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Abstract: Precarious employment is on the rise in the United States. Research suggests 

that young workers are more likely than older workers to be in precarious work. Yet much 

remains unknown regarding the precarious nature of employment experienced by young 

workers, despite evidence of the importance of this period for long-term employment 

opportunities. To address this gap in knowledge, this study used a nationally-

representative, longitudinal dataset to create a multi-dimensional measure of precarious 

employment, and assessed precarious employment trajectories over time for young women 

and men. Findings revealed that, while there were significant shifts in levels of precarity 

over time for both males and females, patterns differed by gender. Overall, higher 

percentages of females than males remained concentrated at the semi-precarious level over 

time—meaning that they did not move further into or out of precarious employment—while 

higher percentages of males became either much more precarious or much less precarious 

over time. These findings challenge the common assumption that young people generally 

move out of low-wage or otherwise “bad” jobs over time, and suggest that there is a need 

for additional attention to gendered patterns in job quality among young people. Social 

workers have an important role to play in helping young people enter non-precarious jobs, 

and in engaging in advocacy to improve the quality of jobs available. 
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It is widely recognized that women and men in the United States have disparate 

employment experiences. While researchers have identified signs of progress over the past 

several decades, they have also documented a host of persistent challenges, including 

gender wage inequality (Blau & Kahn, 2007; Goldin et al., 2017), occupational segregation 

(Cech, 2016; Hegewisch et al., 2010), hostile work environments (Alterman et al., 2013), 

and discrimination in accessing opportunities for training and advancement (Shaffer et al., 

2000). In addition, a growing body of literature has called attention to the gendered nature 

of precarious work, or work that is characterized by multiple dimensions of instability 

(Vosko et al., 2009).  

Less well-tended to, however, has been the topic of gender differences in precarious 

employment among young people. While studies show that there is a high number of young 

people in precarious employment (Kalleberg, 2019), and theoretical and empirical studies 

have highlighted the importance of early employment experiences for long-term wage and 

employment opportunities (e.g., Glatt & Wunnava, 2018), much remains unknown 

regarding young people’s experiences in precarious employment during the early stages of 

their careers. In other words, at this time, are most young men and women moving away 

from precarity, moving further into precarity, avoiding precarious employment altogether, 
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or remaining stuck in precarious employment over time? Understanding these trajectories 

could inform our current understanding of whether a job at the beginning of one’s career 

really is “just a job”—or whether experiences of remaining stuck in precarious employment 

reflect and reinforce broad patterns of gender inequality.  

This study aims to address this current gap in knowledge through the assessment of 

precarious employment trajectories among emerging adults in the United States. After 

reviewing the relevant literature, this article describes the methods used to group young 

people into precarious employment categories, and explores the results regarding whether 

and how young men and women moved over time. The article concludes with a discussion 

of the implications of the study’s findings for research, policy, and practice.  

Precarious Employment in the United States 

Since the 1970s, globalization, changes in technology, and the weakening of unions, 

among other economic and social forces, have transformed employment relations in the 

United States. One indication of this transformation is the rise in precarious employment, 

or “employment that is uncertain, unpredictable, and risky from the point of view of the 

worker” (Kalleberg, 2009, p. 2). This term was chosen as the focus of this study, instead 

of other similar terms such as “atypical employment” or “bad jobs” because it “represents 

a series of questions for the employment structure… [and] represents in effect a research 

program or agenda that can be used to open up analysis” (Vosko et al., 2009, p. 9). In other 

words, utilizing the concept of precarious employment calls attention to the transformation 

of employment relations that has recently taken place, and highlights particular job 

characteristics that researchers can use to measure these changes. Specifically, following 

Rodgers (1989), this study conceptualizes precarious employment as a multi-dimensional 

construct, characterized by four measures of job quality: instability or high risk of job loss, 

lack of control over one’s work, lack of workplace and employer protections, and low 

wages.  

There is a growing body of literature on precarious employment (e.g., Benach et al., 

2016; Cranford et al., 2003; Quinlan et al., 2001). Precarious employment is often captured 

through the assessment of one of the job characteristics outlined by Rodgers, such as the 

likelihood that a person will lose his or her job. For example, the 2012 General Social 

Survey included the question, “Thinking about the next 12 months, how likely do you think 

it is that you will lose your job or be laid off--very likely, fairly likely, not too likely, or 

not at all likely?” Overall, findings from the survey indicated that approximately 11.2% of 

workers answered that they expected to lose their jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics 

[BLS], 2015, para. 8). 

Two other dimensions of precariousness are wages and the level of control that workers 

have over their work schedules. While there are various ways to measure low-wage work, 

Bernhardt and Osterman’s analyses of the U.S. Current Population Survey data from 2013 

found that 39% of U.S. workers earned less than $15 an hour (Bernhardt & Osterman, 

2017). Research on workers’ control over their work schedules has also uncovered high 

levels of precariousness. Lambert and Henly (2014) analyzed work schedule data from the 

1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth and found that about half of the hourly 
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workers and 35% of non-hourly workers reported that their employer decides when they 

start and finish work.  

Lastly, the prevalence of precarious work may be captured based on the extent to which 

workers are able to obtain health insurance and retirement benefits through their employers 

(Kalleberg, 2000). This has been particularly true in the United States, where these benefits 

have traditionally been accessed through employers. An analysis of the March 2017 

Current Population Survey, for example, found that 74% of noninsured workers had an 

employer that did not offer health insurance coverage (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2017).  

These dimensions of precarity, when measured separately, provide critical insight into 

employment patterns in the United States. Researchers are also beginning to assess 

precarious employment using new approaches which capture multiple dimensions in a 

single measure (e.g., Cranford & Vosko, 2006; Frade et al., 2004; García-Pérez et al., 

2017). Much remains to be understood, however, to improve our understanding of 

precarious employment, in light of what has been described as “the wide gap between the 

scale of precarious work and social scientific understanding of it more generally” 

(Kalleberg & Vallas, 2018, p. 2). 

Gender and Precarious Employment 

Vosko et al. (2009) note that “[t]he current period is… often characterized as an era of 

both gendered labour market change and concern about persistent inequality and 

precariousness” (p. 1). A growing body of research has documented a range of evidence of 

the overrepresentation of women in precarious employment. 

Information from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics provides insight into gender 

differences in the number of workers in contingent—or temporary—work. Results from 

the 2005 Contingent Worker Supplement, which was designed to capture information on 

the number and characteristics of contingent worker in the United States, indicated that 

contingent workers in the United States were slightly more likely to be female than male, 

(49 percent versus 47 percent) (BLS, 2005).  

In addition, an analysis of the Canadian context by Vosko and Clark (2009) found that 

“across all forms of paid employment, but especially part-time forms, prime working age 

women were concentrated in sales and services occupations, whereas men were spread 

more evenly across occupations” (p. 33). In the United States, researchers have similarly 

found that “employment precariousness is distributed in ways that reflect and reinforce 

gender and racial/ethnic inequalities in the labor market” (Carré & Heintz, 2009, p. 57). 

Minimum wage research suggests that women are not only more likely to enter low-

paying work—they are also more likely to “get stuck” in it (Boushey, 2005). As 

demonstrated in Boushey’s seminal study of minimum wage work, while over a third of 

workers between the ages of 25 and 54 remained stuck in low-wage work over a period of 

three years, women had a lower probability of moving out of low-wage work than men .  

Finally, previous research has highlighted the ways in which work-life policies 

disadvantage women, making it hard to move up over time. Comparative studies have 

found that although these policies—such as parental leave, flexible scheduling, and child 
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care policies— have been found to support women’s attachment to the labor force, they 

have also been found to reinforce occupational segregation and the gender wage gap 

(Mandel & Semyonov, 2005). While there is a wealth of research on this topic from various 

countries, such as Germany (e.g., Chirkova, 2019) and Sweden (Haas & Hwang, 2008), 

much remains to be understood regarding the complex ways in which these policies may 

affect men and women’s decision-making and employment outcomes throughout the life 

course (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011).  

Young People in Precarious Employment 

Though there is a considerable body of research on gender inequalities in employment, 

and increasingly on the intersection of gender and precarious employment, there remains a 

lack of research focusing specifically on gender and precarious employment trajectories 

among young people in the United States, despite theory and empirical evidence on the 

importance of early employment experiences. According to developmental theory, when 

people are approximately 18 to 29 years old, they are exploring various possibilities related 

to school, work, and relationships, during a stage that Arnett (2000) called “emerging 

adulthood.” This developmental stage is generally considered to be distinct from 

adolescence and the initial stages of full-fledged adulthood, in that emerging adults are 

generally done with secondary school and are no longer considered minors, but do not yet 

have stability in many realms, including housing, romantic relationships, or work. 

Compared to adolescence, when young people are undertaking “transient and tentative 

explorations,” emerging adulthood is a time of more serious and focused explorations 

related to employment (Arnett, 2000, p. 473).  

Existing empirical research suggests that employment experiences during this stage 

can have important implications for the person in the future (Osgood et al., 2005). 

Specifically, studies indicate that early unemployment and underemployment experiences 

can have an economic “scarring effect” (Glatt & Wunnava, 2018, p. 51; Kletzer & Fairlie, 

1999; Mroz & Savage, 2006). This effect is particularly strong over the first few years after 

an extended period of unemployment. An analysis utilizing the 1979 National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth data, for example, found that an unemployment spell of 26 weeks reduced 

wages by about 4.6% a year later, and 2.9% up to three years later (Mroz & Savage, 2006). 

There are several potential reasons for this scarring effect, including reduced motivation, 

fewer opportunities to develop new skills, and the potential “signaling” to employers that 

may come from a period of unemployment (Glatt & Wunnava, 2018). 

In addition to the growing body of research on the importance of early employment 

experiences for young people, there is also a growing body of research on gender 

differences in employment experiences during this time, as well as the potential 

repercussions from these experiences for decision-making and opportunities throughout 

the life course. For example, a qualitative study from Australia found that being in 

precarious employment impacted women differently than men, in that precarious 

employment appeared to play a role in reinforcing gender imbalances in household labor. 

In addition, findings from the study indicated that early experiences of precarious 

employment were related to “reproductive insecurity,” or constrained decision-making 

around family formation (Chan & Tweedie, 2015, p. 6).  
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Similarly, there is evidence that these differences are not ameliorated by post-

secondary education. A recent study of trends in precarious employment in the United 

States found that “young women’s employment quality declined, especially after 2001, in 

all four education groups [for those with no credentials, a high school diploma, some 

college, and a college degree]. The declines were substantial, averaging 12 percentage 

points in a 15-year period” (Hout, 2019, p. 30). These findings on the role of education and 

the long-term impacts of precarious employment suggest that gender differences in 

precarious employment are not due to young people’s preferences or differences in 

education. However, much remains unknown regarding the association between gender 

and precarious employment trajectories among young people in the United States.  

Based on these gaps in current knowledge, this study aimed to illuminate trajectories 

of employment precarity experienced by young workers, and to identify differences and 

similarities in these trajectories by gender. Specifically, this study sought to answer two 

main research questions, using a multi-dimensional measure of precarious employment: 

(1) What were the percentages of young women and men in precarious employment at the 

first time period, when respondents were between the ages of 18 and 26? (2) What were 

the similarities and differences in precarious employment trajectories by gender, from the 

first time period to six years later when respondents were 24 to 32 years old? Based on the 

previous literature, it was hypothesized that somewhat higher percentages of young women 

than men would be in precarious employment at the initial time point. In addition, it was 

hypothesized that higher percentages of women would “get stuck” in precarious 

employment over time.  

Method 

Data Source and Sample 

This study utilized data from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult 

Health (Add Health, n.d.), a nationally-representative, longitudinal study of young people 

in the United States (Harris, 2009). Data from three waves were used: Wave I (collected in 

1994-1995, when respondents were in grades 7 through 12), Wave III (collected in 2001-

2002, when respondents were 18 to 26 years old), and Wave IV (collected in 2008, when 

respondents were 24 to 32 years old). Wave I provided demographic information for the 

study, while data from Waves III and IV captured two points within the period of emerging 

adulthood. All research activities for the study were approved by the Institutional Review 

Board of the University of California, Los Angeles. 

Because the individuals in the Add Health study were selected with unequal 

probability, adjustment was necessary to ensure that estimates were not biased (Chen & 

Chantala, 2014). Overall, the study sample was restricted to respondents who had all study 

weights, strata, and primary sampling units (PSUs). Respondents were excluded if they 

were missing employment data, or if they worked less than 10 hours a week, during Waves 

III or IV. The total sample consisted of 5,976 (unweighted) young workers, representing a 

population of 10,669,830 (weighted) young workers across the United States. 
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The sample was approximately 56% male and 44% female, which roughly resembled 

the gender breakdown for workers between the ages of 16 and 24 in the United States 

(Toossi, 2002). The average age of men and women in the sample was 22 years old (at 

Wave III). Men and women appeared to differ slightly in terms of their age, race/ethnicity, 

and level of education. For example, a higher proportion of men had a high school diploma 

or GED, while a higher proportion of women had a bachelor’s degree at Wave III. Analyses 

of Pearson’s r and Cramer’s V indicated, however, that while these differences were 

statistically significant, the extent of these differences appeared to be quite small. This 

information is presented in Table 1.  

Table 1. Sociodemographic Characteristics of the Study Sample (unweighted) 

 Male (n=3,003) 

Female 

(n=2,973) 

Total 

(n=5,976) r/V 

Age* (average years) 22.3 22.0 22.1 -.09 

Race/Ethnicity*    .07 

Asian or Pacific Islander (NH) 6.9% 5.7% 6.3%  

Black (NH) 15.8% 20.9% 18.4%  

Hispanic or Latino 17.0% 15.2% 16.1%  

Other (NH) 2.8% 2.0% 2.4%  

White (NH) 57.5% 56.2% 56.9%  

Level of education (Wave III)*    .12 

Less than high school 8.6% 4.2% 6.4%  

High school diploma or GED 73.7% 70.9% 72.3%  

Vocational certificate 6.8% 9.0% 7.9%  

Bachelor's degree 10.3% 14.9% 12.6%  

Master's degree 0.4% 0.7% 0.5%  

PhD/JD/MD  0.2% 0.3% 0.3%  

* p<.05 r→Pearson, V→Cramer 

NH=Non-Hispanic  

Measures 

As mentioned in the previous section, we followed researchers such as Rodgers (1989) 

and Vosko et al. (2009) in conceptualizing precarious employment as a multidimensional 

construct, identifiable based on the assessment of job characteristics. The four measures of 

job characteristics described by Rodgers (1989) were used for this study: job 

security/insecurity, control over one’s work schedule, employer-provided benefits, and 

wages. 

Job (In)Security  

To assess job security, the respondent’s major occupational group (the first two digits 

of the six-digit 1998 Standard Occupational Classification code) was recoded to represent 

the likelihood of being employed in “alternative work arrangements,” or nonstandard 

positions, a category that includes temporary help agency workers, on-call workers, 

contract workers, and independent contractors. This information was obtained from an 

analysis by Lawrence Katz and Alan Krueger of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 

Contingent Worker Survey (CWS) from 2005 (Katz & Krueger, 2016). In total, 22 
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occupational categories were recoded into percentages, representing the percentage of 

workers from each occupational category that were employed in alternative work 

arrangements from the 2005 CWS, which ranged from 3.0 to 31.2.  

Control Over One’s Work Schedule  

Whether the respondent had control over his or her work schedule was captured 

through the question, “Which of these categories best describes the hours you work at this 

job?” Responses included: “regular day shift,” “regular evening shift,” “regular night 

shift,” “shift that rotates, that is it changes periodically from day to evening or night,” “split 

shift that consists of two distinct periods each day,” and “irregular schedule or hours.” The 

response “irregular schedule or hours” was considered to represent lack of control over 

one’s work schedule.  

Employer-provided Benefits 

The measure of whether the respondent received benefits from his or her employer was 

assessed using the answer to the question: “which of the following currently describes your 

current health insurance situation?” The response “you get insurance through work” was 

used to represent whether the person received health insurance through their employer. 

Wages  

Lastly, wages were measured by the question, “Now think about your personal 

earnings. In {year of the survey}, how much income did you receive from personal 

earnings before taxes, that is, wages or salaries, including tips, bonuses, and overtime pay, 

and income from self-employment?” Responses were grouped into eight categories: $1 to 

$10,000, $10,001 to $14,999, $15,000 to $19,999, $20,000 to $29,999, “30,000 to 

$39,999,” “$40,000 to $49,999,” “$50,000 to $74,999,” and “$75,000 and above.” 

Analytic approach 

To assess underlying patterns that could be used to identify various levels of precarious 

employment, latent class analysis—a technique to measure unobserved (or latent) groups 

through the analysis of observed variables (McCutcheon, 1987)—was conducted using 

Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998). The modeling process began with a one-class model, 

with the number of classes increasing until there was no additional improvement in the 

model. Fit indices (specifically, the Bayesian information criterion and adjusted Bayesian 

information criterion, as well as entropy measures), were used to assess the goodness-of-

fit for each model, and to choose the most appropriate grouping.  

Latent class analysis (LCA) was conducted using the four job quality variables from 

Wave III, and then repeated using the same four job quality variables from Wave IV. LCA 

was conducted first with the total sample (males and females), and then separately for 

males and females. The groups from Wave III were used to answer the first research 

question on the percentages of young women and men in precarious employment at the 

first time period, when they were between the ages of 18 and 26. 

In order to answer the second research question (What were the similarities and 

differences in precarious employment trajectories by gender, from the first time period to 
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six years later when respondents were 24 to 32 years old?), crosstabs were conducted for 

the total sample, as well as for males and females separately. Pearson correlations and 

Cramer’s V were included in order to assess the strength of the association between gender 

and job characteristics. From there, Bowker’s (1948) tests for symmetry were used to 

assess internal changes from Wave III to Wave IV. Bonferroni post-hoc tests (Dunn, 1961) 

were then conducted, which generated multiple comparisons of the three possible pairwise 

shifts that occurred from Wave III to Wave IV. Information generated from these tests was 

used to assess employment trajectories for the overall sample, as well as for males and 

females separately. Throughout, all statistical analyses were two-tailed. 

Results 

The following section presents the results of the study starting with descriptive 

statistics. Next, levels of precarity at Wave III (when the study respondents were between 

the ages of 18 and 26) and Wave IV (ages 24 to 32) are summarized. Finally, results from 

our assessment of employment trajectories are described. 

Table 2. Wave III & IV Job Characteristics by Gender (unweighted)  

 % 

Test 

Statistic r/V  
Male 

(n=3,003) 

Female 

(n=2,973) 

Total 

(n=5,976) 

Wave III Variables      

Probability of job insecurity (average) 11.8 9.7 10.7 13.23* -.16 

No employer-provided health insurance 53.8 59.8 56.8 21.51* .06 

Irregular work schedule 9.7 8.5 9.1 1.8 .02 

Wages    155.39* .16 

Less than $10,000 39.7 50.1 44.9   

$10,001-14,999 10.9 13.3 12.1   

$15,000-19,999 14.4 14.3 14.3   

$20,000-29,999 21.6 16.2 18.9   

$30,000-39,999 8.1 4.2 6.2   

$40,000-49,999 3.0 1.1 2.1   

$50,000-74,999 1.7 0.5 1.1   

Above $75,000 0.7 0.2 0.5   

Wave IV Variables      

Probability of job insecurity (average) 11.5 9.1 10.3 15.33* -.19 

No employer-provided health insurance 35.4 41.0 38.2 18.76* .06 

Irregular work schedule 11.5 8.4 10.0 16.00* .05 

Wages    257.08* .21 

Less than $10,000 6.7 12.2 9.4   

$10,001-14,999 3.0 5.0 4.0   

$15,000-19,999 4.8 7.6 6.2   

$20,000-29,999 17.1 23.0 20.0   

$30,000-39,999 21.5 21.5 21.5   

$40,000-49,999 15.7 13.7 14.7   

$50,000-74,999 20.6 13.1 16.9   

Above $75,000 10.7 4.0 7.4    

Note. Test statistic was generated from a t-test or chi-squared test as appropriate.  

* p < .05 r→Pearson, V→Cramer 
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Descriptive Statistics 

The overall job characteristics of the young men and women in the sample at Waves 

III and IV are presented in Table 2. Males and females were statistically different on each 

of the four job characteristics at both waves, except for one measure—the irregular work 

schedule at Wave III. Women were slightly better off than men in terms of job insecurity, 

but worse off in terms of access to employer-provided health insurance, an irregular work 

schedule, and wages at both waves. 

Levels of Precarity at Wave III (Ages 18 to 26) and Wave IV (Ages 24 to 32) 

LCA was conducted for the overall sample, as well as for men and women separately, 

in order to assess levels of precarious employment at Wave III and Wave IV. At each wave, 

statistical measures of model fit (BIC, Adjusted BIC, and entropy measures) suggested that 

the three-class solution (representing least precarious, semi-precarious, and most 

precarious groups) best fit the data (Nylund et al., 2007). 

Figure 1 presents the various levels of precarity for the overall sample, and for males 

and females separately. Just under half of the overall sample fell into the semi-precarious 

employment group at Wave III, while about 39% were in the least precarious category, and 

about 12% were in the most precarious category. Slightly higher percentages of females 

than males were in the semi-precarious employment category, and slightly lower 

percentages of women were found to be in the most precarious category.  

 

Figure 2 presents the levels of precarity at Wave IV for the total sample, for males, and 

for females. The overall trend from Wave III to IV was a reduction in precarity (in other 
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words, an improvement in job quality). This was the case for the overall sample, as well as 

the separate analyses for males and females.  

There were notable differences, however, in the percentages of young people who 

remained in semi-precarious employment at both points in time. While the percentage of 

respondents in the overall sample in semi-precarious work decreased from about 49% at 

Wave III to 31% at Wave IV, and the number of males in semi-precarious employment 

decreased from about 45% at Wave III to 16% at Wave IV, the number of females in semi- 

precarious employment decreased from about 53% to about 36 percent. Therefore, higher 

percentages of females than males appeared to remain in semi-precarious employment 

from Wave III to Wave IV.  

 
 
Assessing Employment Trajectories  

Table 3 displays information on employment trajectories from Wave III to Wave IV, 

first for the overall sample, followed by the trajectories for males and females. The people 

on the diagonal (who were either least precarious, semi-precarious, or most precarious at 

both points in time) did not change. Among those who did not change, approximately 26% 

of the overall sample was in the least precarious group at both points in time. This group 

is represented in light gray. Slightly more males (about 32%) than the overall sample were 

in the least precarious groups at both points in time, while slightly fewer females (about 

25%) were in the least precarious group at both points in time. In contrast, while about 4% 

of the overall sample remained in the most precarious group at both points in time, slightly 

more males (about 7%), and slightly fewer females (about 2%) remained in this group at 

both points in time.  
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The biggest differences between the groups, again, was in the middle—or semi- 

precarious—groups, highlighted in medium gray. While 18% of the overall sample was in 

semi-precarious employment at both points in time, fewer males (approximately 9%) 

remained in semi-precarious employment, while about 22% of females remained in semi- 

precarious employment at both points in time. 

Table 3. Change in Precarious Employment from Wave III to Wave IV 

All  Wave IV 

W
av

e 
II

I  Least Semi Most 

Least  26.4 9.9 2.8 

Semi 26.2 18.0 4.7 

Most  4.8 3.0 4.2 

Males  Wave IV 

W
av

e 
II

I  Least Semi Most 

Least  31.6 4.6 4.0 

Semi 29.7 9.1 5.7 

Most  6.7 2.0 6.6 

Females  Wave IV 

W
av

e 
II

I  Least Semi Most 

Least  24.9 11.4 1.8 

Semi 28.1 21.5 3.9 

Most  3.8 2.9 1.9 

 
Key: 

 Least precarious at both waves (no change) 

 Moved away from precarity from Wave III to Wave IV 

 Semi precarious at both waves (no change) 

 Moved further into precarity from Wave III to Wave IV 

 Most precarious at both waves (no change) 

 
The changes in level of precarious employment from Wave III to Wave IV are above 

the diagonal (representing moving further into precarious employment or getting worse) 

and below the diagonal (representing moving away from precarious employment or getting 

better). While about 17% of the overall sample moved further into precarity, fewer males 

(about 14%) and the same percentage of females (about 17%) did So. Similarly, while 

about 34% of the overall sample moved away from precarity, a greater percentage of males 

(about 38%) and the same percentage of females (34%) did. In other words, higher 

percentages of males than females improved their employment status over time, and lower 

percentages of males got worse.  

In order to assess whether there was a significant difference in the patterns of internal 

change from Wave III to Wave IV, Bowker’s test of symmetry was conducted for the 

overall sample and separately for males and females. In each case, it was significant (p < 

.05), indicating that there were significant differences in the patterns of internal change for 

the overall sample, males, and females.  
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From there, Bonferroni post-hoc tests were conducted, in order to compare the various 

patterns of movement from Wave III to Wave IV, and identify any significant differences. 

Table 4 presents the test statistics using the Z distribution that were generated from these 

tests, as well as a key indicating each of the comparisons that were conducted. These results 

suggest that, overall, the various types of shifts over time captured in Tables 3 through 5 

were significantly different from each other. The implications of these differences are 

explored in the Discussion. 

Table 4. Post hoc tests of internal change  

 Shift z 

Total a-Comparison of 1-level shifts at lower levels of precarity  21.0* 

 b-Comparison of 2-level shifts between lowest and highest levels of precarity 5.6* 

 c-Comparison of 1-level shifts at higher levels of precarity -4.7* 

Males a-Comparison of 1-level shifts at lower levels of precarity  23.5* 

 b-Comparison of 2-level shifts between lowest and highest levels of precarity 4.6* 

 c-Comparison of 1-level shifts at higher levels of precarity -7.3 

Females a-Comparison of 1-level shifts at lower levels of precarity  14.5* 

 b-Comparison of 2-level shifts between lowest and highest levels of precarity 4.6* 

 c-Comparison of 1-level shifts at higher levels of precarity -2.1 

* p ≤ .05 

 
Key for post hoc comparisons 

 Wave IV 

Least 

precarious 

Semi 

precarious 

Most 

precarious 

Wave III Least precarious  a b 

Semi precarious a  c 

Most precarious b c  

In summary, findings from the study indicated that high percentages of young people 

(about 49% of the overall sample) were in the semi-precarious employment category at 

Wave III, while about 39% were in the least precarious category, and about 12% were in 

the most precarious category. Slightly higher percentages of females than males were in 

the semi-precarious employment category, and slightly lower percentages of women were 

found to be in the most precarious category. There were significant shifts in precarious 

employment levels from Wave III to Wave IV, both for the overall sample and when males 

and females were analyzed separately. Overall, higher percentages of females than males 

remained in semi-precarious employment over time. On the flip side, higher percentages 

of males were located at the extremes—where they either moved deeper into precarity, or 

moved away from precarity over time. 
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Discussion 

This study contributes new insight into precarious employment trajectories for young 

men and women in the United States. Overall, findings provide support for the hypotheses 

that higher percentages of young women than men would be in precarious employment at 

the initial time point, and that higher percentages of women would have difficulty moving 

out of precarious employment over time. In light of findings from previous studies, several 

additional interesting points emerged. 

First, there were three groups with varying levels of precarity at each time point: a least 

precarious group, a semi-precarious group, and a most precarious group. This finding 

aligned with previous literature suggesting that precarious employment exists on a 

continuum (Cranford & Vosko, 2006).  

A second finding of note was that, in contrast with previous studies that used a single, 

dichotomous measure such as the 2005 Contingent Worker Supplement, which found that 

about 27% of young workers would be considered contingent workers (BLS, 2005), this 

study found a relatively low percentage of young people who were in the most precarious 

group—only about 12%. One explanation for this lower proportion could be that some of 

the most precarious workers worked less than 10 hours a week at one or both waves of data 

collection, and were thus excluded from the study. Alternatively, it may be due to the 

categorization scheme used in the analyses, which grouped workers into three groups 

instead of two. Almost half of the study participants, when they were between the ages of 

18 to 26, were in jobs that would be considered semi-precarious. This raises the question: 

how might the experiences of people in this group differ from those captured in previous 

studies that used single measures of precarious or non-precarious work? 

 Another interesting finding was related to the gender differences in patterns of 

precarious employment over time. Higher percentages of women, compared to men, 

remained in semi-precarious employment over time. In light of existing research on gender 

inequalities in employment, this finding might be interpreted as one of the possible ways 

in which inequality manifests early, and sets the stage for lifelong barriers to opportunities 

in employment. Similar to the wage “scarring” effect of sub-optimal early experiences in 

the labor market, it may be that remaining in semi-precarious employment over time early 

in one’s career could contribute to a job quality “scarring” effect, which could lead to 

challenges to advancing in the workplace over time. This effect may be particularly 

damaging for women, who have lower rates of advancement and compensation in the 

workplace (Welle & Heilman, 2007). 

While this study represents one step toward assessing gender differences in precarious 

employment trajectories for young people, findings suggest that there is a need for a range 

of policy and practice interventions to promote more equitable employment outcomes, as 

suggested by other precarious employment researchers (e.g., Quinlan et al., 2010). One 

way to address differences in precarious employment by gender would be to implement 

and enforce national-level policies to ensure that women receive fair treatment and 

compensation in the workplace. Several such policies have been proposed in the past year, 

including the Paycheck Fairness Act (Congress.gov, 2019), which would strengthen the 

enforcement of anti-discrimination efforts and prohibit retaliation against workers who 
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discuss wages, and the Pay Equity for All Act, which would prohibit employers from 

asking potential employees about their employment and benefits history (Congress.gov, 

2019; Lerum, 2013). In addition, there are numerous other national-level strategies that 

could be used to address the precariousness of work, such as raising the national minimum 

wage and improving access to healthcare, regardless of employment status. Alternatively, 

or in addition, policymakers could choose to create legislation to protect workers from 

insecurity during employment transitions due to losing a job, taking leave after the birth of 

a child, or changing occupations, as suggested by scholars such as Kalleberg and Vallas 

(2018).  

These findings also have implications for social work practitioners who work directly 

with young people. While these practitioners (and clients) are limited by the number and 

quality of jobs available, there may be some potential strategies to explore. First, this study 

points to the importance of helping young men and women to get onto career pathways 

that can help them to avoid remaining stuck in precarious work. Previous research has 

found that gender-related differences in occupational aspirations, as well as job-related 

skills and credentials, contributes to the gender wage gap during the period of career entry 

(Marini & Fan, 1997). In addition, gender-based differences in earnings have been found 

to increase over time (Goldin, 2014). Therefore, it is critical for practitioners to help young 

women and men onto pathways to non-precarious jobs during this time.  

In addition, social workers can engage in advocacy to improve the quality of jobs 

available, either through a change in policy or through the creation of new social programs. 

These macro-level changes are necessary, in light of previous research that suggests that 

while voluntary action can be taken by employers to develop equitable policies and 

practices, these actions may not fully address problems around gender inequality in the 

workplace (e.g., Lambert, 1993). Therefore, social workers should consider supporting 

innovative strategies taking place at the state and local level currently, which could be 

expected to have an effect on the number of young people in precarious employment. For 

example, in several cities, such as San Francisco and New York City, “fair workweek” 

legislation has been passed that has created protections for certain groups of workers, to 

require employers to create predictable work schedules. Legislation such as this may help 

to reduce the precariousness associated with jobs in certain industries, such as fast food 

and retail. They can also support efforts to improve employment in particular occupations, 

such as home health care work and domestic work (Boris & Klein, 2006; Poo, 2011).  

While this study provides some initial findings around gender and precarious 

employment in young people, it also has several important limitations. First, some of the 

dimensions of job quality that were used to create the precarious employment variables 

were measured indirectly. For example, job security was measured based on the likelihood 

of alternative work arrangements in the respondent’s occupational category, rather than a 

more direct measure of job insecurity in which the respondent was asked about their 

likelihood of losing his or her job. Similarly, this study used a variable for whether the 

study participant received health insurance through his or her employer to represent access 

to employer-provided benefits, a key aspect of precarious work. There may be better 

measures of access to employer-provided benefits that could be used in future studies of 

precarious employment, particularly for studies focusing on emerging adults. In addition, 
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this study used data that were collected prior to, and at the beginning of, the recent 

economic recession. Therefore, while the issue of precarious employment is relevant to 

young people in the United States today, the findings from this study are only generalizable 

to young people who worked at least ten hours a week in 2001/2002 and 2008/2009. Data 

gathered toward the end of or after the recession might show that many young people from 

this study lost their jobs during that time, particularly those from groups that were the most 

affected—men, the less educated, and African Americans (Kalleberg & Von Wachter, 

2017). Post-recession data show that many young people have either dropped out of the 

labor market, or to obtained jobs at a higher level of precariousness. Lastly, this article 

focuses on paid work, and does not include unpaid work, which could have added an 

important dimension to the discussion of precarious employment (Pulignano, 2019).  

This study points to several directions for future research on gender and precarious 

work. For example, it would be helpful for future research to gather data with the specific 

purpose of assessing precarious employment over time and that includes each of the four 

dimensions suggested by precarious employment theorists. In addition, future studies could 

gather data on young people’s decision-making around employment, and the ways in which 

those in precarious employment may access resources from other sources, such as family 

members and friends. Lastly, researchers could use qualitative methods to explore young 

people’s understanding of the employment opportunities available to them, the challenges 

some young people face in obtaining employment, and the strategies that are being used to 

overcome these challenges.  
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