parents’ education, and
college aspirations. Findings have implications for understanding the changing meaning of work
for the future workforce.
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The world of work has changed drastically since the 1970s. Over the past three decades,
economists and members of the United States workforce have come to recognize job
stability as a phenomenon of the past, as time-limited contracts and workers’ mobility across
companies become the norm (Bluestone & Rose, 1997; Farber, 2006). In light of these
economic changes, how have the meanings adolescents place on their future work life
changed over historical time? Drawing from a social constructivist approach, we contend
that individuals assign importance to various aspects of work based on their developmental
and economic contexts as well as their own social locations. To better understand how work
values have (or, have not) changed, we examine trends in high school seniors’ work values
from the annual national Monitoring the Future survey (MTF) from 1976 to 2005.
Specifically, we investigate trends in the importance of work, jobs that allow time for
leisure, and values of job stability, as well as the extrinsic, materialistic, and intrinsic
rewards of work. Differences based on gender, race, parents’ education, and adolescents’
educational aspirations are also examined.

Work Values in Developmental and Economic Context
Following Johnson and Elder (2002), we define work values as the importance one places on
various characteristics and rewards of employment. Using a social constructivist
perspective, our examination of work values is rooted in the idea that work is both an
objective reality as well as a subjective social representation (e.g., collection of ideologies,
values, opinions) for individuals and social or cultural groups (Gergen & Gergen, 2004;
Liebel, 2004). U.S. high school seniors are on the cusp of adulthood and represent the
nation’s future workforce; yet, because they have historically been left out of theory and
research on work, we know very little about the meanings and values they assign to work
(Liebel). Youth likely construct their own meanings of work that are unique in comparison
to the conceptions of work espoused by adults. Furthermore, the social meanings of work
collectively represent the interests of social groups, including both the dominant social
classes and marginalized groups (Bourdieu, 1984; Evans, 2002; Lehmann, 2004; Liebel,
2004). High school seniors’ subjective views of work are important for gaining an
understanding of how individuals at or near the beginning or their careers approach work
and view it in the context of their personal lives. After first considering work values in the
context of the developmental transition to adulthood, we outline the changing economic
realities in which adolescents find themselves, and we then turn to the subjective meanings
through which they anticipate their futures as part of the workforce.

Developmental context
Value development takes place primarily during adolescence (Flanagan, 2003a; Kelloway &
Harvey, 1999), when youth also begin to think more deeply about work. Values are integral
to identities and help adolescents define the self, make sense of experiences, and develop
expectations for interactions with other people and institutions (Flanagan, 2003b). Values
guide present and future behaviors (Rokeach, 1973), and are resources that underlie
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adolescents’ choices as they transition into adulthood (Eccles, Templeton, Barber, & Stone,
2003). Active exploration of potential careers, work values, and work competencies figures
importantly into adolescents’ identity development (Erikson, 1968; Mortimer, Zimmer-
Gembeck, Holmes, & Shanahan, 2002; Vondracek & Porfeli, 2003). The domain of work is
not only central to adolescents’ identity exploration, but is also on the forefront of their
minds in late adolescence when they start planning for the future (Eccles et al., 2003;
Vondracek & Porfeli). Adolescents’ work values are in part derived from the perceived
rewards of work and are associated with later work satisfaction (Johnson, 2001a, 2001b,
2002).

Of special relevance to the present paper, the values of young people are a barometer of
social change. The ‘impressionable years model’ argues that adolescents’ and young adults’
values and attitudes are malleable and not yet crystallized. According to this perspective,
young people are influenced by historical events, and these effects tend to be sustained over
time as cohort effects (Alwin & McCammon, 2003; Mannheim, 1952; Ryder, 1965). In sum,
young people construct their subjective meanings of work as they explore values and
identities, and the development of work values has significance when viewed over historical
time as work values portend social change for the future workforce.

In recent years the developmental period between adolescence and young adulthood has
become protracted in the U.S. (Arnett, 2000; Settersten, Furstenburg, & Rumbaut, 2005).
Identity exploration spans a longer period for many American youth, leaving values and
attitudes in flux until their mid-to-late 20s (Arnett). The transition to adulthood once
proceeded in an orderly sequence which included completing education, starting at the
bottom of the career ladder, and working one’s way up. Today, however, the path to
adulthood for adolescents is characterized by diverse life trajectories that lack a predictable
sequence (Settersten et al., 2005). Recent trends suggest that young people remain in school
longer, combine work and education, and delay marriage and having children (Fussell &
Furstenberg, 2005). Indeed, the occupational aspirations of today’s adolescents are higher
than any previous U.S. cohort, and adolescents are more likely than ever to aspire to
graduate from a 4-year college (Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).

The transition to adulthood is not an experience of protracted exploration and continued
education for all, however (Osgood, Foster, Flanagan, & Ruth, 2005), and the sequence of
transitions into adult roles varies widely across individuals with different opportunities and
from different cultural backgrounds (Mollenkopf, Kasinitz, & Waters, 2005). Individuals
who enter the full-time workforce directly after high school often must take on more
responsibilities and experience fewer freedoms compared to those in college (Eccles et al.,
2003). Moreover, non-college bound youth are likely to experience several more years of
job instability compared to those who attend college (Vondracek & Porfeli, 2003). Recent
trends indicate that ethnic minorities (particularly African American and Latino youth),
economically disadvantaged youth, and males are less likely to attend college (Lopez &
Marcelo, 2006). Of course, disparities in education and opportunities for minorities and
disadvantaged youth are apparent long before the transition to adulthood (cf. McLoyd,
1998). Accordingly, indicators of social location such as gender, race, parents’ education,
and educational aspirations point to diverging pathways in how adolescents experience the
work world, and may also illustrate differences in how adolescents make sense of work as
part of their identities.

Economic context
Regardless of background, younger generations are coming of age in an economic context
where work has been restructured to feature more episodic and insecure jobs with fewer
benefits or guarantees (Bluestone & Rose, 1997; Farber, 2006; Flanagan, 2008). Job stability
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in the U.S. has been decreasing since the 1980s. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2006a,
2006b) reports that Americans typically hold an average of 10.5 jobs between ages 18 to 40,
suggesting very little job stability across early adulthood. A large share of jobs in the U.S.
labor force consist of work that is independently contracted, temporary, on-call, and part-
time. National data from 1995, 2001, and 2005 revealed that 32%, 29%, and 31% of the
workforce during those years, respectively, were employed in such “non-standard” jobs
(Mishel, Bernstein, & Allegretto, 2007). The service industry represents a growing sector of
the workforce, where prerequisite job skills are minimal and employees are easily
interchangeable. Non-standard and service industry jobs tend to be characterized by lower
pay, lower benefits, and less job security than full-time positions or positions in other sectors
(Mishel et al.). The increasing educational and occupational ambitions of high school
seniors may, in part, be a response to these labor market shifts, as jobs not requiring higher
education are less and less likely to offer economic security (Reynolds, Stewart,
MacDonald, & Sischo, 2006; Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).

Not surprisingly, individuals without college degrees and minorities are disproportionally
burdened by the increasing vagaries of the market. Increases in job transitions may be a
deliberate choice by college graduates to explore career options, whereas for young people
without college degrees, job transitions may be necessary for maintaining employment and
may indicate economic vulnerability (Farber, 2006). Moreover, declines in job stability are
felt disproportionately by African Americans (especially African American men, Bluestone
& Rose, 1997), less educated workers, and younger workers (Danziger & Gottschalk, 2004;
Hill & Yeung, 1999; Marcotte, 1999). Compounding this issue is the already noted fact that
young people of ethnic minority backgrounds, particularly African Americans and Latinos,
are less likely to attend and graduate from college (Lopez & Marcelo, 2006).

Job loss and job transitions can be costly and anxiety-provoking for workers, even in good
economic times - a fact documented by economists and government officials alike (Farber,
2005; Greenspan, 2004). Some have noted that the uncertainties of the economy produce
uncertainty and anxiety in young people, as well (e.g., Flanagan, 2005, 2008). The realities
of work have certainly changed for the adult workforce given the increases in job
instabilities, and economists place a high priority on understanding these market shifts. Less
well understood are the changes over historical time in the work values of adolescents (i.e.,
the future labor force). Their views are constructed in part based on their developmental,
social, and economic contexts, and they will most likely carry these views into adulthood.

Past Trends in Adolescents’ Work Values
In an effort to understand and document historical shifts in adolescents’ values related to
future employment, several studies have used MTF data to examine work values in high
school seniors across shorter periods of time (Crimmins, Easterlin, & Saito, 1991; Easterlin
& Crimmins, 1991; Schulenberg, Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley, 1994). For the period
from 1976 to 1992, these studies found a decrease in high school seniors’ values for work as
a central part of life and an increase in values of materialism and extrinsic work
characteristics, such as work that provides status and money as opposed to opportunities to
help others. Furthermore, Schulenberg and colleagues documented an increase over this
period in the value for work that provides more than two weeks of vacation.

Examining MTF panel data across the transition to adulthood, Johnson (2001a,2001b,2002)
found an overall pattern of decline in a range of work values from ages 18 to 32. This
general pattern of decline fits the thesis that adolescents’ work values may be unrealistically
high in relation to the jobs likely to be available to them in the labor market as adults
(Johnson, 2002;Marini, Fan, Finley, & Beutel, 1996). Despite some decline with age, work
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values also became increasingly stable over time (Johnson, 2001b). Moreover, intrinsic
values were the most highly rated work values and declined the least across young
adulthood (Johnson, 2001b,2002).

Demographic differences
Schulenberg et al. (1994) found that adolescent girls reported higher intrinsic work values
(e.g., importance of creativity, decision making, and helping others at work) whereas boys
reported higher extrinsic work values. Other aspects of individuals’ social location also play
a role in initial levels of adolescents’ work values: Compared to Black females, White males
and females reported lower extrinsic and job security values, and parents’ educational
attainment, a proxy for socioeconomic status, was also negatively associated with
adolescents’ extrinsic and job security values (Johnson, 2002; Johnson & Elder, 2002).

Using MTF longitudinal panel data, Johnson and Elder (2002) examined the associations
between work values and educational attainment across young adulthood (ages 18 to 32).
They found that youth with no college education started with higher extrinsic values that
declined substantially with age, whereas those with associate’s or bachelor’s degrees started
with lower extrinsic values that declined less with age. In addition, adolescents most
concerned with job security as high school seniors were least likely to continue their
education in young adulthood. Furthermore, youth with only a high school diploma
maintained high levels of concern with job security in young adulthood, compared to
individuals obtaining a college degree (associate’s, bachelor’s, or beyond), whose values for
job security declined. Few other studies have examined differences in work values trends for
groups with differing educational aspirations. The present study will distinguish between
adolescents who aspire to graduate from a 4-year college, a 2-year college only, or who have
no college plans. Comparing the work values of these groups of adolescents should
illuminate variations in constructed meanings, perceived opportunities, or concerns about
adapting to realities of the work world.

Present Study
We extend previous research by documenting changes in adolescents’ work values across a
period of 30 years (1976–2005). There are two key reasons to examine adolescents’ work
values from 1976 to 2005: (1) Several key shifts in the economic context from the early
1990s to 2005 call for an updated examination of the meaning adolescents place on work,
and (2) more research is needed that examines various indicators of adolescents’ social
location in tandem with the evolving meanings and values that adolescents have placed on
work in recent decades.

Thus, this study has two aims. First, we explore a range of dimensions that high school
seniors use to construct their social representations of work, including work centrality, job
stability, extrinsic work values, materialism, and intrinsic work values. Examination of these
trends extends previous research on these topics (Crimmins et al., 1991; Easterlin &
Crimmins, 1991; Schulenberg et al., 1994) by paying particular attention to change across
the last 13 years of survey data. Second, for each trend, we estimate differences in work
values by gender, race, parents’ education, and adolescents’ college aspirations.

Method
Data come from the 12th grade Monitoring the Future survey, a project studying American
high school students’ attitudes, values, and lifestyles with a focus on substance use
(Johnston, Bachman, & O’Malley, 2006). In this ongoing study, a nationally representative
sample of high school seniors has been surveyed each year since 1976, selected by a multi-

Wray-Lake et al. Page 5

Youth Soc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 September 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



stage sampling procedure from public and private high schools across the United States. Our
study uses publicly available data on senior class cohorts from 1976 to 2005, the extent of
data available at time of analysis. The study design enables us to shed light on social change
by describing time trends in the meanings high school seniors place on work. Age is held
relatively constant as high school senior cohorts vary little in age, and thus changes cannot
be attributed to age differences. With sample weights, annual samples are nationally
representative so it is unlikely that differences over time are attributable to certain types of
adolescents being overrepresented in certain years. Analyses control for changes in the
ethnic composition of the population over time. Therefore, shifts in work values across time
are more likely attributable to changes in economic, social, or historical milieus in which
adolescents experienced childhood and/or experiences of historical events during
adolescence (i.e., cohort or period effects).

MTF surveys use six questionnaire forms, with random subsamples of around 3,000
adolescents answering each form yearly. Our data primarily come from Form 4, with a few
items taken from Forms 1, 3, and 5. As noted, analyses use the sample weights provided
with the data, which are designed to make the results representative of the national
population of high school seniors (Bachman, Johnston, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 2006).
Weighted sample sizes for each analysis ranged from 90,121 to 92,622 (median N = 91,808).

Measures
The majority of items concerning work values on which we focus come from a set of
questions starting with the following introduction: “Different people may look for different
things in their work. Below is a list of some of these things. Please read each one, then
indicate how important this thing is for you.” For ease of interpretation and to allow for
direct comparisons across measures, we dichotomized responses to all items. Unless
otherwise noted, responses were recoded from a 4-point scale: not important or a little
important (0) and pretty important or very important (1). Each item was analyzed as a
separate outcome measure, though some items are combined to facilitate the graphical
presentation of results.1

Importance of work—Several items measured the priority placed on work. One item
measured adolescents’ expectations for the centrality of work via agreement to the
statement, “I expect work to be a central part of my life.” A second item tapped adolescents’
willingness to work overtime: “I want to do my best in my job, even if this sometimes
means working overtime.” These two items were recoded so that 0 = disagree, mostly
disagree, or neither disagree or agree and 1 = agree or mostly agree. A third dichotomous
item asked adolescents if they would work even if they had enough money to live
comfortably; response choices were I would not want to work (0) versus I would want to
work (1).

Work that allows time for leisure—Two items measured the value of work that allows
time for leisure: the importance of a job “where you can have more than two weeks
vacation” and “which leaves a lot of time for other things in life.”

Job stability—A single item gauged the value for job security through adolescents’ ratings
of the importance of having a job “that offers a reasonably predictable and secure future.” A
second item asked adolescents whether they would like to keep the same job most of their
adult lives. The latter item was coded so that the lower score reflected lower value of
stability (i.e., 0 = disagree, mostly disagree, or neither disagree or agree) and the higher
score reflected higher value of job stability (i.e., 1 = agree or mostly agree).
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Extrinsic rewards—Extrinsic work values, measured by four items, included the
importance of having a job “that has high status and prestige,” “that most people look up to
and respect,” “where the chances of advancement and promotion are good,” and “which
provides you with a chance to earn a good deal of money.”

Materialism—Three items measuring the value of materialism included: the importance of
having lots of money, expecting to own more than one’s parents, and only being happy with
owning more than one’s parents. Responses for the latter two items were recoded so that
participants who expected to have much less than my parents, somewhat less than my
parents, or about as much as my parents were coded as 0 and those who expected to have
somewhat more than my parents or much more than my parents were coded as 1.

Intrinsic rewards—Trends in intrinsic work values were assessed using five items,
including the importance of having a job that “is interesting to do,” “uses your skills and
abilities - lets you do things you can do best,” and a job where “you can see the results of
what you do,” “you can learn new things, new skills,” and “the skills you learn will not go
out of date.”

Demographic variables—Our analyses take into account four aspects of respondents’
social locations: gender (coded 0 = male, 1 = female), race/ethnicity, parents’ education, and
college aspirations. The publicly available MTF data distinguish only the three race/
ethnicity categories of white, black, and all other, which we capture with dummy variables,
using white as the reference category. Parents’ education provides the sole indicator of
respondents’ family socioeconomic status, and we capture this with the dichotomy of high
school diploma or less versus at least some post-secondary education. The sample was split
into three groups based on college aspirations. Two items asked about adolescents’
intentions to graduate from 2- and 4-year college, respectively. We created mutually
exclusive groups consisting of adolescents who do not expect to graduate from college
(either 2-year or 4-year), who state that they will probably or definitely graduate from 2-year
college (but not a 4-year college), and who state that they will probably or definitely
graduate from 4-year college. We classified adolescents who reported intent to graduate
from both a 2-year and 4-year college according to the higher degree expected for simplicity
and ease of interpretability.

Results
Generalized Linear Models

Each item was examined in a separate analysis using the generalized linear model with a
logit link function to model a dichotomous distribution. Each regression model included the
explanatory variables of year (entered as a series of 29 dummy variables), gender (male vs.
female), race (White, Black, and other), parents’ education (high school diploma or less vs.
post-high school education), and college plans (no plans, 2-year plans, and 4-year plans).
Statistical significance for the set of years was examined by calculating the likelihood ratio
chi square test comparing a full model to a model excluding dummy variables for year.
Parameters for each year could not be shown due to space limitations, yet, as Table 1
indicates, all time trends are most definitely statistically significant (all likelihood ratio χ2

values exceed 165, df = 29, p’s < .001).

Importance of Work
Since the mid 1980s, adolescents have become much less likely to view work as a central
part of their lives (see Figure 1). Though the majority of high school seniors have considered
work central throughout this period, endorsement of work centrality steadily declined from
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its peak in 1978 (76%) to its lowest point in 2001 (57%), before upturning slightly from
2002 to 2005. This result extends previous findings of a declining trend in work centrality
documented up to 1992 (Crimmins et al., 1991;Schulenberg et al., 1994), and shows that the
decline continued throughout the 1990s before rebounding somewhat in the early 2000s.

We also found steadily declining trends in high school seniors’ willingness to work
regardless of their need for money and to put in overtime in order to do their best.
Specifically, 78% of high school seniors in 1976 said that they would work even if they had
enough money to live comfortably without working compared to 70% in 2005. Put another
way, adolescents have increasingly reported that if they already had enough money, they
would not work. The decline in high school seniors’ willingness to work overtime was
particularly sharp over the period between 1993 and 2005 (see Figure 1). Overall, high
school seniors on average reported high values for work as central to their lives, yet all three
trends declined over time.

As shown in Table 1, gender differences varied across items; males reported slightly higher
values of work centrality, whereas females reported considerably greater willingness to
work overtime and to work even if unnecessary for money. Black adolescents and
adolescents with 2-year or 4-year college aspirations reported greater importance of work
across the three items than did white adolescents and adolescents who did not expect to earn
any college degree. Differences between other race/ethnicity groups and whites and by
parents’ education were smaller and not consistent across the importance of work items.

Value of Work that Allows Time for Leisure
Trends in valuing work that allows time for leisure contrasted with the declining trends in
work centrality (see Figure 1). More specifically, trends showed a gradual increase over time
in the value for jobs that offer more than two weeks of vacation as well as jobs that leave
time for other things in life (combined in Figure 1). Males, Blacks, and (to a small degree)
adolescents with 2-year college plans reported higher values of work that allows time for
leisure.

Job Stability: Security and Keeping the Same Job
In recent years adolescents have come to hold somewhat less value for a predictable and
secure job (see Figure 2). Extending Schulenberg et al.’s (1994) earlier report, we found that
job security has become slightly less important for adolescents through the 1990s and early
2000s than it was for adolescents in the 1980s and late 1970s. The recent relative decline is
noteworthy given the high desirability of this job characteristic, which was endorsed by an
average of 92% of high school seniors across all 30 years. Females, Blacks, those with lower
parent education, and those with 2-year or 4-year college aspirations reported greater values
for job security.

The trend is more complex for high school seniors’ desire to hold the same job for most of
their adult lives, which was relatively stable from 1976 to 1988, gradually increased from
1989 to 1992, remained higher across the mid-1990s, and then declined and leveled off in
the first part of 2000s (see Figure 2). Across the 30-year period, 57% to 65% of adolescents
endorsed wanting to keep the same job for most of their lives. Adolescent males, Whites,
those with lower parent education, and those with 4-year college plans had higher
endorsements of keeping the same job for most of their lives.

Extrinsic Work Values and Materialism
The value high school seniors placed on status and prestige, respect, advancement, and
earnings (graphed together as “extrinsic work values” in Figure 3) increased from the late
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1970s until the late 1980s, when they reached their highest levels (84–85%). After a
moderate decline from 1990 to 1992, these values have remained high and stable at around
80% through the 1990s and early 2000s. High school seniors’ values of materialism
followed a similar pattern but with an even bigger increase until the late 1980s before
stabilizing (see Figure 3). Compared to 1976, recent cohorts placed somewhat higher value
on extrinsic rewards of work (by 4% to 7%) and held considerably more materialistic values
(by 11% to 14%).

Similar patterns in demographic differences emerged across extrinsic values and
materialism. Males reported higher extrinsic values of all types, except that females reported
higher values for a job that provides respect. Ethnic minorities and those with lower parent
education reported higher extrinsic work values. Adolescents with 2-year and 4-year college
plans reported higher extrinsic values of all types, except that adolescents with no college
plans more highly valued earning money.

Intrinsic Work Values
High school seniors’ intrinsic work values, which included the importance of acquiring and
maintaining a useful set of skills, seeing the results of one’s work, and having a job that is
interesting, declined slightly between 1976 and 2005 (see trend for the five combined
intrinsic work values items in Figure 4). Intrinsic work values remained stable at their peak
of 92% across most of the late-1970s and 1980s and then declined across the 1990s and
early 2000s to a low of 88% in 2004. The pattern of decline from 1990 onward was modest
yet significant. Moreover, though intrinsic values are - in general - much higher than
extrinsic values, intrinsic and extrinsic work values have somewhat different patterns. As
illustrated in Figure 4, adolescents’ intrinsic work values remained stable during the 1970s
and 1980s and then declined for the remainder of the period, whereas extrinsic work values
increased through the 1970s and 1980s and remained stable after some reversal in the early
1990s.

Females reported higher intrinsic work values for all five items. Other demographic patterns
varied by item. White adolescents as well as those with 4-year plans and higher parental
education more highly valued work that is interesting and uses skills and abilities, and
reported lower values for work that teaches new skills and uses adaptable work skills.
Adolescents with 2-year college plans more highly valued work that is interesting, uses
skills, and produces visible results than those with no college plans. Black adolescents and
those with 2-year college plans were more likely to value work that produces visible results
than their counterparts.

All items evidenced level differences by demographic characteristics; only trends in the
value for new and adaptable work skills showed differential change over time for
respondents with different college aspirations. Although all adolescents placed declining
value on these two intrinsic values, the decline was smallest among respondents with 2-year
college plans, who remained most attuned to the need for a transferable skill set. The
divergence in trends began in about 1992. Generalized linear logit models for these two
items showed few significant differences between youth with 2-year plans and the other two
groups before 1992, yet after, adolescents with 2-year plans held significantly higher values
for new and adaptive work skills than those with 4-year plans or no college plans.2

Discussion
Our findings document the various meanings that recent and past cohorts of high school
seniors associate with work; these values vary consistently by adolescents’ social locations
and can be informative for adolescents’ identity development and expectations as they enter

Wray-Lake et al. Page 9

Youth Soc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 September 1.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



the changing world of work. Viewing work-related social and economic milieus through the
eyes of adolescents in this way sheds light on the opportunities and futures different groups
of adolescents perceive as being available to them. In concluding, we discuss historical
shifts and subgroup differences in work values and highlight limitations and implications of
these findings.

Historical Shifts in Work Values
Elaborating and extending previous research, our study documents 30-year trends in high
school seniors’ work values, measured multidimensionally via the importance of work, job
stability, extrinsic and materialistic rewards, and intrinsic characteristics. Trends in
adolescents’ work values are important additions to our knowledge for two reasons: First,
sociological theorists argue that historical events influence adolescents more than adults
(Alwin & McCammon, 2003; Mannheim, 1952; Ryder, 1965), and thus shifts in
adolescents’ work values may signal key widespread social and/or economic changes.
Second, adolescents represent society’s future workforce, and the meanings they bestow on
work provide some basis for understanding what they expect to find as they transition into
the work world. Our findings support the observations of others (Johnson, 2002; Marini et
al., 1996) that adolescents generally reported high values for many, if not all, aspects of
work. We also found meaningful shifts across three decades in adolescents’ work values.
We discuss these in turn.

Importance of work—Trends in the importance that high school seniors place on work as
central to one’s life, work even if unnecessary for money, and willingness to work overtime
to do one’s best, particularly since the 1990s, show that adolescents have been placing lower
priority on work as important for its own sake compared to their peers in the 1970s and
1980s. These declining trends are perhaps best understood in the context of other trends we
examined. Viewed alongside declining trends for intrinsic work values, stable extrinsic work
values, and increasing values of work that allows time for leisure, it appears that more recent
cohorts of high school seniors have lower expectations that employment will be a source of
meaning or purpose in their adult lives. Various explanations for these trends are plausible.
For example, this pattern of a decreased investment in work could signal a recognition that
fewer available jobs means fewer choices or a healthy realization that work should not
consume life completely. This pattern of decreased investment in work could also portend
negative implications for the productivity and well-being of the future workforce,
particularly given that recent cohorts are less inclined to value work that is interesting and
uses their skills and abilities.

Job stability—Approximately 60–65% of high school seniors since 1990 have desired to
hold the same job for most of their adult lives, yet adolescents have placed declining value
on job security (i.e., a job with a predictable and secure future) in recent years. In the context
of labor market changes in which available jobs increasingly offer non-standard shifts and
temporary or part-time work with lower pay and fewer benefits (Bluesone & Rose, 1997;
Mishel et al., 2007), this decline may reflect a realistic expectation. Labor statistics (e.g.,
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2006a, 2006b) show that job stability is unlikely for most young
adults. This trend could reflect a positive adaptation to labor market trends or a resignation
to the reality of diminishing opportunities for job security. Regarding the latter possibility,
economic uncertainties tend to engender anxieties about one’s future in the work world
(Flanagan, 2008). During the 1990s and early 2000s, adolescents may have shifted their
expectations after observing parents’ multiple job transitions or media accounts of changing
industry characteristics.
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Extrinsic and intrinsic values—Since the early 1990s, high school seniors have placed
decreasing value on intrinsic rewards of work while maintaining or increasing desires for
extrinsic and materialistic rewards. Intrinsic work values have consistently received higher
endorsement than extrinsic work values across the 30-year period, and their patterns of
change were different. The rise in extrinsic values in the 1970s and 1980s and stability
thereafter may reflect those cohorts’ increasing materialism and drive for attainment of
status and wealth (Putnam, 2000). Further, competition is heightened in climates of greater
economic uncertainty, and an atmosphere of competition breeds achievement orientations
and extrinsic pursuits (Inglehart, 1997). In times of economic change, money and related
extrinsic work values may be the only sure things the work world provides (Inglehart); this
idea is consistent with the pattern of stable extrinsic values and declining work centrality
and intrinsic work values.

The decline in intrinsic values is also noteworthy given that three of the items deal with
updating and using one’s skill set. The need for all workers to continually increase their
skills is inevitable due to technological innovations across industries (Bills, 2005;
Fernandez, 2001). In this light, the declining trends in adolescents’ values related to new,
useful, and adaptive work skills seem particularly mismatched with market trends.

Interestingly, since the 1990s, high school seniors with 2-year college aspirations compared
to their peers have more highly valued learning new work skills and having a job where
skills do not go out of date. This trend looks particularly adaptive for this group in terms of
the current labor market context. Indeed, community colleges provide a money-saving
option for getting a 4-year degree through transferring as well as more practical work skills
and higher earning potential compared to a high school diploma (Gracie, 1998; Phillipe,
2005; Settersten, 2005). It is also plausible that adolescents who highly valued work skills
have shifted educational aspirations towards a 2-year degree as a way to best meet their
expectations.

Demographic Differences
Our findings clearly indicate that adolescents’ work values vary by social location. Analyses
significantly extend previous work (Schulenberg et al., 1994) by examining multiple
characteristics simultaneously and across a longer time interval. As a social constructivist
approach argues, adolescents’ views of work collectively represent the perspectives that are
characteristic of their positions in the social structure (Liebel, 2004).

Gender—Males expressed greater support for extrinsic work values, whereas females
reported more support than males for intrinsic work values. Findings are consistent with
prior work (Schulenberg et al., 1994), and they fit with the broader values literature wherein
females consistently show a stronger orientation towards intrinsic pursuits and care
orientations and males are more extrinsically-oriented (Beutel & Marini, 1995). Males
continue to more highly value work centrality compared to females (see also Schulenberg et
al., 1994). We also found that females placed more value on a job that people respect (an
extrinsic work value), which may reflect a desire to move past the traditional association of
women with lower status jobs.

Race and parents’ education—Adolescents of ethnic minority backgrounds (Black and
other non-white ethnicities) and those whose parents had a high school diploma or less
showed a similar response pattern: Adolescents of ethnic minority backgrounds and low
socioeconomic status generally reported higher expectations for work on a variety of
dimensions, including work centrality, job security, extrinsic values, and several intrinsic
values, compared to their white and higher SES counterparts. This pattern is intriguing and
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suggests that the meanings minority group members place on work should be studied in
more depth, particularly as the vagaries of the job market, such as declines in job stability,
are disproportionately felt by minorities and the economically disadvantaged (Bluestone &
Rose, 1997; Danzinger & Gottschalk, 2004; Hill & Yeung, 1999).

College aspirations—Our findings concerning the relationship between work values and
adolescents’ college aspirations are a novel contribution to the literature, as they usefully
combine information about these values with adolescents’ plans for next steps toward job or
career preparation. Compared to peers with no college plans, high school seniors with 2-year
and 4-year college aspirations more highly valued work centrality, job security, extrinsic
work characteristics (except for earning money), materialism, and the intrinsic rewards of
work that is interesting, uses one’s skills and abilities, and produces visible results. These
adolescents were optimistic about the possibilities of their future careers and expectations
for intrinsic rewards of work. More youth each year are attending college, and the protracted
transition to adulthood may mean that these adolescents, particularly those who transition to
a 4-year institution, can take longer to solidify their career goals and aspirations (Settersten
et al., 2005). Adolescents with 2-year college plans stood out in valuing work that allows
time for leisure more so than youth with no college plans, and, as discussed above, in their
unique pattern of change for values of learning new and adaptable work skills. Adolescents
planning to graduate from 2-year colleges are an important population in need of further
study, particularly as this path of higher education is growing, affordable, and offers
practical training as well as opportunities to transfer to 4-year institutions (Phillippe, 2005;
Settersten, 2005).

Of course, not all high school seniors pursue a college education, and not all youth who
enroll in college actually graduate (Mortimer et al., 2002). Our results show that high school
seniors with no college aspirations look quite different from their peers with college plans in
terms of work values. They were also most likely to value earning money, which may be
unrealistic insofar as they are likely to start or continue low-skill, entry-level jobs after high
school. As they transition to adulthood, youth with only a high school diploma report even
lower extrinsic work values, yet maintain high values of job security (Johnson & Elder,
2002). Future work should consider the different avenues by which work expectations are
shaped for different groups of youth; for all youth, sorting processes are likely to begin long
before their senior year of high school (e.g., Johnson, 2002; McLoyd, 1998).

Limitations
This study is limited by several factors. First, although we interpreted responses as referring
to future rather than current employment, the items themselves are not explicit in this regard
and some respondents could have interpreted items to refer to current jobs. We believe,
however, that respondents rarely thought in terms of current employment, given the high
importance respondents placed on job features rare in adolescent employment, such as paid
vacation and long-term job security. Second, our study discussed broad economic trends as a
context for considering trends in adolescents’ work values, yet we did not directly test these
associations. We did not have specific hypotheses about such relationships, and empirically
examining these relationships was beyond our descriptive research goals. We encourage
other scholars to develop and test specific hypotheses relating these work values to
economic trends. Third, the MTF samples of high school seniors do not typically include
individuals who drop out of high school, yet their expectations and constructions of work
life are important as well. Future research should focus on this understudied and potentially
vulnerable population. Finally, many aspects of work are unmeasured in this study, which
particularly precludes a full understanding of the association between work and leisure time;
indeed, a burgeoning body of research examines the social or fun nature of work itself (e.g.,
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Carton, 2008). Future studies should further investigate the tensions between various work
values to gain further understanding of the meanings adolescents place on work in relation
to other domains.

Conclusions
Examining adolescents’ work values is a way to view work-related social and economic
milieus through the eyes of adolescents. These constructed meanings shed light on the
futures different groups of adolescents perceive as being available to them, and thus they are
important for gaining a deeper understanding of the future work force from their
perspectives. Adolescents’ values serve as a barometer for social change, and our findings
overall suggest that work has declined in intrinsic significance for recent cohorts of youth.
The decreasing meaning adolescents place on work suggests the potential need for
institutionalized alternatives to help youth redefine their possible selves (Flanagan, 2005).

Furthermore, as a social constructivist approach suggests (e.g., Liebel, 2004), our findings
documented that adolescents’ meanings of work vary by social location. During the
transition to adulthood youth are increasingly vulnerable to economic risks (Settersten,
2005), with minority and socioeconomically disadvantaged youth even more vulnerable
(Osgood et al., 2005). Future work should consider the extent to which differences in
constructed meanings of work, formed both during and prior to adolescence, play a role in
occupational differences or earning disparities later in life.

Currently (2008–2009), the U.S. is enduring a major economic recession that is carrying
wide ranging difficulties throughout society. These problems, and the ongoing generation of
attempted solutions (e.g., stimulus package, bailout of financial institutions) portend major,
and potentially long-lasting, economic and social changes that current and recent cohorts of
high school seniors will have to navigate. We should continue to chart adolescents’ work
values as one window on the American government’s evolving social contract with its
citizens.
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Figure 1. Trends in Work Centrality, Work Even if Unnecessary, Overtime, and Leisure Time
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Figure 2. Trends in Youth Values and Expectations of Job Stability
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Figure 3. Trends in Youth Values of Extrinsic Work Characteristics and Materialism
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Figure 4. Trends in Intrinsic and Extrinsic Work Values
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