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Abstract
Grounded in social structure and personality, life course, and status attainment perspectives of
social psychology, the Youth Development Study has followed a cohort of teenagers from the
beginning of high school through their mid-thirties. Evidence for the effective exercise of agency
derives from diverse adolescent work patterns leading to outcomes that are consistent with youth’s
earlier goals, motivations, and resources. Thus, the socioeconomic career begins well before the
completion of formal education. The YDS has revealed multiple pathways of contemporary
transition to adulthood, the circumstances surrounding parental residential and financial support to
their transitioning children, and the cessation of deviant behavior as adult roles are acquired.
Agentic pathways during this period are significant precursors of success during subsequent
economic downturn. The new YDS Second Generation Study is well poised to address the impacts
of parental trajectories on the adjustment and well-being of children.

Keywords
social structure and personality; life course social psychology; status attainment; agency; transition
to adulthood

Drawing on several intellectual traditions in social psychology, including the social structure
and personality paradigm, the life course perspective, and the status attainment school, the
ongoing longitudinal Youth Development Study (YDS) was initiated in the late 1980’s.
Longitudinal data, collected from the same persons over time, is especially useful in
understanding socialization and change, because the processes of reviewing signficant
experiences on the basis of individual and social characteristics can be identified and
controlled. The initial objective was to assess the psychological and behavioral
consequences of youth employment during high school. Subsequently, the YDS examined
the consequences of teenage work experiences for young adult mental health, educational
attainment, and career establishment. Undertaking a study of the consequences of youth
employment at this historical moment was propitious, as the high demand for adolescent
labor at that time offered the opportunity to study teens’ short and long-term responses to a
wide variety of work conditions.

As the youth moved through the transition to adulthood, the YDS team capitalized again on
the longitudinal character of the data to identify pathways of movement from school to work
and pathways of acquisition of adult role markers. Our purview thus widened to include
leaving home, changing relationships with parents, family formation, civic participation,
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deviance, and victimization. Extending this rich data archive, now encompassing more than
two decades of life experience intergenerationally, the investigators are beginning to
examine the impact of parental trajectories on their children’s psychological and behavioral
adaptations. This article describes the emergence, evolution, key contributions, and future
prospects of the Youth Development Study.

The Emergence and Evolution of the Youth Development Study
The key questions that have animated the Youth Development Study emerged in the early
1980s, when a small group of scholars at the University of Minnesota, including Roberta
Simmons, Candace Kruttschnitt, Willie Jasso, and myself, began planning a comprehensive
study of adolescents.1 Our study was to be lodged in central principles and debates within a
subfield of sociological social psychology known as social structure and personality (House
1977, 1981; McLeod and Lively 2003), and subsequently elaborated in life course social
psychology.

A rockbed concern of this branch of sociological social psychology is to understand how the
person’s structural location influences personality, or in Melvin Kohn’s terminology,
psychological functioning. Kohn and Schooler (Kohn 1969; Kohn and Schooler 1983) had
documented the pervasive influence of social class on individual values, self-concepts,
cognitive flexibility, and ways of viewing the world. They addressed House’s (1977)
components and proximity principles: to understand the influence of social location, it is
imperative to identify the particular structural components and the formative experiences,
arising from those component dimensions, which impinge directly on the person. Kohn and
Schooler considered occupation and education the key components of social class. Within
the occupational realm, the domain of central interest to them, they found that the
structurally based conditions of work, particularly those related to self-direction, were of key
significance for psychological orientation and functioning.

Whereas their pathbreaking research was both longitudinal and comparative, Kohn and
Schooler were not primarily concerned with investigating variability through the life course
in the influence of work on personality. At roughly the same time, however, Glen Elder was
beginning to articulate an understanding of social structure and personality that placed age—
not so much chronological age, but social age—at center stage (Elder 1975, 1980, 1985;
Elder and Rockwell 1979). A person’s location in social structures changes dramatically
with life course stage, and age-graded social roles and transitions engender distinct proximal
experiences. Furthermore, according to Elder’s principle of timing, “The developmental
antecedents and consequences of life transitions, events, and behavioral patterns vary
according to their timing in a person’s life” (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003: 12). That is,
major life experiences—like those associated with work—may be expected to have distinct
consequences for persons of different age.

Still, by the mid 1980s, these two major strands of social psychology—social structure and
personality and life course social psychology—had not yet come together in the study of
work and individual development. In view of these critical streams of social psychology, I
began to think about whether the key occupational conditions identified by Kohn and
Schooler would have distinct consequences for self-concepts, values, and other
psychological orientations, depending on the life stage of the person. The Department of
Labor’s longitudinal Quality of Employment Survey (1973–1977) enabled my colleagues
and I (Lorence and Mortimer 1985; Mortimer 1988; Mortimer, Finch, and Maruyama 1988),

1While these scholars were not directly involved in the subsequent evolution of the Youth Development Study, these initial
discussions provided many valuable ideas and direction of what was to follow.
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to compare the influence of occupational experiences on work attitudes (e.g., work
commitment and job satisfaction) for workers of different age. The findings were quite
consistent with Duane Alwin’s emphasis on the “impressionable years” as a highly
formative period (Alwin and McCammon 2003) —attitudes are more responsive to new
experiences close to the time of entry to new social roles. Once attitudes become
crystallized, many self-maintaining and protective strategies contribute to their stability. Our
analyses indicated that workers below the age of 30 were more responsive than older
workers to autonomous work experiences.

This intriguing pattern of findings suggested that the features of work could be of critical
importance for the youngest workers, those newest to the labor force whose work
orientations would likely be the least strongly crystallized. But while employment was a
very common adolescent experience, very little scholarly attention had been directed to it, in
comparison to the vast literatures on family, school, and peer influences on adolescent
development. An alternative hypothesis is also plausible; if work is a less salient role for
teenagers than for adults, then one might expect that their occupational conditions would
have relatively little impact. These two possibilities—either strong effects or no effects of
early jobs on adolescent development—presented a theoretical puzzle with great practical
significance. Should adolescent employment be encouraged or limited by law (Committee
on the Health and Safety Implications of Child Labor 1998)?

While a central early objective of the study was to examine how working influenced
adolescent mental health and behavioral adjustment during high school, as the youth grew
older attention turned to longer-term consequences. This extension of the Youth
Development Study built on another major program of social psychological research, the
Wisconsin “status attainment” school. Sewell and Hauser (1975, 1976), Featherman (1980),
and others (see Kerckhoff’s 1994 review) had detailed how the family of origin’s
socioeconomic status influenced offspring’s educational, occupational, and income
attainments. They highlighted key social psychological processes, including significant
others’ influence and adolescents’ occupational aspirations and plans, which, in turn,
affected their subsequent educational attainments, first jobs, and work and income
trajectories.

Whereas status attainment researchers designated the first job after leaving school as the
entry to the socioeconomic career, my coinvestigators and I wondered whether jobs held
before educational completion also mattered for adult socioeconomic attainments.
Furthermore, we asked whether the focus on educational and occupational aspirations in the
Wisconsin model should be widened to include other psychological orientations, including
occupational values and self-efficacy.

In its evolving concern with diverse orientations toward the future and the youth’s capacity
to realize their personal goals, the YDS intersected with another focus of contemporary
sociological social psychology: the phenomenon of agency (Emirbayer and Mische 1998).
Are young people mainly the products of family, school, peer (and perhaps, work)
influences, or do they have the capacity to choose and decide upon their own formative
experiences? According to Elder’s (Elder et al. 2003) principle of agency, “Individuals
construct their own life course through the choices and actions they take within the
opportunities and constraints of history and social circumstance” (11). The YDS team asked
whether adolescent orientations toward work and the future serve to initiate agentic
trajectories, including early work, which in turn affect future attainments and well-being.

Glen Elder, in his elaboration of life course social psychology, has emphasized the historical
variability of life stage-specific social roles and processes. The YDS cohort was born in the
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early 1970s, attended high school from 1987 to 1991, a time when teenage labor was in high
demand, and experienced most of their transition to adulthood (age 18–30) during periods of
economic growth. The YDS team has traced the movement of this cohort as it attempted to
become established in work and acquire other markers of adulthood. We have also assessed
how their trajectories during the transition to adulthood contributed to their capacity to
endure the turbulent economic climate of the current Great Recession.

Of course by studying just a single panel over time it is not possible to assess cohort
variation. Youth responses to work experiences might well vary in distinct historical
periods, defined, for example, by expanding or contracting labor market conditions. The
YDS, however, has been well situated to examine work experiences and early life course
trajectories during a period of remarkable change in the social contexts of transition to
adulthood. As Shanahan (2000) documents, the transition to adulthood has become more
extended, precarious, and unpredictable in recent decades, with the expansion of higher
education, delayed family formation, and longer youth dependency on their parents. The
transition from school to work has also altered dramatically. The process of choosing and
becoming established in a line of work has become more difficult, as a result of economic
turbulence, the increasingly competitive and global character of the labor market, and the
non-standard employment contracts that are typical among young workers (Johnson and
Mortimer 2011; Kalleberg, Reskin, and Hudson 2000). Instead of a one-time, discrete
transition at the time of finishing school, common at the middle of the last century, recent
cohorts of youth move back and forth between school and work, pursue both
simultaneously, or engage in neither, and take longer to settle into what might be thought of
as longer-term “careers.”

Thus situated in the social structure and personality, life course, and status attainment
perspectives of social psychology, these general concerns have guided the Youth
Development Study for the past 25 years: the developmental consequences of teenage work,
the attainment process, the exercise of agency, and the achievement of successful transitions
to adulthood in the current rapidly changing historical context. The YDS research team has
learned much about the journey from adolescence to adulthood at the turn of the twenty-first
century. The study has generated a vast data archive, increasingly available for public use,
and has produced well over 100 publications that address a wide range of questions relevant
to a life course social psychology
(http://www.soc.umn.edu/assets/doc/YDScompletelist.pdf).

The Debate Surrounding Teenage Work
Controversies surrounding adolescent work framed much of the research during the early
years of the study. Since the beginning of the last century, scholars had voiced concerns
about whether teen employment engenders “precocious maturity” and disrupts the
responsibility-free adolescent moratorium (Hall 1904; Kett 1971). Others pointed to
potential benefits of employment in youth, which took the form of apprenticeships in
Western Europe and Colonial America, arguing that formal schooling was less beneficial
than “real work” as preparation for the adult work role (Aries 1962). In 1974, Glen Elder
published his now-classic Children of the Great Depression, demonstrating that adolescents
in economically deprived households in the Depression era contributed to the family
economy by paid work or household labor. The more positive mental health and
achievement of these youth were largely attributed to the self-confidence gained from
helping the family at a time of crisis (Elder and Rockwell 1979). In the same year, The Panel
on Youth of the President’s Science Advisory Committee (Panel on Youth 1974), chaired by
James Coleman, recommended that schools and employers come together to increase
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youth’s exposure to “real” work settings and adult mentors who could guide youngsters’
vocational exploration.

A growing literature in the 1980s and 1990s continued the debate over whether youth should
be “protected” from potential exploitation in the workplace, or incorporated in the adult
world of work to obtain a valuable socialization experience (see Staff, Mortimer, and Uggen
2004; Staff, Messersmith, and Schulenberg 2009). Echoing the early critiques of youth
work, Greenberger and Steinberg titled their 1986 monograph, When Teenagers Work: The
Psychological and Social Costs of Adolescent Employment; this title well conveys their
negative stance. Their research, based largely on cross-sectional comparisons, showed that
teens who worked more hours had lower grades, were more disinterested in school, and
exhibited more frequent problem behaviors. The critics saw teen work as placing
adolescents at risk both contemporaneously and in the future (Steinberg and Dornbusch
1991; Steinberg and Cauffman 1995). Hazards and stressors in the workplace could
jeopardize physical and mental health. Employment might encourage friendships with older
coworkers who could introduce adolescents to adult-like ways of handling stress or spending
leisure time—and provide them with the income necessary to support bad adult habits (like
alcohol use and smoking). Moreover, if working disrupted family relationships, employed
teens could miss out on valuable social support during a highly formative life stage. Most
problematic from the perspective of the critics was the potential for work to reduce
educational investment, as employment was thought to promote disengagement from school
and lessen time spent on homework and extracurricular activities.

Despite these concerns, it is important to recognize that the work role is a major marker of
transition to adulthood, the path to economic independence, and a key aspect of adolescents’
future “possible selves” (Markus, Cross, and Wurf 1990). Exposure to the new, adult-like
work environment could promote thinking about the self with respect to vocationally
relevant interests and abilities, the identification of future occupational goals, and the
crystallization of work values. In short, it could instill what Clausen (1991) called “planful
competence.” Part-time work in adolescence could signify progress in moving toward a
critically important adult role, through knowledge that one is able to find a job, meet the
work expectations of supervisors, get along with coworkers and customers, and accept
responsibility for being on time and for completing work tasks. Most parents continued to
believe that employment was good for their children, fostering responsibility, good work
habits, time management skills, and independence (Phillips and Sandstrom 1990).

Another plausible position in this debate (the one most consistent with the findings of YDS
research), is that the consequences of teen employment will vary, depending on its temporal
patterning and quality. This third position is most compatible with Kohn and Schoolers’
(1983) studies of adult work conditions and psychological functioning, as well as a long
history of research on workplace experiences, health, and well-being (Blustein 2008;
Mirowsky 2011).

Despite the vigor of this debate, prior to the Youth Development Study no research had
followed a representative panel of teenagers over time that would allow systematic
assessment of employment and its outcomes, both contemporaneously and in the long term.
Existing data sets (e.g., the Youth in Transition Study or the NLSY) monitored the number
of hours youth worked but contained limited information about the quality of their work
experiences. To my knowledge the YDS is the only longitudinal study, starting in mid-
adolescence, designed to monitor a wide range of occupational experiences and their
potential psychological and behavioral consequences, and continuing through the transition
to adulthood.

Mortimer Page 5

Soc Psychol Q. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2012 July 25.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



In the fall of 1987 Mike Finch and I drew a random sample of more than 1,000 ninth graders
in the St. Paul Public Schools. The research team collected the first wave of data in the
spring of 1988 when the teens were mostly 14 and 15 years old. The team followed the
youth over a four-year period with annual in-school questionnaires. Their parents were also
surveyed by mail to obtain accurate measures of family socioeconomic status, the parents’
insights about how work experiences influenced their children, and their reflections on how
their own teenage experiences in the workplace influenced their own development. The
YDS team has continued to survey the youth cohort, initially annually, and more recently
every other year. The nineteenth survey is currently underway, with the youth now in their
late thirties (mostly 37 and 38 years old). Retention has hovered around 67 to 75 percent in
recent waves. A variety of interview-based studies have been conducted along the way.

What has been learned from nearly a quarter century of YDS research?

The Nature and Prevalence of Teenage Work Experience
Our initial studies documented the ubiquity of employment among the YDS teenagers
during their high school years (1988–1991). Given our interest in charting work histories
from the very first jobs, a wide net was cast, including informal work like babysitting, lawn
mowing, and snow shoveling, as well as formal employment. By this definition, the majority
of youth reported that they held jobs at each survey administration. Youth increased their
work hours as they grew older, from about 11 hours per week in the ninth grade, to 20 in the
twelfth. Contrary to the widespread notion that teenagers are concentrated in “youth
employment ghettoes,” dead-end jobs involving few skills or advancement opportunities, the
teens reported a wide range of work experiences. Restaurant work was the most prevalent in
the tenth grade (encompassing almost half of employed tenth-grade boys and 40 percent of
girls), but later jobs involved greater diversity in types of work, more training, task
complexity, supervisory responsibility and opportunities for advancement than earlier jobs
(Mortimer et al. 1994). On the face of it, teenagers’ jobs would seem to be occasions for
work-relevant skill-building and vocational exploration. At the same time, gender
differences in youth work—including household as well as paid labor—presaged sex-typing
in the adult labor force (Gager, Cooney, and Call 1999; Mortimer et al. 1990).

Given the prevalent concern that the time spent in paid employment would crowd out more
valuable uses of time, especially extracurricular activities and homework, the YDS team
gave considerable attention to the temporal investment in employment during high school.
(Because the debates surrounding adolescent work focused on its potential to distract
teenagers from their schoolwork, we did not include summer employment in the typology of
adolescent work patterns.) The availability of continuous work histories enabled us to go
beyond simple cross-sectional snapshots of employment to identify longer-term patterns.
The youth clustered in four groups formed by cross-classifying two temporal dimensions of
work across three years of high school (grades 10–12): duration in months and intensity, or
hours of work when employed. These four groups were labeled: most invested, steady,
occasional, and sporadic. Those high on both duration and intensity, the “most invested”
workers, were employed on average during 22 of 24 months of observation, and their mean
work hours, while employed, were 20 or more per week. A “steady” work pattern also
involved employment during almost all months of observation, but the steady workers
limited their work hours to 20 or fewer on average per week. “Occasional” workers were
employed only about half the months of observation, and limited their employment to 20 or
fewer hours per week. “Sporadic” workers were employed more than 20 hours while
working, but they also had rather short cumulative work durations. Testifying to the ubiquity
of the employment experience, only seven percent of the panel reported no paid work while
classes were in session. Despite gender differences in the prevalence of these work patterns
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(women were more likely to pursue steady work, and men, occasional, sporadic, and most
invested work), there was little gender variation in their consequences, nor in the effects of
key work quality dimensions.

Although the “steady” and “sporadic” work patterns were found to have the most distinct
precursors and outcomes, they yielded almost identical hours of work during high school
(1,307 vs. 1,284, respectively, while the most invested workers had the most labor force
involvement, 2,629 hours; see Staff and Mortimer 2007: Table 2, 1178). Clearly, the
teenager’s pattern of work investment over time is a more telling indicator of the
orientations of adolescents and their achievement of “balance” between schooling and
working than simply a count of their hours of work.

The YDS team has also examined the teens’ assessments of the quality of their work. Those
who worked longer hours (the most invested and sporadic workers) were more likely than
the less invested to report learning and advancement opportunities in their jobs and higher
psychological engagement in their work. In many ways, their work was more “adult-like”
than that of the occasional and steady workers, with longer hours, higher earnings, and
greater intrinsic and extrinsic rewards, as well as more work stressors.

We found that those ninth graders who would likely face greater obstacles in pursuing
higher education invested more in paid work during high school. Lower grades and a lack of
engagement in school were associated with higher intensity employment in the succeeding
years (Mortimer 2003). Lower grades, strong peer orientation, and frequent problem
behavior preceded a “sporadic” work pattern. In contrast, those ninth graders whose
attitudes and resources suggested high potential for success in school restricted their labor
force participation by pursuing “steady” and “occasional” work during high school. High
academic performance and intrinsic motivation toward school led youth to avoid the “most
invested” work pattern. Youth whose parents were more highly educated were more likely
to become steady workers than most invested workers. Well-educated parents might well
perceive highly intensive work as detrimental to their children’s socioeconomic attainment.

The Contemporaneous Effects of Teenage Work Experience
Longitudinal researchers face considerable challenges in parsing out processes of social
selection versus social causation. For example, might some teens choose to work longer
hours, depending on their prior characteristics? Or might intensive work foster new
orientations and behaviors? Because employment patterns—including both the temporal
character and quality of work—are not randomly distributed, our models take into account
known bases of selection to work. Controlling such selection factors, as well as lagged
outcome variables (that is, the dependent variables measured in the ninth grade), we found
no evidence that more intensive work reduced grade point average or educational aspirations
and plans nor did it affect key indicators of mental health, such as depressed mood or self-
esteem (Mortimer et al. 1996; Mortimer and Johnson 1998).

Shanahan and Flaherty (2001) also found that employment did not typically cramp
adolescents’ “well-rounded” life styles. In fact, the majority of working teens had a pattern
of time use that was indistinguishable from other “active” teens who were not employed—
spending as much time studying, socializing with friends, and engaging in extracurricular
activities. And employment was associated with some positive contemporaneous outcomes.
For example, youth who invested more in work during high school, the “steady” and “most
invested” workers, developed more confidence in their capacities as workers (Cunnein,
Martin, and Mortimer 2009; Mortimer 2003). Confirming other research (Staff and Uggen
2003), however, more intensive work predicted problem behaviors, such as alcohol use
(McMorris and Uggen 2000).
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The quality of adolescent work was found to be linked to a host of psychological
orientations with strong implications for subsequent development and achievement. For
example, those who had more learning opportunities in their jobs attached higher levels of
importance to both intrinsic and extrinsic occupational rewards (Mortimer et al. 1996). The
challenges that prompt learning could raise expectations about the quality of future work.
Experiences of success in the workplace, which validated the teens’ roles as workers, also
enhanced their general sense of efficacy (Finch et al. 1991; Grabowski, Call, and Mortimer
2001). Opportunities for advancement were particularly important in building efficacy
among those with limited educational ambitions (Finch et al. 1991). Moreover, support from
work supervisors heightened adolescents’ anticipated self-efficacy as adults in the domains
of work, family, and health (Cunnein et al. 2009). In contrast, stressors at work (e.g.,
overload, role conflict, exposure to noxious conditions) heightened adolescents’ depressed
mood and jeopardized their self-concepts (Mortimer, Harley, and Staff 2002; Shanahan et al.
1991;).

The benefits of multiple roles in adulthood are well documented (Thoits 1983), as they
provide access to social relationships, variety in activities, and opportunities to cope with
challenges. Not having all of “one’s eggs in the same basket” enables tradeoffs in
psychological investment when difficulties are confronted in particular roles, mitigating
threats to self-esteem. Consistently, Call and Mortimer (2001) found that adolescent work
can function as an “arena of comfort” (Simmons 2001) when there are good relationships
with supervisors, few stressors, and other positive conditions, alleviating distress when teens
confront problems in other spheres.

Still, it must not be concluded that adolescent and adult workers are exactly alike in their
responses to work conditions. Consistent with Elder’s principle of timing, our research
suggested one striking difference. Whereas self-directed work promotes many aspects of
positive psychological functioning among adults (Kohn and Schooler 1983), for adolescents
indicators of decision-making autonomy were associated with distress (Shanahan, et al.
1991). Given novice workers’ lack of experience and skill, they seemed to need guidance
and clarity of instruction rather than self-direction. Consistently, Staff and Uggen (2003)
found that “adult-like” autonomous work was associated with increased twelfth grade
deviance in school, alcohol use, and the likelihood of arrest. Work that was more stage-
appropriate, that is, perceived to be more compatible with school and providing
opportunities for learning, was associated with more limited deviant behavior.

Given the substantial evidence for positive consequences of “high quality” work
experiences, it becomes important to know whether adolescents have high quality jobs. Most
teens’ evaluations of the quality of their jobs were highly positive. For example, only a
minority of working adolescents (in the eleventh grade) felt that their jobs did not provide
them with a chance to learn new things (15 percent) or challenges (19 percent), placed them
under time pressure (31 percent), or subjected them to role conflict (22 percent).

The Longer-term Consequences of Teen Work for Socioeconomic
Attainment

Relatively few studies have examined the impact beyond high school of teenage investment
in work or the quality of work. This neglect is consistent with the common assumption that
teen work is inconsequential in the long term because it is part-time, transient, and has little
connection to adult careers. However, a basic tenet of life course social psychology is that
experiences that influence human development are cumulative. According to Elder’s
principle of life span development, “human development and aging are lifelong processes”
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(Elder et al. 2003:11). To understand developments and achievements in any given phase
requires looking back to earlier experiences that paved their way.

Consistent with this principle, four years after high school, YDS youth who experienced
stressors in their jobs as adolescents (time pressure, exposure to noxious work conditions,
overload, lack of clarity in job tasks, and responsibility for things outside their control) were
more resilient when faced with the same stressors than those who did not have these
preparatory experiences (Mortimer and Staff 2004). The same work experiences that were
experienced as distressing in adolescence appeared to produce stressful outcomes later,
enhancing coping skills and increasing adaptive capacity in the longer term (Shanahan and
Mortimer 1996).

Our analyses have focused on two important attainment outcomes of early work experience.
The first is the highly coveted four-year college degree. By estimating a discrete time logit
model of time to a BA degree, controlling many bases of selection to work and other
variables likely to affect educational attainments, Jeremy Staff and I (2007) showed that
youth who worked steadily during high school (the high duration/low intensity workers) had
a clear advantage in attaining their degrees. These youth gravitated toward four-year
colleges after high school and demonstrated a very similar combination of schooling and
working as they pursued postsecondary education. It was as if their time management skills
and early experiences as workers enabled them to be successful in enacting the same
“juggling act” during their subsequent academic careers.

As noted above, youth who appeared to have the greatest educational promise in the ninth
grade were more likely to become steady or occasional workers during the ensuing years of
high school, and youth with lower educational promise had a greater propensity for the most
invested or sporadic (low duration/high intensity) work pattern. Those youth with low
academic promise who nonetheless managed to pursue the most favorable, steady work
trajectory, however, were five times more likely to obtain BA degrees than their
counterparts who followed a sporadic work pattern (Staff and Mortimer 2007: Table 5,
1184; see also Mortimer, Staff, and Oesterle 2003). Youth with low promise also benefitted
from combining school and part-time work after high school. In fact, each additional year of
school and part-time work following high school tripled their odds of bachelor’s degree
receipt.

Second, the YDS team investigated a subjective indicator of attainment: the respondents’
own evaluations of their jobs as their “careers.” Following a question about occupational
goals, they were asked if their current jobs were unrelated to their career objectives,
provided skills and knowledge that would increase the likelihood of attaining their careers,
or whether they were already in jobs that matched their career goals. The most invested
(high duration/high intensity) adolescent workers, having previously been exposed to more
“adult like” work—more demanding, challenging, and engaging work that provided more
learning opportunities, but also more stressful work—clearly had the advantage. They
moved more quickly toward self-identified “career” jobs than those following the other
patterns (Mortimer et al. 2008), typically after some postsecondary education in a
community college or vocational institute.2 Sporadic workers had the most negative long-
term outcomes, being more likely to be idle—neither at work nor in school—during the
years following high school.

2Distinct pathways of educational attainment and career establishment were also identified during the transition from school to work,
using multi-level latent class analysis. Of greatest relevance here, steady workers during high school were more likely than sporadic
workers to avoid floundering and to achieve self-identified careers, even after controlling socio-economic background, academic
promise, economic orientations, and other relevant predictors.
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Our findings suggest that neither the wholesale condemnation of teen employment, nor the
uncritical celebration of youth work, is in order. Youth employment is diverse in its quality
and temporal patterning over time and its consequences depend on this variation. Based on
the linkages between early work patterns, educational attainment and career establishment, it
is apparent that the socioeconomic career starts well before the first job after leaving school
(Sewell and Hauser 1975, 1976; Spenner and Featherman 1978). Moreover, the quality of
teen work is found to have significant effects on youth’s values and self-concepts.

The Exercise of Agency during the Transition to Adulthood
Commentators continually proclaim that the transition to adulthood has become increasingly
diversified, uncertain, and precarious, and that contemporary societies are replete with risks
of all kinds (Beck 1992). Manifold changes in the world of work—increasingly rapid
technological change, non-standard employment contracts, and the virtual disappearance of
predictable, long-term careers—would seemingly undermine the effective exercise of
agency (Heinz 2003). Unlike other societies with stronger institutional bridges from school
to work (Hansen, Mortimer, and Kruger 2001; Mortimer and Kruger 2000; Mortimer,
Oesterle, and Kruger 2005;), youth in the United States navigate this transition with
relatively meager societal support and considerable floundering. All of this might lead to the
expectation of little connection between early achievement orientations and behaviors and
subsequent educational and occupational attainments among contemporary young people.

Our findings indicate, to the contrary, that adolescents, in pursuing their high school work
trajectories, do indeed act agentically. We catch a glimpse of these agentic processes by
examining the reasons youth gave for seeking employment (Mortimer 2003). For example,
steady workers were especially likely to report that they sought employment to save for their
future educations. Thus, youth who see themselves as developing their human capital
through education, seek employment like their less ambitious peers, but they restrict their
work hours. They also continue to combine part-time work with schooling after high school,
a combination which fosters four-year degree attainment as well as hourly wage growth
(Staff and Mortimer, forthcoming).

In contrast, those teenagers who lacked the interest and resources to pursue higher education
sought to enhance their human capital, that is, prepare themselves for gainful work, through
the jobs they held during high school. The “most invested” workers were most likely to say
they sought their early jobs to learn new skills. Accordingly, the “most invested” work
pattern precedes a more rapid departure from school and movement into self-identified
“careers.” Consistent with an agentic interpretation, diverse high school work patterns
appear to constitute strategic movement toward outcomes that are consistent with youth’s
earlier goals, resources, and motivations. Most problematic are the youth who do not acquire
human capital either through employment or educational investment.

Other patterns indicated that adolescents’ plans, articulated in the senior year of high school,
regarding coresidence with parents, expected age at marriage, and educational goals, were
significantly predictive of post high school experiences (Pimentel 1996). In fact, without
aspiration to graduate from college, the youth had virtually no chance of achieving this lofty
goal—only 1 of 167 seniors who did not plan to graduate from college did so by the age of
26–27; among those who did plan to get a college degree, 43 percent were successful (Uno
et al. 2010).

Monica Johnson and I (2011) have found that occupational values expressed at age 21 and
22 predicted intrinsic and extrinsic work experiences a decade later. Interestingly, the most
positive outcomes accrued to those who were intrinsically, rather than extrinsically, oriented
to the rewards of work. Intrinsic values fostered greater self-direction and more intrinsic
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rewards, higher occupational status, and job security. Those who were more extrinsically
oriented in their early twenties not only achieved fewer intrinsic rewards, but also fewer
extrinsic rewards. They managed to obtain higher biweekly earnings only by increasing their
hours of work, not via higher wage rates. These findings extend the status attainment model
social psychologically, as they show that early judgments about the qualities of work matter
for long-term socioeconomic success.

Hitlin and Elder (2007) emphasize that the effective exercise of agency requires optimism
about one’s life chances. The high school students who believed, optimistically, that they
would be able to acquire jobs that paid well, jobs that they enjoyed, and that they would be
able to own their own homes were more likely to be taking steps to go to college, such as
writing for applications, taking the necessary examinations, talking to counselors, and
submitting applications (Grabowski et al. 2001). This finding further affirms the importance
of teenage work experiences that heighten the youth’s sense of competence in the economic
realm (Cunnein et al. 2009; Finch et al. 1991). These optimistic beliefs, conceptualized as
domain-specific economic efficacy, turned out to be key psychological precursors to
successful transitions to adulthood, including educational and income attainments, financial
independence from parents, and the avoidance of early child-bearing (Lee and Mortimer
2009; see also Mortimer, Staff and Lee 2005). Shanahan and Bauer (2004) further
demonstrate the benefits of an early agentic orientation; adolescent mastery reduced the
likelihood of negative life events (e.g., serious financial problems, a serious personal injury
or illness, etc.) after high school.

Guided by the premises of life course social psychology, the YDS team has assessed the
importance of timing in agentic action. The considerable openness of the American
educational system, coupled with the still-prevalent “contest” ideology (Turner 1960) of
continuous opportunities for “late bloomers,” lead many young people (and their elders) to
think that occupational decision-making, as well as other domains of agentic planning, have
no great urgency. Youth are encouraged to take their time so as to avoid premature selection
and attendant opportunity costs. Even those who graduate from college may have little
inkling about what kind of employment they would like to pursue. One of our college-
graduate interviewees told us she had at least ruled out the possibility of becoming an
astronaut (Mortimer 2003). Nonetheless, our analyses indicate the virtues of agentic thinking
and goal setting. Through a process of vocational exploration, young people can move
toward jobs that represent increasingly good “fits” to their goals, interests, and abilities. Our
findings indicate substantial benefit to those who “settled” on a career choice within the first
six years after high school, by age 23 or 24. These “timely deciders,” whose vocational
choices had crystallized early on, were more likely to obtain college degrees and showed
greater commitment to work (Zimmer-Gembeck, and Mortimer 2007) than those who were
still undecided in their mid-twenties, wavering between quite different vocational endeavors.

Economic Losses during the Great Recession
Currently, in collaboration with the international investigative network, Youth in the Great
Recession Initiative, led by Glen Elder, John Bynner, and Walter Heinz, the YDS team has
begun to examine the precursors and consequences of employment problems. Almost one in
five (18.9 percent) of YDS panel members suffered unemployment during the recent “Great
Recession” from 2007 to 2009. Our research indicates that agentic orientations and
behaviors earlier in life have affected the young adults’ success in weathering the present
economic downturn. Again building on Hitlin and Elder’s conceptualization of agency,
Mike Vuolo, Jeremy Staff, and I (forthcoming) identified three agentic pathways of
transition to adulthood, based on multilevel latent class modeling of educational aspirations,
the certainty of occupational goals, and job search strategies from age 18 to 30. The first
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group, representing the most agentic youth, had consistently high educational aspirations (a
BA or more education), they were highly certain about their occupational goals, and they
engaged in active, multimethod job search strategies before moving into the “not searching”
state (having obtained employment). The second category constituted the least agentic who
showed declining educational aspirations and decreasing certainty over career goals; they
also exhibited fewer job search activities later in the transition. A third group exhibited
“flexible agency”: aspirations for a BA degree diminished and aspirations for an associates
or vocational/technical degree increased over time, while relatively high certainty about
career goals was maintained. This group most quickly moved into the “not searching” state
as they acquired their careers.

Of greatest interest from the perspective of life course social psychology, these long-term
agentic orientations and behaviors during the transition to adulthood (from age 18 to30)
predicted the youth’s capacity to “weather” the Great Recession when they reached their
midthirties As might be expected, those who followed the most agentic pathway were highly
successful in avoiding unemployment and wage loss: they were less likely to be unemployed
in 2009, suffered fewer months of unemployment from 2007 to 2009, and had higher wages
in 2009 than those who followed the least agentic pathway. But those who showed
increasing propensity toward intermediate educational credentials, while maintaining strong
crystallization of career goals, also exhibited resiliency through the economic downturn; in
fact, they were not significantly different from the most agentic in their likelihood of
unemployment and wage rates. What is most telling is that these agentic pathways retained
their predictive power even when educational attainment and career establishment, measured
just before the recession, were controlled. These patterns show strong parallels with Glen
Elder’s (1974) findings during the Great Depression that highlighted the crystallization of
career goals as important in fostering economic success in the face of economic loss.
Clearly, psychological and behavioral manifestations of agency, measurable during the
transition to adulthood, have strong implications for adaptation to difficult economic times.

The YDS is also documenting the perennial costs of economic problems. Precisely because
labor market prospects are closely tied to earlier agentic psychological orientations and
behavior, it is difficult to disentangle the reciprocal interrelations of occupational success
and agentic attitudes. Our fixed effects hierarchical modeling strategy, however, provides
strong evidence that the sense of efficacy is vulnerable to spells of unemployment during the
transition to adulthood (Mortimer, Kim, and Swartz 2010). The impact of the recent “Great
Recession” apparently also extends to work values, as those afflicted by economic loss
“lower their sights.” Consistent with social psychological theories of dissonance, Johnson,
Sage, and Mortimer (2011) show that youth placed less value on job rewards in short supply.
For example, with more time unemployed, they placed less importance on the extrinsic
rewards of work.

Whereas most concern during times of recession focuses on the plight of those who lose
their jobs, job quality may also deteriorate among those who maintain their employment. As
work staffs diminish, those left behind may have to do more work, assume responsibility for
tasks for which they are unprepared, and increasingly fear job loss themselves. In the
aggregate, YDS youth’s job security declined between 2005 and 2009 (Johnson et al. 2011)
and those who faced increasing job insecurity and declining earnings also placed less
emphasis on extrinsic rewards.

Thus, our long-term study, from middle adolescence onwards, has demonstrated the
persistent interrelations of work experience, psychological orientations, and achievement.
Adolescents’ decisions regarding how much to invest in employment and in selecting
particular work contexts influence the further course of their development, their
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socioeconomic attainments, and their prospects for future well-being. Long term agentic
trajectories through the transition to adulthood also are linked to their capacity to weather
difficult economic times.

Extension of the YDS to Multiple Facets of Transition to Adulthood
In recent years the YDS has expanded its long-term interest in work and achievement to
other domains. Using multilevel latent class modeling techniques (Macmillan and Eliason
2003; Oesterle, et al. 2010) the YDS team has examined the structure of the transition to
adulthood. Whereas sociologists and demographers often analyze key transition markers
singly, such as leaving home, marriage, and educational completion, this multilevel
approach enables identification of configurations of multiple roles at particular times, and
pathways between such configurations over time. Five transitional pathways, with distinct
timing and sequencing of adult role markers, are linked to youth’s subjective identity as an
adult as well as the perceived “on time,” “early,” or “late” timing of transitions (Eliason et
al. 2007). The increasing individualization of transitional patterns during this phase of life
might be expected to erode normative timetables (Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe 1965;
Settersten 2003). Our findings, however, suggest that such norms are indeed alive and well.
Moreover, contrary to claims (Arnett 2000) that demographic markers play no role in
acquiring an adult identity, feeling like an adult goes hand-in-hand with family formation,
especially parenthood (Shanahan et al. 2005).

Whereas adult identities and role transitions are undoubtedly reciprocally intertwined, role
acquisition often precedes recognition of oneself as an adult. YDS interviews highlight
many youths’ beliefs that the accumulation of “adult” roles and responsibilities, including
parenthood, work, and financial independence, made them feel more like adults (Hartmann
and Swartz 2007; Aronson 2008). Johnson (2005) reports that the assumption of family roles
engendered shifts in work values as well. Those who became fathers and single mothers,
whose employment was critical for meeting the material needs of their families, accentuated
the importance of pay, job security, and advancement opportunities.

Uggen and his collaborators reveal integral connections between the acquisition of
behavioral markers of adulthood, adult identity, and the cessation of deviance. The more
youth take on adult-like prosocial behaviors, such as volunteering (Uggen and Janikula
1999), or acquire adult career-like (vs. “survival”) jobs (Huiras, Uggen, and McMorris
2000), the less likely they will be to commit deviant acts or be arrested. Massoglia and
Uggen (2010) argue that the cessation of deviant acts and adolescent-like behaviors, such as
excessive partying and drunk driving, is a critical dimension of the transition to adulthood.
The relinquishment of such behaviors is closely tied to the demographic markers of
adulthood, as well as to the acquisition of a subjective adult identity.

As the transition to adulthood has lengthened, contemporary youth have become more
dependent on their parents. Popular media accounts conjure up images of “helicopter
parents” hovering over their children, preventing them from becoming adults. But some
social scientists counter that the bridge from adolescence to adulthood has become harder to
cross, with many more obstacles along the way. In the absence of strong social safety nets,
parents step in with financial, residential, and other forms of aid. Swartz and her colleagues
(2011) have recently utilized YDS longitudinal data to adjudicate between these
perspectives. Their fixed effects multi-level growth modeling strategy showed that parental
residential and financial aids are, in fact, closely tied to youth’s needs, particularly when
they are in school, when they are unemployed or have full-time work disruptions, and when
they experience other negative life events. However, parents pull back when children leave
school, increase their earnings, and form their own families. In short, parents give support to
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their children when the situation threatens the children’s capacity to cope by themselves.
Parents do so in the interest of promoting their human capital development through
education (“scaffolding”) and to help them overcome the challenges of negative life events
(acting as “safety nets”). At the same time, however, such parental assistance may
jeopardize the youth’s sense of identity as an adult and erode a sense of competence
(Mortimer et al. 2010).

Of course, patterns of transition to adulthood are not randomly distributed; despite the
prominent heralding of a new positive stage of “emerging adulthood,” our analyses suggest
quite divergent patterns of transition dependent on unequal social origins. More privileged
youth attend college, where they enhance their human capital and are integrated with their
communities through volunteering (Oesterle, Johnson, and Mortimer 2004). In transitioning
from school to work, more advantaged youth experience focused exploration and
progressive movements from job to job, whereas the less advantaged are prone to
“floundering” (Staff 2007; Staff and Mortimer 2008; Vuolo, Mortimer, and Staff 2008).

With respect to family formation, youth from single parent families move out of the parental
home earlier than those from intact families, as girls escape from onerous household chores
(Cooney and Mortimer 1999). Women from lower class origins more often experience early
parenthood and rear their children alone or with partners whose contributions to family work
do not meet their expectations (Aronson 1999). Pathways involving early parenthood are
particularly disadvantageous with respect to young adult mental health (Baiocchi et al. 2010;
Falci, Mortimer, and Noel 2010; Hernandez et al. 2007).

Young adults are also differentially subject, depending on their social class and gender, to
work-related problems and interactions, including work-family conflict. Kelly and Ammons
(2008) find that young people with lower educational attainments experience more family-
to-work interference, given their early family formation and poor working conditions (e.g.,
limited control over work hours). Somewhat ironically, “family friendly” work policies and
benefits are more available to higher income young workers who need them less. Financially
vulnerable women and men also experience more sexual harassment in the workplace
(Uggen and Blackstone 2004), which has long-term consequences for depressed mood for
both males and females (Houle et al. 2011). The most disadvantaged youth in the YDS panel
have experienced arrest, incarceration, and welfare dependency, with long-term negative
consequences for their civic participation (Swartz et al. 2009; Uggen and Manza 2002).

These extensions of the YDS into new domains illustrate the strong potential of this unique
longitudinal data archive to address a wide range of questions of interest to life course social
psychologists.

The Future of the YDS: The Second Generation Study
The YDS team has recently embarked on a study of the second generation: the children of
the cohort that has been followed for almost 25 years. Our purpose is to understand how the
experiences of the parents—with respect to education and work, interpersonal relationships
and family formation, prosocial behavior and deviance—influence the attitudes and
behaviors of their children. Many studies have examined the influences of parental
orientations and parenting practices on child development; few have considered the
implications of parental experiences and trajectories, starting when the parents were about
the same age as the child subjects. In doing so, life course social psychology is extended to
“linked lives” of intergenerational influence (Elder et al. 2003). Since this research began in
2009, targeting children age 11–20, and the first waves of data have only recently become
available, there are few findings to report.
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Hussemann, Mortimer, and Zhang (2011) have examined bases of selection into the second
generation child sample. Given the long-term involvement of the parents in the YDS, we
had expected that the recruitment of their children into the Second Generation study would
be easy. After two more years of intensive recruitment, we have obtained consent from
almost 60 percent of the parents whose children were eligible for participation, yielding a
bigenerational panel of 227 consenting parents and 349 child participants.3 Although this is
quite good for studies that require active parental consent, we had hoped to do better.

Unlike the usual situation in which little or no information is available about parents who do
not provide consent, the YDS data archive for these parents includes a wide range of
demographic and behavioral indicators. The male participants were much less likely to allow
their children to participate than the female participants. Parents who consented during the
first two years of recruitment were also more highly educated, more likely to be married or
cohabiting than single, more altruistically oriented, more civically engaged, and less deviant
in their behaviors. This general pattern points to a worrisome message for social scientists
studying child and adolescent development. Investigations may miss the very families that
are of greatest interest and in most need of help through research-based interventions—those
who have more problems and poorer adaptations.

The YDS team has also begun to compare the first and second generation’s experiences
during adolescence, initially focusing on work. The second generation is much less likely to
be employed than their parents were as teenagers, but somewhat more likely to be doing
volunteer work. We are currently examining how parental attainments and economic
setbacks during the Great Recession, as well as during the transition to adulthood, affect the
achievement-related attitudes and behaviors and the mental health of their children.

Conclusion
Building on the social structure and personality, life course, and status attainment
perspectives in social psychology, the Youth Development Study has tried to understand the
character of teenage work experience and its contemporaneous effects; the consequences of
early work, well before the completion of schooling, for the future socioeconomic career;
and the diversity of pathways from school to work and in the demographic transitions from
adolescence to adulthood. The analyses reveal that employment both reflects adolescents’
prior orientations and influences their development over time. Based on the linkages
between temporal patterns of adolescent employment, BA receipt, and “career” acquisition,
we conclude that adolescent jobs are an integral element of the socioeconomic career. The
salutary consequences of agentic action are demonstrated despite dramatic change in the
transition to adulthood and in the labor force. The findings suggest that agentic trajectories
over a relatively long period of time have significant consequences for the capacity to adapt
to declining labor markets, even net of educational attainments.

Like most longitudinal researchers, we would like to continue to follow our panels of adults
and children to enable continued study of the effects of earlier life events on subsequent
trajectories in work, family, and community. While this depends on continued funding, it is
clear that the data will be available to researchers in perpetuity. The first 12 (of 18) waves of
data (from age 14 to26) from the YDS cohort have been uploaded onto the ICPSR archive,
and that series will be extended to the next three waves shortly. The second generation child
data will similarly be publically available in due time. I invite other scholars to join us in the
analyses of this vast data archive.

3After adding a monetary incentive in the third year of recruitment, the consent rate among eligible parents increased to 67 percent
(277/415), and 95 more children have been added (yielding a total sample of 444 children to date).
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The YDS contains a wealth of information about many aspects of adolescents’ and young
adults’ lives—including school and work, economic well-being, family relationships, civic
involvements, deviance and victimization, self-concepts, mental and physical health, goals
for the future, and many other attitudinal and behavioral indicators.4 By working together,
researchers will continue to illuminate key questions in life course social psychology
concerning the consequences of early work and other adolescent experiences for the school-
to-work transition, socioeconomic attainment, and other important life outcomes; the
structure of the transition to adulthood and its consequences for youth identity and behavior;
agentic trajectories that extend across life stages as well as intergenerationally; and the
shifting interplay of individual agency and life outcomes in changing historical contexts.
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