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Editorial - Latest LLCS developments, (John Bynner)  

and ‘lost’ datasets (Michael Wadsworth, John Bynner) 
 

     This Issue of the Journal contains good news 
about the Journal’s progress, as we develop its 
‘offer’ to readers and authors. We also float 
below, suggestions for a web-based project to 
identify and possibly revive ‘lost’ datasets for 
potential archiving and use - a means of ex-
panding the historical scope and richness of the 
suite of existing major longitudinal studies.  
 

First, three news items: 
1. In February this year we heard that the Journal has 

now been accepted into the SCOPUS database, 
attracting the accolade from one of the assessors: 
"everything about this journal marks it as a high-
quality, well-cited product". The Journal’s SJR 
(SSCImajo Journal Rank) and SNIP (Source 
Normalised Impact per Paper) citation indices will 
follow.  

2. Digital Object Identifiers (DOIs) are now functional 
for all research papers and other items published 
in the Journal from Volume 4 Issue 3, 2013. They 
are included as resolvable URLs on the title 
pages, and also appear on each ‘Abstract Page’ 
(seen when a title in the Home Page Contents List 
is clicked).  DOIs for articles published in earlier 
issues of LLCS are also visible on the respective 
Abstract Pages, but do not yet resolve; we will be 
working to complete all DOI functionality for back 
issues during the coming months. 

3. Production of the print version of the Journal has 
been radically overhauled, including replacement 
of the A5 page size by the larger and more reader-
friendly Imperial size (17.5cm x 24.5cm). 
Subscribers can purchase each of the 15 Issues 
individually, or the whole set at a discounted price.  
Go to the SLLS ‘online bookshop’ at: 
http://www.slls.org.uk/#!journal-bookshop/czkc    

 

     The current Issue contains much of topical as well 
as historical interest. We start with a Special Section 
developed from an SLLS Paris 2012 conference 
symposium convened by Jeylan Mortimer (University 
of Minnesota) on the impact of the post-2008 ‘Great 
Recession’ on young people and their families.  
Following Jeylan’s overview, four papers follow on: 
children’s achievement (Minnesota), workless families 
(London), family poverty (Bremen), and teenage (out-

of-school) employment (Penn State, Michigan & 
Wisconsin).   Two responses follow from discussants, 
Walter Heinz (Bremen) and Robert Crosnoe (Texas, 
Michigan, Wisconsin) who synthesise the findings in 
terms of lessons for theory and policy. Apart from the 
Special Section, there are two additional papers on: 
the burgeoning interest area of housing pathways 
(Queensland), and second-world-war history as 
reflected in the impact of Scottish children’s 
evacuation on their IQ development (Edinburgh).     

Identifying lost datasets  

In the 21st century there has been an international 
upsurge of demand for the results of longitudinal 
enquiry and consequent investment in new 
longitudinal research. This is intended to address 
policy makers’ questions about, for example, the 
individual and societal impact of unemployment, and 
to understand the relationship of social mobility with 
changes in educational policy. The investment is also 
prompted by the challenges of increasing length of 
lives and the socio-economic, welfare and health 
requirements of ageing populations. As longitudinal 
studies demonstrate, the course of adult life is 
affected significantly by the experiences and 
circumstances of early life and adolescence. 
Consequently there is a need for greater under-
standing of the mental and physical processes of 
development and of ageing. This extends to their 
relationship with environmental and genetic 
influences and the interactions between them. 

That 21st century extensive investment can be seen 
in Britain, for example, in the continuation of the four 
longitudinal birth cohort studies (the MRC National 
Study of Health and Development of 5,362 babies 
begun in 1946, the National Child Development Study 
of 17,634 babies begun in 1958, the 1970 Birth Cohort 
Study of 17,287 babies begun in 1970, and the Avon 
Longitudinal Study of 14,541individuals begun during 
pregnancy in 1991) and one of households (the British 
Household Panel Study of 5,500 households 
comprising 10,300 individuals) begun in 1991. New 
studies are following in their footsteps: the 
Millennium Birth Cohort Study, which first collected 
data from 19,000 parents in 2001; the Understanding 
Society study, which began data collections from 
40,000 households in 2009; the Life Study, which 

http://www.slls.org.uk/#!journal-bookshop/czkc
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starts data collections from 80,000 parents and their 
pre-natal offspring in 2014.  

There are, however, two predominant difficulties 
with the existing British studies. First, many of the 
questions that policy makers and researchers wish to 
address require data that cover long periods of 
individual lives and long periods of historical time - 
and the new studies will take a long time to provide 
that information. The second difficulty is that by the 
nature of their design, longitudinal studies tend to be 
limited in the historical era they cover and by the state 
of the art of measurement and conceptualisation of 
the topics studied at the time of each data collection. 
There are practical ways of managing some aspects of 
these time-related difficulties. For instance, accessing 
data collected for administrative and care purposes 
can give the opportunity to study very large cohorts 
over long periods, although at some cost in terms of 
data range and quality. Long periods of individual lives 
can also be covered by new follow-ups of samples in 
studies regarded as completed, although the new 
aims are limited by those of the original design. 

Even though each of these extensions is limited in 
significant ways, they have nevertheless been of great 
value. Significant contributions to understanding 
development and change in individual lives have been 
made using longitudinal datasets retrieved from 
oblivion. For example the population samples from 
whom information was first collected in the inter-war 
years in the British Boyd-Orr study of diet and health, 
the Scottish Mental Health Survey, the Isle of White 
psychiatric epidemiology study and in the US, the 
Oakland and the Berkeley Growth Studies and the 
Cambridge-Somerville delinquency study, were each 
revived and re-contacted for new data collections 
many years later. Innovative and fruitful research 
stemmed from those new contacts in studies ranging 
from the impact on the adult life course of early and 
adolescent experience to studies of physical and 
cognitive ageing.  

Administrative, medical care and census records 
have also been found of great value, using such 
techniques as record linkage upon which productive 
longitudinal studies have been built. Barker’s 
hypotheses about biological programming, for 
instance, (first comprehensively described in Mothers, 
babies, and disease in later life, 1984) were in 
significant part founded on findings from the follow-
up of adult physical health in those identified from 
their birth records, meticulously and routinely 
collected in an English county. Similarly the follow-up 

studies of babies who had insufficient maternal 
nutrition during periods of famine in the Netherlands  
during the Second World War, showed its life-long 
adverse impact on physical health and cognition and 
mental health, (e.g. Susser et al’s 1996 study of 
schizophrenia risk). The UK Office for National 
Statistics ‘Longitudinal Study’ has been used to study 
health and for socio-economic research, using data on 
individuals sampled from and linked across five 
decennial censuses. Comparable census-based studies 
in other countries have made this approach a fruitful 
source of international comparisons.  

Seen in the context of currently increased demand 
for research using longitudinal data, it is clear that 
much can be gained from such sources as well as from 
new studies. We propose therefore to initiate an 
international search for lost research datasets that are 
no longer in use but are of potential longitudinal 
value. Although administrative datasets with potential 
value for longitudinal research may not be so readily 
identified, information about their existence as the 
basis of specially designed past longitudinal studies 
and potentially new studies would also be helpful. 

We intend to use the website of the Society for 
Longitudinal and Life Course Studies (SLLS) to enable 
members and the wider community of Journal readers 
to post information about datasets of potential value. 
Our intention is to bring to light largely overlooked 
longitudinal resources and to encourage archiving of 
such research data not yet indexed or documented. 
We hope, for example, to report on the current state 
and availability of data from longitudinal studies that 
have stopped data collection, such as Project 
Metropolitan undertaken in the Nordic countries, the 
European Longitudinal Study of Pregnancy and 
Childhood, and the Paths of the Generation 
Longitudinal Study, founded on the populations in the 
countries of the former Soviet Union. 

If you are aware of any such lost datasets which 
you think have potential value as new longitudinal 
research resources, please draw together information 
about them for posting on the SLLS website 
(www.slls.org.uk) ‘Data Sources’ page where you will 
find a form to complete and submit. We would like to 
have sufficient detail in terms of, for example, aims, 
content, sample coverage, data custodianship, 
machine readability, indexation of variables and 
ethical approval and accessibility for research use, in 
order to establish the status of the data identified and 
bring it to the attention of potential users. We look 
forward to hearing from you.  

http://www.slls.org.uk/
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GUEST EDITORIAL: Familial transmission, support, and 
youth employment in hard economic times  

 
Jeylan T Mortimer, University of Minnesota, USA 

morti002@umn.edu    

(Received  December 2013   Revised March 2013)                                         http://dx.doi.org/10.14301/llcs.v5i2.283 

Keywords:  family, parental support, economic hardship, youth unemployment 

 

The recent ‘Great Recession’ started with the 
United States’ fiscal crisis of December 2007 and 
quickly spread to Europe and other parts of the 
world.  Though it has officially ended in many places 
(in June 2009 in the United States), it continues to 
have severe impacts on the lives of young people.  
Even by June of 2013, five years after the recession 
began, youth continued to suffer severe economic 
setbacks.  Southern Europe was still hit particularly 
hard, with unemployment rates among 15-24 year 
olds reaching 58% in Greece, 55% in Spain, 40% in 
Portugal, and 38% in Italy (Alderman, 2013).  Many 
unemployed and marginally employed youth from 
Southern Europe, especially those with skills and 
post-secondary degrees, have migrated to northern 
European countries seeking employment, only to 
occupy a succession of temporary, low-paying and 
part-time jobs and unpaid internships, interspersed 
with periods of joblessness.   Youth unemployment in 
Northern Europe and the United States was not as 
severe, but still high by historic standards---for 
example, 29% for 15-24 year olds in Ireland, 21% in 
Britain, and 16% in the United States (16-24 year 
olds).  In contrast, Germany, with its still functioning, 
though threatened, apprenticeship system, was quite 
successful in protecting its young people throughout 
the recession, as evidenced by its very low, 8% rate of 
youth unemployment in 2013.  

Many European and North American youth have 
given up dreams of pursuing professional and 
managerial careers. Analysts continue to refer to a 
“lost generation” of young people, fearing that even 
when prosperity returns, it will be younger cohorts 
who benefit the most, not those who missed out on 

opportunities for human capital development and 
career mobility in the years immediately after 
completing their formal educations.  Economists and 
sociologists worry about so-called “NEETs,” those 
young people who are not in employment, education, 
or training, and, as a result, not investing in their 
human capital.  It is estimated that these youth 
encompass 14 million young Europeans (Alderman, 
2013).  In the United States, by the end of 2010 the 
employment to population ratio among youth aged 
16-29 was at its lowest point since World War II, 55% 
(Children’s Defense Fund, 2011).  As a result of their 
precarious position in the labor market, many young 
adults have experienced increases in living at home 
with their parents, and declines in marriage and birth 
rates (Sobotka, Skirbekk,  & Philipov, 2011; Newman, 
2012). 

 This “Special Section” on “Youth, Economic 
Hardship, and the Worldwide ‘Great Recession’ grew 
out of an initiative begun by John Bynner, Glen Elder, 
and Walter Heinz in 2009 in the wake of the financial 
collapse and ensuing economic turmoil.  The Youth in 
the Great Recession initiative (YGR) built on Glen 
Elder’s monumental study of Children of the Great 
Depression (Elder, 1974; Elder & Rockwell, 1979), 
which demonstrated the long-term significance of 
depression hardship for children’s socialization to 
work, their work value formation, and their future 
socio-economic careers.  The leaders of the “Youth in 
the Great Recession Initiative” were surely prescient 
in envisioning the difficulties youth would face during, 
and following, this most recent worldwide economic 
cataclysm. 

 

mailto:morti002@umn.edu
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Whereas hard economic times pose difficulties for 
persons of all ages, youth who are entering the full-
time labor force are particularly hard hit, as their 
inability to obtain stable remunerative employment 
lessens the likelihood of successfully completing 
normative early adult transitions, such as marriage, 
parenting, and independent residence.   Plans were 
made for the initiative to consider both immediate 
and long-term effects.  How might deterioration in 
their parents’ economic circumstances affect young 
people’s orientations to their futures and capacity to 
undertake a successful transition from school to 
work? Might ever more youth be mired in persistent 
poverty?  

Would the uncertainty posed by unstable labor 
market opportunities lead youth to postpone 
transitions to adulthood, and to be more risk-averse 
generally?  Or might the same conditions promote a 
more proactive, independent, entrepreneurial, and 
creative approach to life situations and oppor-
tunities?  

The founders of the YGR recognized the need for 
research to fully understand the consequences of 
contemporary economic events in diverse societal 
contexts. They envisioned a tri-nation study of the 
impacts of the recession on youth in the United 
States, Germany, and Great Britain.  The worldwide 
scope of the “Great Recession” enables comparison 
of differences in the impacts of economic hardship on 
families and individuals, across nations characterized 
by different institutional structures that could render 
young people more or less vulnerable.  Given the 
structural differences across these countries - in the 
structure of educational and vocational qualifications, 
the school-to-work transition, the provision of 
societal safety net protection, and cultural values - a 
comparative study could reveal what difference the 
socio-cultural context makes for youth’s successful 
transition to adulthood in unfavorable economic 
times.  

Meetings in London and Munich were held in the 
Spring of 2010 to discuss the consequences of 
economic turmoil for young people in distinct social 
settings and to consider strategies to obtain the 
resources to support future collaborative work.  
These meetings were followed in May 2011 by a 
conference organized by Jacquelynne Eccles at the 
University of Michigan, and supported by the Society 

for Research on Child Development.  The inter-
disciplinary consortium of scholars assembled in Ann 
Arbor included psychologists, sociologists, demo-
graphers, economists, and policy analysts.  The intent 
was to examine the impacts of the ‘Great Recession’ 
on youth themselves as they navigated the transition, 
as well as the more indirect consequences for young 
people that operated through the “linked lives”  
(Elder, Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2003) of parents and 
children. That is, parents’ economic circumstances 
could have lasting consequences for children, 
adolescents, and older youth as they formed their 
aspirations and plans for the future and attempted to 
progress in their pathways to adulthood.  

The participants at the Ann Arbor meeting were 
invited to share their ongoing research, as well as to 
explore the potentials of the data sets they were 
working with for cross-national comparison.  A set of 
complementary collaborative projects was 
envisioned, some involving national longitudinal data 
sets. One of these would comprise the Panel Study of 
Income Dynamics in the United States, the German 
Socio-Economic Panel, and the British Household 
Panel Study, enabling comparisons of the timing of 
key transitions (completing school, acquisition of full-
time work, marriage and cohabitation, and child-
bearing) across countries.  Other scholars would focus 
on single regional or local data resources, enabling a 
closer and more in-depth assessment of develop-
mental processes.  The participants left the confer-
ence with resolve to continue investigating youth 
outcomes in the aftermath of the Great Recession, to 
acquire funding for future research endeavors, to 
initiate collaborative studies, to heighten awareness 
of the plight of young people in recessionary times, 
and to stimulate additional research by highlighting 
the work of the YGR Initiative at future scholarly 
meetings. 

To this end, I organized two sessions at multi-
disciplinary international conferences that featured 
the work of scholars affiliated with the Initiative--at 
the Biennial Meeting of the Society for Research on 
Adolescence in March 2012 in Vancouver, and at the 
Annual Meeting of the Society for Longitudinal and 
Life Course Studies in Paris in September 2012.  Based 
on four papers presented at these meetings, I pro-
posed a "Special Section" of Longitudinal and Life 
Course Studies, and invited two of the leaders of the 
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Youth in the Great Recession Initiative, Walter Heinz 
and Robert Crosnoe, to comment on them.   The con-
tributors to this Special Section represent scholars 
from all three countries targeted as the focus of the 
YGR: Germany, Great Britain, and the United States. 

Three of the articles in this issue emphasize the 
“linked lives” of parents and children, how children 
are affected when families confront hard economic 
times.  The first two (Mortimer, Zhang, Hussemann & 
Wu; Schoon) address processes of inter-generational 
transmission of attitudes and behaviors in the United 
States and England, respectively.   The third (Groh-
Samberg & Voges) assesses the impacts of parental 
support in protecting young adults in difficult 
economic times from experiencing poverty in 
Germany.  The fourth article in this Special Section 
(Staff, Johnson, Patrick, & Schulenberg) examines the 
effects of recessionary times on young people 
directly, by describing the consequences of the Great 
Recession for the labor market opportunities of 
contemporary American teenagers.  It reveals large 
cohort differences in the part-time employment of 
high school students, a highly formative experience in 
the preparation for adult work. Commentaries on the 
four articles are provided by Professors Heinz and 
Crosnoe.  In the following paragraphs, I highlight key 
findings and integrative themes. 

Mortimer, Zhang, Hussemann, and Wu (this issue) 
assess how parental financial hardship influenced 
children’s orientations to their futures in the 
aftermath of the Great Recession (2009-2011) in the 
American Midwest.  Drawing on data from 345 
matched pairs of parents and children (age 11 and 
older) in the longitudinal Youth Development Study, 
they examine the effects of parental economic stress 
on children’s educational aspirations and economic 
expectations.  These orientations, which motivate 
agentic striving and goal attainment, have strong 
implications for children’s future educational and 
occupational achievement as well as otherwise 
successful transitions to adulthood (Grabowski, Call, 
& Mortimer, 2001; Lee & Mortimer, 2009).  The 
authors ask, do children’s educational aspirations and 
confidence in their capacity to succeed in the 
economic realm diminish when their parents suffer 
economic strain?  They also investigate whether the 
familial context of achievement affects children’s 
response to the family’s economic circumstances. 

Parental achievement orientations, measured in 
adolescence, and parental educational attainment are 
considered indicators of the family achievement 
climate, potential precursors of achievement 
orientations in the next generation, as well as 
moderators of the effects of financial hardship.  
Because the parents had been surveyed from the 
ages of 14 to 38, the investigators were also able to 
assess whether prior parental unemployment 
experience during the decade preceding the recession 
conditioned the effects of more recent economic 
hardship.   Finally, the availability of longitudinal data 
from both parents and children enabled estimation of 
first difference models, controlling stable features of 
parents and children and strengthening causal 
inference.   

Mortimer and her colleagues find evidence that 
the familial achievement context does moderate the 
children’s response to the family’s economic 
circumstances. Children’s economic expectations rose 
with their parents’ incomes, but high parental 
expectations, measured during the parents’ 
adolescence, heightened the impact of change in 
household income on change in their children’s 
anticipated economic prospects. Furthermore, high 
parental aspirations during adolescence protected 
children from diminished educational aspirations 
when parents experienced financial problems.  
Apparently, those factors that enhance feelings of 
confidence and promote high educational aspirations 
during adolescence have long-term consequences, 
buffering the impacts of economic losses in the next 
generation.  

Moreover, when parental reports of financial 
problems increased, economic expectations declined 
among children of the least well-educated parents.  
When parents experienced unemployment during the 
ten years prior to the recent recession, children’s 
educational aspirations declined as their families’ 
household incomes diminished. While many children 
appeared to be quite resilient in the face of their 
parents’ economic struggles, children whose parents 
had a history of employment instability and the least 
educational credentials, were apparently more 
vulnerable.   

Ingrid Schoon (this issue), drawing on data from 
close to 10,000 participants in the Longitudinal Study 
of Young People in England (born in 1989-1990) also 
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examines the “linked lives” of parents and children in 
difficult economic times.  She assesses the impacts of 
parental short-term and persistent worklessness on 
young adult children’s educational achievement 
orientations, measured at age 16, and their 
experience of being NEET (not in education, 
employment or training) from the age of 16 to 20, 
after completing compulsory formal education.   
Parental temporary and persistent worklessness was 
measured just prior to the Great Recession (2004 to 
2006); offspring NEET status was gauged during a 
five-year period including pre-recession, recession, 
and post-recession periods (2006 to 2010).   
Strikingly, this research shows that a substantial 
minority of children in England live in “workless” 
families - 14% either persistently or temporarily.  It 
should be noted that this figure underestimates the 
true extent of children’s exposure to unemployment.  
Excluded from the definition are families in which 
only one parent is unemployed in two-parent 
families, since for a family to be considered 
“workless”, neither parent could have a job.   

Like the research by Mortimer and her colleagues, 
Schoon’s study demonstrates that parental economic 
fortunes have significant effects on offspring 
achievement orientations.   She shows strong 
associations between parental worklessness, on the 
one hand, and children’s achievement orientations at 
age 16 and months of NEET status, on the other. That 
is, both sons and daughters had lower educational 
aspirations and plans and experienced more months 
in NEET if their parents were either temporarily or 
persistently workless during their teen years.  
Interestingly, however, the associations between 
parental worklessness and these outcomes 
diminished considerably when other risk factors 
facing families were included in the models.  For 
example, low parental education, living in a rental 
unit (rather than owning one’s home) and 
neighborhood deprivation increased time spent as 
NEET for both males and females.  In contrast, the 
child’s earlier academic performance (age 11) in 
math, English and science and the child’s educational 
aspirations and intentions to attend University (at age 
16) significantly reduced the risk of NEET.  These 
findings suggest that parents who experience 
unemployment are also likely to reside in 
neighborhoods lacking employment opportunities 

and other positive influences on school-leavers.  Their 
children have low levels of educational attainment 
early on, and have low educational aspirations.  
Importantly, the child’s achievement orientation 
moderated the effects of parental worklessness on 
months of NEET; children with high achievement 
orientations in persistently workless households had 
particularly low levels of NEET.  Schoon’s research 
highlights the importance of the social context in 
increasing the risk of NEET, and the child’s own 
achievement orientations as protective.    

Olaf Groh-Samberg and Wolfgang Voges (this 
issue) use matched parent and adult child data from 
close to 35,000 participants in the German Socio-
Economic Panel Study (SOEP), surveyed well before 
(1984) and through the aftermath (2011) of the Great 
Recession.   Their focus is on youth poverty, which 
increased substantially from 1995 to 2005, but 
leveled off in the most recent period from 2005 to 
2011 despite the “Great Recession.”  They note that 
German youth have been protected from high 
unemployment rates by the dual education-
employment system.  Still, long-term changes in 
patterns of transition to adulthood and in the labor 
market have increased youth vulnerability to poverty, 
as young people take longer to complete their 
educations and to form independent households with 
the potential for two earners.   

But like the articles by Mortimer et al. and by 
Schoon, Groh-Samberg and Voges highlight the 
importance of the social context in moderating the 
effects of economic decline on young people.  They 
highlight the differential potential for inter-
generational support in higher- and lower-income 
families.  They reason that official statistics 
overestimate youth poverty because high-income 
parents are likely to provide financial support for 
their transitioning children who no longer reside with 
them.  The conventional measure defines poverty as 
household income divided by the number of residents 
(with adjustments for age) that is less than 60% of 
median national income.  They show that if one 
assumes that incomes are shared across households 
(by calculating poverty on the basis of pooled 
incomes of parent and adult child households, divided 
by need or the number of residents in both 
households), the poverty rates of both 15-19 and 20-
25 year-old youth diminish markedly.  For example, 
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among 20-25 year olds, the official poverty rate is 
more than 50% for those with two parental 
participants in the SOEP; it falls dramatically to 11% 
when adjusted for parental income.  Furthermore, 
the effects of transitions that are commonly thought 
to precipitate youth poverty, such as entering 
university, obtaining a precarious job, or becoming a 
parent, are greatly reduced.    

Groh-Samberg and Voges recognize that their 
indicator of young adult income is likely to be 
overestimated, since it is probable that parents do 
not give as much to children living away as those 
residing under their own roofs.  It is plausible to 
assume that normative ideas regarding young adult 
independence make large cash transfers 
uncomfortable for both generations (Swartz, 2009).  
Still, it is useful to highlight the potential for middle 
and upper class parents, in the context of hard 
economic times, to buffer the effects of transitions on 
their adult children’s well-being through cash 
transfers (Swartz, et al., 2011).    

Turning to the direct effects of the recession on 
youth, rather than those transmitted through 
parental hardship or financial support, Staff, Johnson, 
Patrick, and Schulenberg (this issue) examine the 
impacts of the Great Recession on student part-time 
employment in the United States.  While the 
consequences of employment for such teenagers are 
the subject of much controversy (Staff, Mont’Alvao, 
and Mortimer, forthcoming), it is fairly well 
established that teenage employment can have 
multiple beneficial effects under the right conditions 
(e.g., limited working hours, good supervisory 
relationships, etc.).  Early jobs can provide valuable 
socialization experiences that enhance vocational 
development and help to prepare youth for adult 
work (Mortimer, 2003).  Utilizing Monitoring the 
Future’s cohort-sequential design, the authors 
compare the experiences of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders 
in 2006-07, prior to the recession, in 2008-09, during 
the recession, and in 2010-11, following the 
recession.  Merging samples across grade levels and 
years yielded a nationally representative sample of 
more than 200,000 students.  While teenage 
employment has been declining since the 1980s, the 
authors show further substantial reductions during 
the “Great Recession,” which continued in the post-
recession period.  Among 12th graders, who 

experienced the most substantial increases in 
worklessness, the proportion who were not 
employed increased from 27% in the pre-recession 
period to 40% in the post-recession period.  A general 
withdrawal from employment was observed across 
age, gender, and parental education categories, and 
among students with high and low educational 
expectations.   Suggesting the greater importance of 
lower employer demand than youth’s declining 
interest in work, approximately 88% of non-working 
youth wished they had a job.  Moreover, the fact that 
young people have become increasingly concentrated 
over time in “youth jobs” (babysitting, yardwork) 
rather than in clerical, sales, and office work, suggests 
increasing competition from adult workers.  

Although increases in youth joblessness have 
increased across the board, the lowest rates, before, 
during, and following the recession were found 
among minorities - African Americans and Hispanics, 
rather than whites.  The dearth of work among these 
young people is particularly ominous, for they are 
increasingly deprived of the opportunities for human 
capital development that come along with gainful 
employment.  

Staff and his colleagues show that adolescent 
adaptation to family hardship in the Great Recession 
is unlikely to include gainful work that supplements 
family income.  Elder emphasized in his path-breaking 
work that children during the Great Depression, 
particularly boys, could help their families at a time of 
economic crisis through their contributions to family 
income.  Unlike countries, such as Germany, Austria, 
Denmark, and Switzerland, where combinations of 
schooling and working are coordinated and highly 
regulated by the apprenticeship system, it has been 
normative, throughout U.S. history, for teenagers to 
be employed part-time during the school year in free-
market employment.  In fact, contemporary cohorts 
of young people are much less likely than their 
parents or grandparents to have substantial work 
experience prior to entering the full-time labor force.  
Whereas Elder saw the benefits of working, in 
increasing youth confidence and work motivation, as 
a “silver lining” amidst Depression hardship, judging 
from the articles in this “Special Section”, adolescents 
today are subject to considerable cost (in depressed 
aspirations and economic expectations, increased 
vulnerability to NEET, and risk of poverty) linked to 
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their families’ economic hardship, but at the same 
time contemporary youth are deprived of a major 
coping resource in addressing their families’ plight. 

Taken in tandem, these studies highlight the 
complexity of social causation.  As Schoon points out, 
a developmental contextual perspective is sorely 
needed.  Economic hardship at the societal level does 
not have uniform consequences, irrespective of the 
social context in which it occurs.  The attributes of the 
family and the youth labor force are crucially 
important.  The family’s level of vulnerability, as 
indicated by prior parental unemployment, low 
parental educational credentials, and a negative 
climate for achievement, influences children’s 
reactions to economic stress (Mortimer, et al., this 
issue).  Familial worklessness is likely to be 
accompanied by low parental education, living in 
rental units, and neighborhood conditions that 

heighten deprivation; these fully mediate the effects 
of parents’ worklessness on children’s experience of 
NEET (Schoon, this issue).  The economic hardship 
experienced by children who are making transitions 
to independent living, higher education, and 
precarious work are likely to be considerably buffered 
by their families’ level of affluence (Groh-Samberg & 
Voges, this issue).  Finally, contemporary children 
whose parents suffer job loss may be particularly 
disadvantaged, in comparison with prior cohorts, 
because they are not able to find gainful work (Staff, 
et al., this issue).  Hopefully, the articles in this Special 
Section will encourage other researchers to mine 
their longitudinal and comparative data sets, so as to 
further understanding of the consequences of 
recessionary times in varying historical, societal and 
familial contexts.       
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Abstract 

While children’s orientations to achievement are strong predictors of attainments, little is 
known about how parental economic hardship during recessionary times influences children’s 
orientations to their futures. The Youth Development Study has followed a community sample 
of young people in St Paul, Minnesota, from mid-adolescence through their mid-thirties with 
near-annual surveys, and has recently begun surveying the children of this cohort.  Using linked 
parent and child data, the present study examines the relationship between parental economic 
hardship and children's achievement orientations in the aftermath of the recent “Great 
Recession.” Initial OLS analyses draw on 345 parent-child pairs, with data collected from 
parents during their adolescence, during the decade prior to the recession, and in 2011, and 
from their children (age 11 and older) in 2011.  Then, first difference models are estimated, 
based on a smaller sample (N=186) of parents and children who completed surveys in both 
2009 and 2011.  Our findings indicate that when families are more vulnerable, as a result of 
low parental education and prior parental unemployment experience, children’s achievement 
orientations are more strongly threatened by the family’s economic circumstances.  For 
example, as parental financial problems increased, economic expectations declined only among 
children of the least well-educated parents. Low household incomes diminished educational 
aspirations only when parents experienced unemployment during the ten years prior to the 
recent recession. Parental achievement orientations, as adolescents, were also found to 
moderate the impacts of shifts in the family’s economic circumstances.  Finally, boys reacted 
more strongly to their parents’ hardship than girls.  

 

Keywords: economic hardship, Great Recession, parental unemployment, economic expectations, 

educational aspirations, adolescent vocational development 

Introduction 

Parents' fortunes rise and fall, especially in 
turbulent economic times. With income losses and 
uncertainty in income flows, and mounting financial 
stressors, children may observe their parents 
struggling to make ends meet to preserve a 

threatened standard of living.  This research examines 
the linkages between key indicators of parental 
economic well-being and children's achievement 
orientations, in a community sample surveyed in 
2009 and 2011.  The recent recession in the United 
States that began in December 2007 produced high 
unemployment rates, hovering around 9 to 10 
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percent, and median household income decreased by 
10 percent.  Although the recession was officially over 
in June 2009 (National Bureau of Economic Research, 
2013), many families have continued to experience 
unemployment and reduced work hours. Except for 
those in the very highest income brackets, household 
incomes have not recovered.  The present study 
captures this post-recession period of continued 
economic turmoil.   

Although much attention in times of economic 
hardship is directed toward the problems of adult 
workers, little is known about the potential 
consequences of recessionary times for children's 
developing outlooks toward the future.  Most 
research focuses on children’s academic 
achievement, finding strong socio-economic gradients 
(Duncan & Murnane, 2011; Ermisch, Jantti, & 
Smeeding, 2012).  Drawing on longitudinal data, we 
asked three research questions.  First, to what extent 
were parental financial problems and household 
income associated with children's expectations about 
success in the economic realm and their educational 
aspirations in 2011?  Second, did change in the 
family’s economic standing between 2009 and 2011 
have measurable impacts on change in children’s 
economic expectations and educational aspirations? 
Finally, were family economic difficulties buffered by, 
or contingent upon, the family’s circumstances and 
resources, including the parent’s history of 
unemployment, the familial context of achievement 
as defined by earlier parental achievement 
orientations and parental educational attainment, or 
the child's age and gender? 

The family and children’s achievement 
orientations  

The importance of children's achievement 
orientations for their adult attainments is well 
recognized.  According to the classic status 
attainment model (Sewell & Hauser, 1975, 1980), 
parents of higher socio-economic status have higher 
expectations for their children, which lead them to 
encourage their children to have high educational and 
occupational aspirations.  Children's aspirations 
thereby become powerful mediators of the effects of 
socio-economic status on offspring attainments.  
Predictions derived from this social psychological 
model of status attainment have been confirmed in 

research extending across several decades (Davies & 
Kandel, 1981; Hauser, Tsai, & Sewell, 1983; Kerckhoff, 
1995; Sewell & Hauser, 1976; Sewell & Shah, 1968; 
Sewell, Haller, & Portes, 1969; Sewell, Haller, & 
Ohlendorf, 1970; Schoon, this issue).  Although 
adolescents' aspirations and plans have risen greatly 
in recent cohorts (Reynolds, Steward, MacDonald, & 
Sischo, 2006; Schoon, 2010), they continue to predict 
long-term educational and occupational attainments 
(Ashby & Schoon, 2010; Beal & Crockett, 2010; 
Farkas, 2011; Jacob & Linkow, 2011; Reynolds & 
Johnson, 2011).  

However, aspirations are not the only 
psychological orientations that may be linked to 
future attainments (Mortimer, 1994, 1996).   In this 
study we also examine expectations about the 
likelihood of success in the economic realm.  Some 
youth are optimistic that they will do well in this 
sphere, while others may not be so sure.  Similarly, 
Bandura's conceptualization of self-efficacy (1977, 
1997) highlights beliefs about the likelihood of 
achieving one's goals.  In Bandura’s words, “Self-
efficacy is concerned with judgments about how well 
one can organize and execute courses of action 
required to deal with prospective situations 
containing many ambiguous, unpredictable, and 
often stressful elements” (1982: p. 23).  Individuals 
with a stronger sense of self-efficacy set higher goals 
and exert more effort towards their achievement in 
the face of obstacles. In one study (Grabowski, Call, & 
Mortimer, 2001), adolescents who thought that they 
would be more economically successful in the future 
were more likely to take concrete steps to go to 
college and to achieve high grade point averages. 
Adolescents’ economic expectations were also found 
to predict successful transitions to adulthood, 
including young adult educational and income 
attainments, and the avoidance of early parenting 
(Lee & Mortimer, 2009).   

Given the significance of children's psychological 
orientations for their future attainments, it is 
important to understand where these attitudes come 
from. Vocational development begins in the family, as 
parents communicate their orientations toward work 
and their aspirations for their children to the next 
generation (Mortimer, 1974, 1975, 1976; Mortimer & 
Kumka, 1982; Porfeli & Vondracek, 2007; Ryu and 
Mortimer, 1996; Schulenberg, Vondracek, & Crouter, 
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1984; Vondracek et al., 1986).  In fact, the parental 
workplace is probably one of the most critical 
mesosystem environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 
influencing children's orientations to the future and 
their vocational development (Kohn, 1969; Kohn and 
Schooler, 1983; Vondracek, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 
1986).   

 While prior work emphasizes the effects of 
educational aspirations on attainments, aspirations 
are known to be reflective of the child’s academic 
performance (Reynolds & Johnson, 2011) and extra-
curricular activities (Beal & Crockett, 2010).  
Children’s evaluations of the likelihood of their future 
economic success could also reflect their prior 
successes and achievements in school and in work, 
significant others’ reflected appraisals and 
encouragement, and the presence of successful role 
models.   

In this study we focus on household income and 
financial strain in the family of origin as potential 
contributors to children’s developing achievement 
orientations. Elder's “Principle of Linked Lives" (Elder 
& Shanahan, 2006; Elder, Johnson, & Crosnoe, 2003) 
and his classic study of Children of the Great 
Depression (1974) indicate that the hard economic 
times experienced by parents have profound effects 
on their children's development and attainment. A 
large body of research has focused on the 
consequences of income inequality, low income, and 
poverty on children's cognitive ability (Kainz, 
Willoughby, Vernon-Feagans, & Burchinal, 2012; 
Reardon, 2011; Yeung, Linver, & Brooks-Gunn., 2002), 
school dropout, educational attainment (Mayer, 
2001), labor force participation, and wages.  
Researchers have also linked parental financial losses 
and strain, spousal discord, and parents' strict and 
erratic disciplinary practices to children's mental 
health and behavioral problems (Conger, Ge, Elder, 
Lorenz, & Simons, 1994; Kainz et al., 2012; Newman, 
1988; Walper & Silbereisen, 1994; Yeung et al., 2002).  
Although these connections are critical to 
understanding family processes and child 
development in the face of economic loss, little is 
known about how parental economic hardship during 
the recent recession has influenced children's 
orientations to their own futures.    

In recognition of the complexity of inter-
generational transmission and family processes, we 

examine three categories of potential moderators of 
the effects of parental hardship on children’s 
orientations:  first, the stability of the parental work 
career, as indicated by unemployment; second, the 
familial context of achievement, including earlier 
parental aspirations and economic expectations, and 
parental educational attainment; and finally, key 
attributes of the children, including age and gender.   
Let us consider each one of these in turn. 

First, family economic histories may provide 
interpretive contexts for more immediate 
experiences.  In addition to their direct consequences 
for children's orientations toward their futures 
(Schoon, this issue), parents' long-term economic 
successes and failures could condition the effects of 
more recent parental experiences in the labor force. 
At the individual level, developmental growth often 
follows from adaptive responses to stressful 
situations; successfully coping with challenges can 
engender new skills and ways of thinking that 
enhance resiliency in future similar situations.  
Shanahan and Mortimer (1996) referred to these 
situations as eustressful, promoting positive 
consequences.  In contrast, distress and its negative 
sequelae for mental health are likely to follow from 
stressors that over-reach the individual's coping 
abilities (see also Stein, Hoffmann, Bonar, Leith, 
Abraham, et al., 2013).  

  Similar processes may be observed at the family 
level.  On the one hand, families that have 
experienced multiple spells of joblessness over a long 
period of time could develop coping mechanisms to 
adapt to such situations; in response to early shocks, 
the family could have learned how to obtain other 
sources of income, goods and services, as well as 
social support (Iverson, Napolitano, & Furstenberg, 
2011).  Efforts to "cut back" could have become 
routinized and reductions to living standards 
minimized.  If such adaptive strategies were readily 
enlisted each time the parent suffered a new set of 
drawbacks, there could be few deleterious effects of 
these experiences on children.  

It is also plausible, however, that earlier economic 
problems, especially if their repercussions were 
traumatic, could "sensitize" both parents and children 
to economic decline, reducing thresholds of 
vulnerability (Shanahan & Mortimer, 1996).  The 
family's inability to adequately cope with economic 
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hardship in prior years might have precipitated 
declines in parental efficacy and mental health (Conger 
et al., 1994), which reduce adequate coping in similar 
situations. In this case, earlier bouts of unemployment 
could exacerbate the effects of current hardships on 
children's orientations to the future (Prawitz, 
Kalkowski, & Cohart, 2013).  A third possibility is that 
the family's economic history does not matter; instead, 
only the immediate economic circumstances of the 
family influence children's achievement-related 
orientations.  In our research, we empirically estimated 
the impacts of the parent’s long-term unemployment 
history and current economic circumstances. 

Second, we investigate the possible conditioning 
effects of the familial context of achievement, 
considering parental traits that may be highly durable.  
That is, we assess whether the parent’s own 
achievement orientations to the future, measured in 
adolescence, have long-term implications for their 
children.  Much research in the status attainment 
tradition has shown that parents’ contemporaneous 
expectations for their children’s educational 
attainment have strong effects on children’s actual 
educational achievement and adult socio-economic 
attainment (for a summary, see Kerckhoff, 1995).  
However, parents’ earlier expectations regarding their 
own futures during adolescence, could have influenced 
their own achievements and could also be reflected in 
their expectations, as adults, for their children.  To the 
extent that parental achievement orientations are 
long-term stable traits, affecting confidence in the face 
of adversity, they could be communicated to the child 
and potentially buffer the effects of financial hardships 
on children.  

Moreover, since parental education is a key 
indicator of family socio-economic status, which has 
strong implications for parental orientations toward 
their children's achievement, it may also function to 
condition the effects of economic hardship.  Elder 
(1974), in Children of the Great Depression, noted that 
the status losses of formerly middle-class parents led 
them to experience greater mental anguish than 
working-class parents. It is likely that highly educated 
contemporary parents, with their emphasis on the 
“concerted cultivation” (Lareau, 2002, 2003; Reardon, 
2011) of children's development and socio-economic 
attainment, would continue to encourage their 
children's achievement despite economic hardships.   

Finally, we examine whether the child's age or the 
child's gender  buffer the effects of family hardship on 
children's achievement orientations.  While 
longitudinal studies indicate that gaps in educational 
achievement by family income remain quite stable as 
children age (Reardon, 2011), children’s achievement 
orientations may reflect their families' economic 
problems to a greater or lesser extent, depending on 
their age.  Elder and Rockwell (1979) found that the 
young children in the Berkeley cohort were more 
vulnerable during the Great Depression, as they had 
little understanding of the reasons for their parents' 
upset, and they could do nothing to help their parents 
at this time of crisis.  Older children in the Oakland 
cohort, who experienced the Depression as teenagers, 
could understand that their parents were affected by a 
broad nation-wide economic crisis, and they could help 
their parents through their odd jobs and contributions 
to household work.  Elder interpreted their longer-
term positive outcomes as attributable to their 
experiences of successful coping.   Analyses of more 
recent data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 
show that low family income experienced in early 
childhood (birth to age 5) has more detrimental effects 
on life chances (as indicated by years of completed 
schooling and high school graduation) than poverty 
experienced at older ages (Duncan, Brooks-Gunn, 
Yeung, & Smith, 1998).  However, in a study in New 
York state,  Halpern-Felsher, et al. (1997) assessed 
children and adolescents’ educational risk (as 
measured by an index reflecting standardized 
achievement test scores, school attendance, 
suspension and other problems), comparing those who 
were eligible for free or reduced lunch programs with 
those who were not.  While family economic risk had 
no significant effects on educational risk among those 
in middle childhood (mean age 9.8); with the exception 
of African-American males, it increased educational 
risk among adolescents (mean age 15.6).  Given these 
mixed findings, our assessment of the moderating 
effects of child age is exploratory. 

Although most young people aspire to work as 
adults, and boys and girls assign commensurate 
importance to their future occupational careers 
(Johnson & Mortimer 2000), gender differences in 
educational attainment, labor force participation, and 
earnings persist. Young adult women in the United 
States have now surpassed men in their educational 
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achievement (Institute of Education Sciences, 2011), 
but young women's earnings continue to lag behind 
men's at every level of educational attainment (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, 2011). Since normative 
expectations still confer main breadwinner status on 
men (Johnson, Oesterle, & Mortimer, 2001), boys may 
be more sensitive than girls to parents' setbacks and 
successes in the world of work, and therefore more 
responsive to their parents' successes and failures.  
Consistent with this expectation, Schoon and her 
colleagues (Schoon, Martin & Ross, 2007) reported 
that 16 year-old males were more susceptible to their 
parents' economic hardship than females (see also, 
Schoon, this issue). Their study of two nationally 
representative British birth cohorts (1958 and 1970) 
indicated that parental economic hardship diminished 
job aspirations among teenage sons, but not 
daughters.  Similarly, Rutter (1970) reported greater 
child responsiveness to marital discord and family 
disruption, common responses to economic stress, 
among males than females.   

In view of the extensive literature on parental 
success and children’s achievement orientations, our 
study was guided by four hypotheses.  The first 
hypothesis posits direct effects; the remainder 
reference moderating influences. 

 

I. Children's economic expectations and 
educational aspirations will reflect recent and past 
parental economic hardship, controlling parental 
orientations to achievement, parental education, and 
the child’s age and gender.  

II. The parent’s prior history of unemployment will 
moderate the effects of parents' current economic 
well-being on children's achievement-related 
orientations. With little prior research, and plausible 
reasons to expect “inoculating” as well as “sensitizing” 
effects of prior hardship, our assessment of the 
contingent effects of parental unemployment history is 
exploratory.   

III. A positive familial context of achievement, as 
indicated by the parents’ orientations to achievement 
when they were adolescents and the parents’ 
educational attainment, will reduce the effects of 
economic hardship.  
IV. Parental economic standing will have more 
deleterious effects for boys than girls.  
 

Methods 

Data source  

The data were obtained from the longitudinal 
Youth Development Study, which has followed a 
panel of 1,139 randomly chosen teenagers since 1988 
when they were in the 9th grade in the St. Paul 
Minnesota Public Schools and mostly 14-15 years old 
(Mortimer, 2003).  Nineteen near-annual surveys 
have been obtained from the participants, first 
administered in their high school classrooms, and 
subsequently by mail, through 2011, when the 
respondents were 37 and 38 years old.  Panel 
retention in recent years, at about 67 percent of the 
original cohort, was not associated with numerous 
indicators of socio-economic origin, achievement-
related orientations measured in adolescence, 
extrinsic and intrinsic work values, behavioral 
problems and mental health. However, men and non-
whites have had a higher risk of survey attrition than 
women and whites.  

In 2008, we began to recruit the children of this 
cohort, targeting those who were age 11 and older 
(Hussemann, Mortimer, & Zhang, 2011).  The first 
data collection (a mailed survey) from children 
occurred in 2009, with 277 responding.  We 
continued recruiting children for waves 2 and 3 of the 
child study (again targeting those children who 
turned 11, as well as older children who had not 
joined the study previously); by 2011, 67 percent of 
the eligible parents had allowed their children to 
participate.   Mothers were more likely to consent 
than fathers, parental education was positively 
related to consent, and parents were more likely to 
allow their biological children to participate than 
stepchildren or adopted children.  Parental marital 
status (single, cohabiting, married), household 
income, and parental financial problems were not 
significantly related to the consent decision.  

By 2011 (Wave 3 of the child study), 449 children 
had been recruited, of whom 345 completed Wave 3 
surveys. To maximize sample size, our initial analyses 
draw on child orientations measured in 2011.  We 
then estimated first difference models that utilized 
data obtained from 186 children and their parents 
who completed surveys in both 2009 and 2011 
(excluding children who did not age into the sample 
until after 2009, as well as those not participating in 
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one wave or the other). We used data from parents 
collected both contemporaneously and previously. 

We do not claim that this sample is representative 
of children or families in the Twin Cities (St. Paul and 
Minneapolis) area; nor does it represent the larger 
Youth Development Study cohort from which it was 
drawn.  This is because we recruited only children age 
11 and older, whose mean age was 15.8 in 2011. 
Since parents were all about the same age, born in 
1973 or 1974, parents of children of mean age (~16) 
in 2011 would have been in their early twenties at the 
time of the child’s birth; parents of older children 
were even younger. Thus, as one might expect, our 
sample of parents has lower educational attainment 
and incomes than the panel as a whole, and is also 
disadvantaged in comparison to all families of 
approximately the same age in the Twin Cities.  In 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, 49.6 percent of 35-40 year-
olds had a Bachelor’s degree or higher in 2011; in our 
sample of parents, only 21 percent had attained this 
level of education.  While median household income 
in our sample of families was $65,000 in 2011, for 35-
40 year olds in Minneapolis and St. Paul, median 
household income was $81,400 (authors’ calculations 
based on the 2011 American Community Survey, 
Ruggles, et al. 2010).  

To further contextualize this study, it should be 
recalled that these data were obtained in the years 
following the official “Great Recession.” Because of 
the persistence of unemployment and other 
economic difficulties, this recession has had “a long 
tail,” with many families continuing to experience 
hardship after its official end.  In the Twin Cities 
Metropolitan Statistical Area, the unemployment rate 
in 2011 was 6.3 percent, lower than the peak rate of 
7.9 percent in 2009, but still not down to the 4.4 
percent unemployment rate experienced in 2007 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013a, b, and c).   

 

Measures 

Children’s achievement orientations in 2009 and 
2011 

Children’s economic expectations were based on 
their responses to the question: “How do you see 
your future?” Three items followed: (1) “You will have 
a job that pays well?” (2) “You will be able to own 

your own home?” and (3) “You will have a job that 
you enjoy doing?”  Response options ranged from (1) 
Very low to (5) Very high.  We summed responses to 
the three questions to create unstandardized additive 
indices (Alpha=.824 in 2009; .840 in 2011). Elsewhere 
these questions have also been used to measure life 
course expectations or optimism about the future 
(Hitlin & Johnson, 2013).   Children’s educational 
aspiration was based on a single question: “What is 
the highest level [of education] that you plan to 
obtain in the future?” Responses ranged from (1) 
elementary or junior high school to (6) Ph.D. or 
professional degree.  

Family economic indicators 

Annual household income was calculated by taking 
the natural logarithm of income, as indicated by the 
response to the open-ended question, “What was the 
income for your entire household in 2010 before 
taxes?”  The natural logarithm of annual household 
income for each year and differences between those 
two natural logarithms (in first difference models) 
were used to approximate the normality assumption 
of OLS.  

An additive financial problems index (AFPI) was 
based on the sum of responses to three items: (1) 
“How much stress have you felt in meeting your 
financial obligations during this past year?”; (2) “How 
difficult is it for you to pay your bills on time? These 
bills might include insurance, rent, mortgages, car 
payments, credit cards, etc.”; and (3) "How much 
burden do you feel from debt (from credit cards, 
mortgages, personal loan, etc.?).”  Responses ranged 
from 1, “No burden (stress or difficulty) at all,” to 7, 
“Extremely high burden (stress or difficulty).”  
(Alpha=.857 in 2009; .886 in 2011).  

Parental unemployment history 

Parents' unemployment history was based on an 
annual Life History Calendar, which recorded monthly 
employment status over the 11 years prior to the 
onset of the current recession, from January 1997 to 
December 2007. The average annual proportion of 
unemployed months was calculated as number of 
months unemployed/12, divided by the number of 
available years.  (Since not all respondents completed 
surveys in every wave, the total available years can be 
less than 11.)  In regressions, the continuous measure 
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of average annual proportion of unemployment is 
further grouped into three categories: zero 
unemployment experience over the entire period, 
approximately one month unemployment on average 
per year, and more than one month unemployment 
per year.  Zero unemployment experience is the 
reference group under the dummy coding scheme.  

Family context of achievement 

     The indicators of parental achievement 
orientations, measured when they were 15-16 years 
old, in the second year of high school, are identical to 
the children’s measures of economic expectations 
and educational aspirations.  Parents' educational 
attainment was grouped into three categories: (1) 
High school or less (the reference category); (2) 
Technical or vocational school, an Associates’ degree, 
or some college; and (3) BA or above.  

Child age and gender 

     Child age was measured in years, and gender was 
coded 1 if male. 

Analytic strategy 

We initially used Ordinary Least Squares 
regression to assess the effects of parental economic 
status on children’s achievement-related outcomes in 
2011.  For each child outcome, economic ex- 
pectations and educational aspirations, we examined 
the main effects of each contemporaneous economic 
status variable (additive financial problems index and 
the natural logarithm of annual household income) to 
assess their independent effects, net of the parent’s 
achievement orientations in adolescence, parental 
education, and the child’s age and gender.  We 
assessed these variables one at a time, to take 
advantage of the full number of cases for which we 
have data (parents were more willing to divulge their 
financial problems than their household incomes).  
We then examined whether parental unemployment 
history, earlier parental orientations (observed in 
adolescence), parental educational attainment, child 
age, or child gender moderated the effects of the 
family economic status variables on children’s 
outcomes, by introducing interaction terms and 

examining their effects one at a time.  We examined 
all possible interactions between the two 2011 
hardship indicators and parental unemployment 
history, parental achievement orientations, parental 
education, child age, and child gender; however, only 
statistically significant interactions are reported in the 
tables.  In this way we highlight potentially important 
conditioning effects. Unstandardized regression 
coefficients are reported for the 2011 models. 

In a second step, for each outcome in turn, we 
examined first-difference models in which both 
financial hardships and children’s outcomes were 
expressed as the difference between respondents' 
2011 and 2009 values (2011 minus 2009 measures). 
This allowed us to assess the impacts of change in 
economic hardship on change in children’s 
orientations directly, and to examine how such 
impacts might be moderated by parental unemploy-
ment histories, earlier parental orientations, parental 
educational attainment, child gender, and child age. 
This strategy (the simplest case of the fixed effect 
model, see Allison, 2009, pp. 7-27; Wooldridge, 2002, 
pp. 279-291), controls the additive effects of time-
invariant qualities of parents and children, which 
could influence parental economic hardship or the 
attitudes of the children.  The first-difference models 
therefore offer the most stringent test of our 
hypotheses since time-stable characteristics of 
parents and children are effectively controlled.  Like 
before, we generated unstandardized regression 
coefficients; only those interaction effects that were 
statistically significant are reported.  

Because children are nested within families, they 
cannot be treated as independent observations; that 
is, clustering jeopardizes the assumption that 
regression error terms are independent of one 
another.  Therefore, the significance levels of the 
regression coefficients were calculated with adjusted 
standard errors, using the “cluster” option in STATA’s 
regression command.  (For the formula for deter-
mining the robust cluster variance estimator, see 
Sribney, 2009; for further description of cluster-
correlated robust variance estimates, see Froot, 1989; 
Rogers, 1993; Williams, 2000; and Wooldridge, 2002). 



Jeylan T Mortimer, Lei  Zhang, Jeanette Hussemann, Chen-Yu Wu        Parental economic hardship and 
                                                                                                                                        children’s achievement  orientations                                                                                                                                               

112 

Findings 

Descriptive statistics for the 2011 sample are 
reported in Table 1; changes in child economic 
expectations, aspirations, log household income, and 
the additive financial problems index from 2009 to 
2011 are also shown.  The children’s 2011 economic 
expectations indicators are relatively high, with 
means about 4.0 (the maximum value was 5); the 
additive expectations index is also shown. Consistent 
with many other studies (e.g., Reynolds et al., 2006; 
Schoon, 2010), 2011 educational aspirations among 
the children were also quite high at 4.5 
(approximating a Bachelor's degree). Mean 
household income, measured in 2011, was $60,990. 
The parents, on average, reported moderate levels of 
financial problems; the average value of this scale 
(range 3- 21) was about 13. In the eleven-year span 
from January 1997 to December 2007, parental 
unemployment on average was a little less than three 
weeks annually (e.g. 0.05 × 12 months × 31 days = ~ 
19 days); 51 percent of parents had no 
unemployment experience from 1997 to 2007, 26 
percent were unemployed one month, on average, 
per year, and 24 percent were unemployed more 
than one month, on average, per year. 

The parental economic expectations index, 
measured during the parent’s adolescence at age 15-
16 (in year 1989), is just slightly lower than the same 
measure for children. Parental educational 
aspirations, as adolescents, were lower than their 
children’s, approximating some college. The modal 
parental educational level, achieved by 57 percent of 
the parents, also approximated an Associate's degree, 
some college, or vocational/technical certification.  

The mean child's age was 15.8 in 2011 and 45 
percent were male. 

Children’s economic expectations 

We first considered the children's economic 
expectations, the variable that might appear to be the 
most strongly affected by parental economic 
standing. Children's economic expectations reflect 
their perception that they themselves will be 
economically successful in the future.  Table 2 
presents OLS unstandardized coefficients for the 2011 
models of children’s expectations.  It should be noted 
that the number of cases and clusters, or families, 

differs across models, because some parents and/or 
children did not answer all questions.  For example, 
models including household income are based on 
fewer cases, since some parents did not report their 
incomes.   

Model 1 in Table 2 shows that parents' financial 
problems had no significant main effect on child 
expectations; however, children's expectations rose 
with the natural logarithm of parental household 
income (Model 2; b=.345, p<.05).  The parent’s 
economic expectation, measured during adolescence, 
also had a significant positive effect on their 
children’s expectation (Model 1; b=.145, p<.05), 
measured more than 20 years later. This positive 
effect suggests a process of inter-generational 
transmission.  Such positive expectations may be 
considered a stable trait, manifest over a long period 
of time and transferred to children via a wide range 
of communications and cues.  In Model 1, children 
whose parents were in the highest education bracket 
(BA or more) had significantly higher economic 
expectations than children whose parents were in the 
lowest reference category (high school or less).  The 
effect of high parental education becomes 
insignificant, however, when household income is 
controlled (Model 2).  Interestingly, children whose 
parents were in the intermediate educational 
category did not have higher expectations than the 
children in the lowest, least well-educated group in 
either specification.  We found no significant 
interactions dependent on parental unemployment 
experience, earlier parental expectations, parental 
education, child’s age or gender.   

To investigate whether change in the family’s 
economic circumstances led to change in children’s 
expectations from 2009 to 2011, we estimated first-
difference models, initially examining main effects 
(see Table 3, Models 1 and 2).  The economic 
variables (change in log income, change in financial 
problems) were found to have no significant main 
effects.  While first-difference models control the 
additive effects of variables that are constant across 
time, it is still possible that such constant variables 
could interact with changing characteristics to 
produce variant outcomes.  We therefore assessed 
whether prior unemployment experience, earlier 
parental   expectations,  parental  education,  or  child  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics 

 

Variable N* Mean S.D. Min Max 

Child 2011      
Child Economic Expectation Index 325 12.07 2.28 4 15 

Chances to have a job that pays well 325 3.98 0.83 1 5 
Chances to have your own home 325 4.04 0.92 1 5 
Chances to have a job that you enjoy 325 4.05 0.88 1 5 

Child Educational Aspiration 314 4.47 1.21 2 6 
Child Age 343 15.83 2.85 11 23 
Child Gender (Male = 1) 344 0.45 0.50 0 1 

Parent 2011      
Annual Household Income ($1000) 175 60.99 34.18 0.04 135 
Log Annual Household Income 175 10.74 1.01 3.76 11.81 
Parent's Education 208     

Less than or Equal to High School (ref)  0.22 0.41 0 1 
Tech / Vocational school or Some college  0.57 0.50 0 1 
B.A. degree or higher  0.22 0.41 0 1 

Additive Financial Problems Index 208 12.82 5.13 3 21 
Average Annual Proportion of Unemployment 231 0.05 0.10 0 0.64 

Zero Unemployed Months   0.51 0.50 0 1 
One month on average per year   0.26 0.44 0 1 
> one month on average per year   0.24 0.43 0 1 

Parent 1989 (in adolescence)      
Parent's Educational Aspiration in 1989 202 3.67 1.28 1 6 
Parent's Economic Expectation Index in 1989 225 11.71 2.43 3.96 15.44 

Chances to have a job that pays well 225 3.71 0.83 1 5 
Chances to have your own home 225 3.70 1.01 1 5 
Chances to have a job that you enjoy 225 4.02 0.84 1 4 

Changes between 2009 and 2011      
Child 2011-2009      

Economic Expectation 162 0.08 2.39 -9 12 
Educational Aspirations 160 0.05 1.42 -4 5 

Parent 2011-2009      
Log Annual Household Income 107 0.002 0.96 -7.06 2.64 
Additive Financial Problems Index 136 0.46 4.08 -9 14 

                * N's for G1/G2 are counts of unique parents/ families and N's for G3 are counts of unique G3 children. 
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Table 2. OLS Models for 2011 Child Economic Expectation 

Economic Expectation 1 2 

Child's Age -0.071 -0.037 

 (0.043) (0.045) 

Child Gender (Male=1) -0.196 -0.175 

 (0.270) (0.285) 

Parent’s Economic Expectation (1989) 0.145* 0.110* 

 (0.057) (0.051) 

Tech/vocational/some college 0.384 0.385 

 (0.372) (0.428) 

B.A. And above 0.862* 0.650 

 (0.408) (0.474) 

Additive Financial Problems Index 0.005  

 (0.026)  

Log Annual Household Income  0.345* 

  (0.160) 

Constant 11.160*** 7.524*** 

 (0.960) (1.990) 

N 289 248 

N-families 192 162 

R-square 0.069 0.079 

                                    * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 
age and gender, moderated the effects of the two 
economic change indicators.   

We observed two significant interactions.  First, 
parental economic expectations, observed during the 
parents’ adolescence, conditioned the effect of 
change in household income between 2009 and 2011. 
The significant coefficient for the difference in log 
annual household income in Table 3 Model 3 
indicates that children’s economic expectations 
declined somewhat as parental incomes rose, when 
parents had the lowest economic expectations (b=-
1.779, p<.05).  The significant coefficient for the 
interaction term (b=.194, p<.01) indicates that with 
increases in parental economic expectations, 
increases in parental income have salutary effects on 
children’s economic efficacy.  Thus, an increase from 

a parental expectations score of 4, the lowest, to 15, 
the highest, would yield a positive effect of each unit 
increase in log household income on child 
expectations (-1.779 + [11 x .194] = .355). To depict 
this interaction more intuitively, Figure 1 shows 
differences in the effects of change in household 
income for children whose parents’ economic 
expectations, as adolescents, were above and below 
the median.  It is evident that increases in household 
income only strengthen children’s economic 
expectations when the parents themselves had 
relatively high expectations (above the median) as 
adolescents. Perhaps high expectations reflect the 
parent’s perception of self as an agentic and effective 
economic actor---leading parents to attribute their 
economic successes (and failures) to their own 
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Table 3. First-difference Models for Economic Expectation 

Diff. in Economic Expectation 1 2 3 4 

Diff. log annual household income 0.245  -1.779*  
 (0.128)  (0.679)  
Diff. additive financial problems index  -0.006  -0.226** 
  (0.045)  (0.084) 
Parent’s Economic Expectation (1989)   0.035 0.021 
   (0.058) (0.061) 
Tech/vocational/some college    -0.050 
    (0.413) 
B.A. and above    0.123 
    (0.595) 
Tech/vocational/some college × Diff. AFPI    0.312** 
    (0.096) 
B.A. and above × Diff. AFPI    0.223 
    (0.120) 
Parent’s Economic Expectation (1989) × Diff. log household 
income 

  0.194** 
(0.066) 

 

     
Constant 0.021 0.084 -0.370 -0.089 
 (0.209) (0.182) (0.679) (0.784) 

N 124 162 120 157 
N-families 96 124 93 120 
R-square 0.014 0 0.027 0.056 
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

abilities and effort---and to communicate these 
interpretations to their children.  Conversely, if the 
family’s economic welfare declines despite relatively 
high levels of parental expectations about the future, 
children’s confidence in their own capacity to achieve 
economic goals in adulthood may erode.  In this case, 
we conclude that high parental economic 
expectations, sensitize the child to the effects of 
rising (or falling) incomes. 

Second, parental education moderated the effect 
of change in parental financial problems on children’s 
expectations. In the specification for Table 3 Model 4, 
the coefficient for change in financial problems (b=-
.226, p<.01) indicates that increasing financial 
problems have a negative effect on expectations 
among children of the least well- educated parents 
(the reference group).  The coefficient for the 
interaction of the intermediate level of education 
(technical, vocational, some college) with change in 

the financial problems index, which is positive 
(b=.312, p<.01), indicates the difference between the 
effect for this group and the reference group.  Thus, a 
one-unit increase in parental financial problems leads 
to a small increase of -.226 + .312 = .086 in the child’s 
economic expectation, if parents had the 
intermediate level of educational attainment.  As 
shown in Figure 2, as parental financial problems 
increase, children of the least well-educated parents 
show a sharp decline in expectations. The slightly 
upward slope for children whose parents have 
intermediate levels of education indicates that their 
expectation increases as parents grapple with 
financial stresses. Children of the most highly 
educated parents (with BA degrees and above) show 
virtually no change in economic expectations despite 
increasing parental financial problems.  No other 
significant interaction effects were observed. 
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Children’s Educational Aspirations. 

Models 1 and 2 in Table 4 show that neither the 
parental financial problems index, nor household 
income, have significant effects on children’s 
educational aspirations.  Unlike parental economic 
expectations, parental educational aspirations, 
measured during adolescence, did not significantly 
predict the child’s aspiration in 2011. Consistent with 
decades of research on children's aspirations (see 
also Schoon, this issue), children whose parents had a 
Bachelor's degree or more had higher educational 
aspirations than children whose parents had no post-
secondary educations.  Aspirations decline with age, 
and boys have lower educational aspirations than 

girls.  
We find three significant interactions.  First, we 

found evidence that the parent’s unemployment 
history sensitized the child to economic conditions in 
the household (see Table 4, Model 3).  The log of 
household income had no significant effect on the 
educational aspirations of children whose parents 
experienced no unemployment from 1997 to 2007 
(b=-.180, n.s.).  Increase in log household income had 
a positive effect on aspirations among those whose 
parents suffered relatively little unemployment 
during     the     decade     prior     to      the     recession  
(-.180+.334=.154). The results indicate that the 
parent’s smooth employment history protects the 
child’s educational aspirations when household 
incomes are low. In contrast, the positive coefficients 
for the children of those parents who suffered 
unemployment (non-significant, however, for the 
children of parents who suffered more than one 
month of unemployment per year) suggest that 
aspirations rise (or fall) with shifts in parental 
economic fortunes. 

Figure 3 illustrates the interaction between 
unemployment experience and the natural logarithm 
of 2011 income.  The solid line, representing the 
impacts of household income on aspirations for 
children of parents without any unemployment, 
slopes downward (a non-significant trend, as shown 
in Table 4), while the dashed and dotted lines for 
parents with unemployment experience have positive 
slopes. This pattern suggests that prior sporadic 
unemployment experience increases the child’s 

responsiveness to income differences, as aspirations 
rise as household income increases (or fall as income 
declines) only among children whose families may 
have become “sensitized” to economic hardship and 
economic betterment. 

Second, although parental educational aspiration 
in adolescence had no significant additive effect 
(Table 4, Model 1), it moderated the effect of 
parental financial problems (Model 4).  The 
coefficient for the financial problems index, -.094 
(p<.05) in Model 4, may be interpreted as the effect 
of financial problems for children whose parents had 
the lowest educational aspirations in adolescence.  
The effect of financial problems becomes less 
negative as earlier parental educational aspirations 
increase. To illustrate this effect more concretely, 
Figure 4 shows differences in the effects of financial 
problems for the children of parents who aspired to a 
BA or more during adolescence, and those whose 
parents aspired to less than a BA.  As shown in Figure 
4, when financial problems rise, there is a steep 
decline in children’s aspirations for children whose 
parents aspired to less than a BA. In contrast, when 
parents had high aspirations as adolescents, their 
children’s aspirations are relatively impervious to 
parents’ increasing financial difficulties.  High parental 
aspirations, early on, thus appear to be protective for 
their children. 

Finally, child gender conditions the impacts of 
parental financial problems (Table 4, Model 5); while 
parents' financial problems had no significant impact 
on girls' aspirations (b=.037, n.s.), the difference in 
the effect of financial problems for boys and girls was 
statistically significant and negative (b=-.066, p<.05).  
Thus, boys' educational aspirations declined slightly 
(.037-.066=--.029) as their parents' financial strain 
increased.   

We next investigated “changes-on-changes” with 
first-difference models.  The coefficients in Table 5 
suggest that change in two measures of economic 
hardship – household income and financial strain – 
had no significant main effects on change in children’s 
educational aspirations (Models 1 and 2). However, 
we found evidence that aspirations declined in the 
face of increasing parental financial strain again in the 
group with below-median levels of unemployment. 
For parents without any unemployment experience in  
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Table 4. OLS Models for 2011 Educational Aspiration 

 

Educational Aspiration 1 2 3 4 5 
Child's Age -0.075** -0.064* -0.062* -0.082** -0.076** 
 (0.027) (0.029) (0.028) (0.027) (0.027) 
Child Gender (Male = 1) -0.505*** -0.475** -0.503** -0.524*** 0.363 
 (0.150) (0.158) (0.156) (0.147) (0.406) 
Parent’s Educational Aspiration (1989) -0.082 

(0.067) 
-0.089 
(0.075) 

-0.117 
(0.073) 

-0.477** 
(0.154) 

-0.069 
(0.068) 

      
Tech/Vocational/Some college 0.267 

(0.211) 
0.435* 

(0.206) 
0.346 

(0.215) 
0.263 

(0.208) 
0.233 

(0.210) 
      
B.A. and above 0.632* 0.711** 0.709** 0.660** 0.543* 
 (0.253) (0.258) (0.259) (0.243) (0.262) 
Additive Financial Problems Index 0.007 

(0.016) 
  -0.094* 

(0.046) 
0.037 

(0.020) 
      
Log Annual Household Income  0.111 

(0.113) 
-0.180 
(0.127) 

  

      
One month on average Unemployment 
Experience 

  -3.600* 
(1.805) 

  

      
> one month on average Unemployment 
Experience  

  -4.613 
(2.782) 

  

      
Child's Gender × AFPI     -0.066* 
     (0.031) 
One month on average Unemployment Exp. × Log 
Annual Income 

  0.334* 
(0.165) 

  

      
> one month on average Unemployment Exp. × 
Log Annual Income 

  0.398 
(0.270) 

  

      
Parental Educational Aspiration (1989) × Financial 
Problems Index 

   0.028* 
(0.011) 

 

      
Constant 5.845*** 4.421** 7.791*** 7.387*** 5.452*** 
 (0.544) (1.522) (1.638) (0.805) (0.560) 

N 253 221 221 253 253 
N-families 171 147 147 171 171 
R-square 0.099 0.124 0.157 0.125 0.118 

 p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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the 11-year interval between January 1997 and 
December 2007, changes in financial problems 
between 2009 and 2011 were not reflected in change 
in their children's educational aspirations (b=.042, 
n.s.). In contrast, for parents with low levels of 
unemployment during the same time span, a one-unit 
increase in financial problems had a significantly more 
negative  effect  (that is,  b = -.158, p<.05; .042-.158 = 
-.116) on their children's educational aspirations. This 
interaction effect is illustrated in Figure 5. The solid 
line, representing the effect of increasing financial 
strain on change in aspirations for the children whose 
parents experienced no unemployment, is relatively 
flat. Only the children whose parents experienced 
about one month of unemployment per year 
exhibited decline in aspirations as parental strain 
rose.  The dotted line, for the children of parents who 
experienced the most unemployment, is somewhat 

positive.  It should be noted, however, that the 
difference between the effect of increasing financial 
problems for children of parents who suffered 
unemployment for more than a month per year is not 
significantly different from the effect for children 
whose parents had no unemployment experience 
during the past decade (Table 5, Model 3).  Still, this 
trend is difficult to interpret.  We speculate that when 
the parents have experienced some unemployment  
in the face of the family’s financial problems, children 
may become discouraged about their capacity to 
attend and succeed in college, decreasing their 
aspirations.  A lot of prior parental unemployment 
could instead be somewhat “inoculating,” as the 
family adapts to more recurrent economic reversals.   
Growing financial problems in this context may 
convince some young people of the importance of 
attending and graduating from college. 

. 
 

Table 5. First-difference Models for Educational Aspiration 

Diff. in Educational Aspirations 1 2 3 

Diff. log annual household income 0.029   

 (0.115)   

Diff. additive financial problems index (AFPI)  0.023 0.042 

  (0.031) (0.041) 

One month on average unemployment experience   0.103 

   (0.243) 

> one month on average unemployment experience    0.213 

   (0.327) 

One month on average unemployment exp. × Diff. AFPI   -0.158* 

   (0.062) 

> one month on average unemployment exp. × Diff. AFPI   0.089 

   (0.075) 

Constant 0.032 0.039 0.021 

 (0.139) (0.118) (0.153) 

N 127 160 160 

N-families 97 124 124 

R-square 0 0.004 0.074 

             * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Discussion 

In probing the consequences of parental hardship 
for children in the aftermath of the current Great 
Recession, we find evidence that parents’ economic 
circumstances are reflected in children’s achievement 
orientations.  Interestingly, however, we found only 
one significant main effect. Of 8 main effects tests (2 
hardship indicators, namely, log annual household 
income and the additive financial problems index × 2 
outcomes in the 2011 analyses; plus 2 hardship 
change indicators, that is, difference in log annual 
household income and difference in the additive 
financial problems index, × 2 outcomes in the first-
difference analyses), we find just one to be 
statistically significant.  Higher household incomes 
were associated with children’s higher economic 
expectations in 2011 (Table 2 Model 2).  Similarly, 
prior research (Mayer, 1997) found that household 
income does not matter very much for a range of 
child outcomes, although when measured over 
several years it had more predictive power.  Schoon 

(this issue), also shows that household income has no 
significant effects on achievement orientations in 
final models for boys and girls.  Levine's (2011) fixed 
effects analysis of data from the National Longitudinal 
Surveys of Youth found little evidence that parental 
employment status affected children's cognitive test 
scores. Interestingly, Elder (1974, p. 139, Table A-19, 
p. 312), in his study of the Oakland cohort – who 
experienced the aftermath of the economic collapse 
in their teen years – also reported that family 
economic loss during the Depression was not 
associated with lower occupational ambitions.  

Altogether, we tested 40 interactions (2 economic 
status variables X 5 potential moderators X 2 
outcomes X 2 modes of analysis), and found that just 
six (15 percent) were statistically significant. 
However, the pattern of moderation is more telling 
than the sheer number of significant interactions.  We 
found evidence that the parental work history, the 
familial context of achievement, and the child’s 
gender matter through their conditioning effects.  
Importantly, we found evidence that children in 
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families who are more vulnerable by virtue of their 
parents’ prior unemployment, react more strongly to 
their parents’ contemporaneous economic 
circumstances. That is, the parents' history of 
unemployment appeared to sensitize children, such 
that their educational aspirations were more strongly 
affected by differences in household income and 
changes in parental financial strain.  Differences in 
parental income had no significant effect on 
children’s 2011 aspirations when their parents had no 
unemployment experience. But for those whose 
parents experienced unemployment, educational 
aspirations rose as household income increased 
(Figure 3).  Similarly, the first-difference model for 
change in educational aspirations showed that 
children whose parents had experienced no 
unemployment did not significantly change their 
aspirations as their parents’ financial strain increased; 
however, if parents’ work histories included some 
unemployment (one month per year), increases in 
financial strain reduced children’s aspirations (Figure 
5). 

We find that variables representing what we 
consider the educational achievement context of the 
family likewise condition the impacts of recent 
parental hardship.  It should first be noted that 
parental economic expectations, measured during 
adolescence, have significant long-term effects on 
their adolescent children, though measurements of 
the parent and child generations are separated over a 
period of more than two decades.  The main positive 
effect of parental economic expectation on children’s 
expectation (Table 2), as well as its significant 
moderating effect, heightening the impact of change 
in household income on change in children’s 
expectations (Figure 1), are unique findings of this 
study.  High parental expectations, and a sense of 
efficacy upon which they are based, perhaps increase 
children’s sensitivity to the effects of increasing (or 
decreasing) household income, affecting their 
anticipation of their own economic prospects.   
Furthermore, high parental aspirations, measured 
during adolescence, protected children from 
diminished educational aspirations when parents 
experienced financial problems (Figure 4).  
Apparently, those factors that enhance expectations 
and promote high aspirations during adolescence 
have long-term consequences, extending even to the 

next generation.  This could be because parental 
economic expectations and educational aspirations 
are stable over time.  Moreover, the more optimistic 
and ambitious parents may have higher expectations 
for their children and have relationships with their 
children that are of higher quality.  Our future 
analyses will examine these possibilities. 

Consistent with many studies, parental education 
was also associated with more positive achievement 
orientations among children (see also Schoon, this 
issue). When parents held BA degrees (or more), their 
children had significantly higher economic 
expectations (Table 2) and higher educational 
aspirations (Table 4) than children whose parents had 
only high school degrees (or less). Parental 
intermediate education, however, provided little 
incremental benefit (over the lowest educational 
origin category) for children's expectations or 
aspirations. The findings thus suggest that parents in 
this study had to obtain four-year college degrees to 
have a measurable impact on their children’s 
orientations to the future.   

Importantly, parental educational attainment 
moderated the effects of financial strain on children’s 
economic expectations.  When parents had only a 
high school education or less, their children’s 
economic expectations declined from 2009 to 2011 as 
their parents’ financial difficulties increased (Figure 
2).  We conclude that parents with higher levels of 
education may be able to buffer the effects of 
economic hardship on their children’s expectations in 
difficult economic times; conversely, however, their 
children will not benefit as much when the family’s 
financial prospects improve. Highly educated parents 
may encourage their children in ways that spill over 
to their children’s confidence in a manner that is 
protective, irrespective of the immediate economic 
situation of the family.  Financially strapped parents 
with the highest levels of education may be especially 
concerned that their children maintain high 
expectations for the future despite transient 
economic difficulties.  In contrast, poorly educated 
parents appear to be the more vulnerable, as they are 
likely the most threatened by economic hardship.  
With the most limited prospects in the labor market, 
their opportunities to improve their families’ 
economic positions may be the most constrained.  
Children who observe their parents’ plight may 
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become discouraged, lessening their confidence in 
the economic realm. 

These findings suggest that to fully understand the 
implications of families’ economic circumstances for 
children, we must take into account the families’ level 
of vulnerability. Income differences and changes in 
financial strain have their strongest impacts among 
those children whose families’ circumstances are the 
most precarious, as indicated by the parent’s lack of 
post-secondary education and prior employment 
instability. When parents have low levels of education 
and when they have previously suffered 
unemployment, their children may face the greatest 
cumulative disadvantage in the face of immediate 
economic setbacks.   Whereas the difficulties in the 
contemporary labor force experienced by individuals 
without post-secondary education are well 
recognized, this research indicates how such parental 
disadvantages may extend to their children.  To the 
many good reasons for targeting interventions to 
these adults (in the form of assistance for further 
education and job training, supports for staying in 
school and achieving post-secondary degrees, and the 
general strengthening of the safety net), we add the 
possibility that such assistance could significantly 
heighten the aspirations and confidence of the next 
generation as their children look to their futures.   

Reflecting gender differences in educational 
attainment, girls in this study had higher educational 
aspirations than boys.  Interestingly, however, we 
observed no significant gender differences in 
economic expectations and only one significant 
interaction of the economic variables with gender: 
boys’ educational aspirations were more responsive 
to parental financial problems than girls’ (see Schoon, 
this issue). We also found that children’s educational 
aspirations declined as they grew older. 

Before proceeding further, a conceptual caveat is 
in order.  A taken-for-granted assumption in our 
analyses, implicating parental income and financial 
stress for child achievement outcomes, is that these 
kinds of indicators of social stratification and hardship 
matter.  This assumption is in accord with a long 
tradition of research in the United States that 
addresses the consequences of socio-economic 
status, indexed by education, income, and 
occupation, for style of life, values and other 
psychological orientations, mobility, and children’s 

prospects.  Interest in the effects of socio-economic 
inequality, especially of income, on children’s 
educational achievement and life chances has 
become especially prominent in the aftermath of the 
Great Recession (Duncan and Murnane, 2011; 
Ermisch, Jantti, & Smeeding, 2012).   A quite different 
scholarly tradition, more prevalent in European 
circles (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Goldthorpe, 
Llewellyn, & Payne, 1987; Willis, 1977) but also 
present in the United States (e.g., Wright, 1976), 
examines social class, not as continua of socio-
economic status indicators, but instead in terms of 
ownership and control over the means of production 
and the labor power of other workers.  These 
approaches are not altogether distinct; they come 
together in attempts to address the overlapping 
character of social class and socio-economic status-
related phenomena (Kohn, Naoi, Schoenbach, 
Schooler, & Slomczynski, 1990; Goldthorpe, 1996; 
Wright & Perrone, 1977).   These alternative 
perspectives suggest the utility of extending studies 
of the impacts of the “Great Recession” on children 
by examining differences and changes in parents’ 
relationship to the means of production, e.g., their 
employment status (employer, self-employed, 
employee), employment regulation (distinguishing 
the “working class” with labor contracts versus the 
“service class” of professional, managerial and 
administrative workers), supervisory responsibilities, 
manual vs. non-manual status, etc.   

We should note that this research has additional 
limitations.  The first is methodological.  Our two-
pronged analytic strategy attempts to make the best 
use of our data, but each approach has advantages 
and drawbacks.  The initial set of analyses of 2011 
outcomes draws on a larger, more inclusive sample, 
but because other, unobserved variables might 
account for the significant coefficients, the findings 
are subject to alternative explanations.  The first-
difference models have the advantage of being able 
to rule out some competing explanations (related to 
unobserved time stable differences), but at the cost 
of a smaller sample size.  But while the patterns of 
findings across the two sets of analyses are not 
identical, they yield similar overall conclusions.  First, 
they converge in documenting the absence of main, 
or additive, effects of contemporaneous (2011) and 
recent (change from 2009 to 2011) economic 
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hardship in the family, on children’s achievement 
orientations.  Second, they each highlight interactions 
that suggest that children may be differentially 
vulnerable to their parents’ economic difficulties, 
depending on prior parental unemployment and the 
familial context of educational achievement.  

Furthermore, while our focus is on the effects of 
family economic well-being on children, we are 
observing the associations of the family economic 
indicators on children’s achievement orientations 
approximately two and four years after the current 
“Great Recession” began.   What we have found may 
characterize “recessionary times” but do not address 
the full impact of this historical event. We have no 
measures of children’s orientations before the 
recession, so we cannot investigate change that may 
have been provoked by earlier “shocks” - reductions 
in family income and increases in financial strain at 
the beginning of the recession.  We may have 
observed stronger effects if child data were obtained 
just a few years before (that is, in 2006 or 2007), 
before economic conditions deteriorated.  Perhaps 
partly as a result, effect sizes reported in the tables 
(R2) are quite small.  Relatedly, while we have 
observed parents’ unemployment history for a long 
period of time prior to the recession (1997-2007), too 
few parents in this panel suffered unemployment in 
the years from 2008 to 2011 (37 parents) to render 
an analysis of its more recent effects meaningful.  
Moreover, small sample sizes in key subgroups 
mitigated against the detection of significant effects.  

It should be noted that other factors, beyond the 
scope of this study, might also moderate the effects 
of economic hardship in the family of origin on 
children.  For example, the school environment might 
promote high or low educational aspirations and 
expectations of the future, compensating for, or 
exacerbating, the effects of the home environment.  
Moreover, parents may lessen the consequences of 
diminishing family resources for their children by 
shifts in their spending - prioritizing the special needs 
of their children - and by maintaining high 
expectations for their children.  In this particular set 
of analyses, we do not consider the effects of

 diminished quality of parent-child relationships that 
might accompany increases in financial strain, the 
extent to which children are aware of the economic 
hardships their families face, or children’s evaluations 
of how well their families are coping with financial 
strain.  Closer parent-child relationships and 
children’s perceptions that the family is doing well, 
despite its difficulties, may surely buffer any 
depressing effects on children’s aspirations and goals 
for the future.  Moreover, as indicated by Groh-
Samberg and Voges’ research (this issue), more 
affluent parents may significantly influence their 
children’s economic well-being as they move into 
adulthood, heightening their standard of living and 
reducing the risk of poverty.   Our future analyses will 
address these possibilities. 

Finally, in this study we are addressing only the 
achievement domain of child well-being (see Crosnoe, 
this issue).  The patterns we observe here may not 
hold for other outcomes, such as children's self-
esteem, depressed mood, or behavioral problems. 
Walper and Silbereisen (1994) report, in their study of 
adolescents in Berlin and Warsaw, that parental 
education did not moderate the effects of economic 
loss on children's self-derogation and tendencies 
toward behavioral transgression.  We plan to assess 
the effects of parental economic standing on mental 
health indicators and behavioral problems in our 
future research. 

Despite these limitations, the linked lives of 
parents and children are clearly manifest in our 
findings.  At a time of economic turmoil in the larger 
society, family economic hardships are reflected most 
strongly in the achievement orientations of children 
whose parents have the more unstable work 
histories, the more limited prior aspirations, and the 
more restricted educations.  Perhaps differences and 
fluctuations in economic well-being in these families 
are more consequential because the parents do not 
have the human capital, the cultural and social 
capital, or the child rearing values and practices that 
would enable them to protect their children’s 
achievement orientations from the detrimental 
effects of economic hardship. 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the assocations between parental worklessness and the experiences of 
their offspring making the transition from school to work during a time that included a major 
economic downturn. The study draws on data collected for the Longitudinal Study of Young 
People in England (LSYPE), a cohort of young people born in 1989/90 completing compulsory 
education in 2006 – just before the onset of the Great Recession. Data on parental 
worklessness collected between 2004 and 2006 was linked to information about subsequent 
employment activities of their offspring, in particular the experience of not being in education, 
employment or training (NEET) between 2007 and 2010 (ages 16 to 20 years). Parental 
worklessness was significantly associated with their sons’ and daughters’ experience of being 
NEET for longer periods of time (months spent in NEET). However, much of this association was 
explained by a number of other socio-economic risks facing these young people and their 
families (e.g. low parental education level, living in rented accommodation and in highly 
deprived neighbourhoods). Furthermore, the role of individual agency, in particular educational 
achievement orientation (EAO) as a potential mediator was examined. Although parental 
worklessness was associated with lower levels of EAO, especially among young males, the 
findings also suggest that EAO can serve as a potential resource for young men and women in 
adverse economic circumstances. The study does not support the assumption of an inter-
generational transmission of a ‘culture of worklessness’ but points to the role of multiple 
deprivations and lack of local opportunities in shaping the life chances of young people. 
 

Keywords: worklessness, inter-generational, socio-economic resources, achievement orientation, gender 

 

Introduction 
     The existing literature suggests that growing up in 
a workless household can have adverse long-term 
effects regarding academic and occupational 
attainment (Ermisch, Francesconi, & Pevalin, 2004), 
yet the specific issue of inter-generational 
transmission of worklessness is less well studied, 
especially in the UK context (Macmillan, 2010; 2011; 
2014). Furthermore, there is relatively little under-
standing of the processes linking the transmission of 
worklessness from one generation to the next. Indeed 

the idea that worklessness can be in part explained 
through familial transmission of values and practices 
has been called into question (Shildrick, MacDonald, 
Furlong, Roden, & Crow, 2012). The aims of this paper 
are to: a. examine the inter-generational link 
between parental worklessness and a young person’s 
likelihood of being Not in Education, Employment or 
Training (NEET) during a time that included a major 
economic downturn; b. examine gender differences 
in the association; and c. assess the role of 
achievement orientations as a potential mediating 
mechanism, focusing in particular on educational 
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aspirations and expectations of young people growing 
up with workless parents. Drawing on evidence 
collected for the Longitudinal Study of Young People 
in England (LSYPE), employment experiences of young 
people are assessed between ages 16 to 20, after the 
completion of compulsory schooling, using evidence 
from a general population sample. The study is 
guided by a developmental-contextual perspective 
(Schoon, 2006; Vondraceck, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 
1986; Vondracek, 1998), informed by ecological 
approaches to human development (Bronfenbrenner, 
1986; Elder, 1998) that emphasize multiple 
interacting influences embedded in a wider socio-
historical context.    

School-to-work transitions in times of economic 
downturn 
     The effects of an economic recession are felt most 
keenly by young people embarking on the transition 
to adult life (Ashton & Bynner, 2011; Jenkins, 
Brandolini, Micklewright, & Nolan, 2013). Even if the 
most critical phase of the recession has passed, there 
can be long-term and lasting consequences, raising 
the spectre of a ‘lost generation’. Recessionary times 
are likely to limit employment prospects, and lead to 
less successful transitions to adulthood (Vuolo, Staff, 
& Mortimer, 2012). In England and the rest of the UK, 
the number of young people who are out of work has 
risen between 2008 and 2011 to its highest level on 
record (ONS, 2012) and currently one in five people 
aged 16 to 24 years are looking for work.  
     In this paper the association between growing up 
with workless parents and the likelihood of 
experiencing NEET among their offspring is assessed, 
as well as gender differences in this association, 
which are largely ignored in current debates 
(European Parliament, 2013). The crisis has worsened 
labour market conditions especially for young men, 
since male-oriented sectors, in particular 
manufacturing and construction, were hit first and 
hardest by the economic slow-down. In the UK the 
unemployment rate among young males is currently 
higher than among females, as is the rate of NEET 
(ONS, 2012). The experience of NEET can be 
considered as a more comprehensive indicator of 
hardship than the unemployment rate, as it includes 
those young people who do not have a job, are not 
enrolled in training, or are not classified as a student.  

Inter-generational transmission of worklessness 
The existing literature suggests that growing up in 

a jobless household can have adverse long-term 
effects (Ermisch et al. 2004), and has been found to 
be associated with lower levels of later educational 
and occupational attainment (McLanahan & 
Sandefur, 1994; Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; Kiernan, 
1997; Schoon et al., 2012) and persistent dependence 
on social security benefits (Gottschalk, 1996; Iacovou 
& Berthoud, 2000; Such & Walker, 2002). As adults, 
children growing up in poor or workless households 
are more likely to be workless or poor themselves, as 
compared to children who grow up in households 
where someone is employed (Gregg, Harkness & 
Machin, 1999; Such & Walker, 2002). Likewise, 
evidence on the experiences of children growing up in 
workless households across Europe suggests that 
parents’ labour market status strongly predicts 
children’s economic well-being, and that children 
living in households with no employed adults are 
particularly vulnerable to the experience of income 
poverty (Harkonen, 2011).  

With rising unemployment rates there is now 
increasing concern about generations of families who 
have never worked (Coelli, Green, & Warburton, 
2007; Ermisch et al., 2004; Gregg & Wadsworth, 
2008; Harkonen, 2011; Pemberton, 2008; Platt, 2010) 
and about the potential scarring effects of household 
worklessness on the future labour market 
experiences of contemporary children (Macmillan, 
2010; 2011). The United Kingdom has an above 
average proportion of adults living in workless 
households compared to the European Union, and 
also a higher proportion of dependent children living 
in workless households (European Commission, 
2014). Thirteen percent of households with 
dependent children were workless in the second 
quarter of 2011, which equates to just over one 
million workless households with dependent children 
(ONS, 2011). The question of inter-generational 
transmission of worklessness is thus obviously of high 
importance. 

There is some evidence that worklessness is 
transmitted inter-generationally (see Macmillan 
(2010) for a review), although most studies focused  
on the transmission from father to son. For example, 
in the UK context, evidence from the 1958 National 
Child Development Study (NCDS) suggests that 19% of 
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sons who experienced a year or more out of work 
between the ages 23-33 had had a father out of work 
at age 16, compared to the sample average of 10%  
(Johnson & Reed, 1996; see also O’Neill & Sweetman , 
1998). Macmillan (2010) examined the magnitude of 
the inter-generational correlation of worklessness 
using the NCDS and the 1970 British Cohort Study 
(BCS) and found sons were over twice as likely to 
experience workless spells themselves if they came 
from a family where the father experienced 
worklessness during their childhood. Furthermore, 
the relationship remained strong, even after 
controlling for a range of family background 
characteristics, and the inter-generational correlation 
in worklessness appears to have increased for the 
later-born cohort. There is also evidence to suggest 
that the inter-generational effect depends on 
conditions of the local labour market, i.e. that it is 
stronger in labour markets with high unemployment 
rates (Macmillan, 2011, 2014).  

The association between parental worklessness 
and young peoples’ experience of NEET has also been 
confirmed in a recent study using LSYPE (Schoon et 
al., 2012), although gender differences in this 
association were not examined. Furthermore, there is 
little evidence regarding the processes that link 
parental worklessness to young people’s outcomes. 
The motivation for this research is therefore to obtain 
a better understanding of gender differences in the 
association between parental worklessness and the 
likelihood that a young person will experience NEET, 
and to gain a better understanding of potential 
mediating processes and confounders.  

Educational achievement orientation (EAO) as a 
potential mediator 
     The level of educational qualifications is 
particularly important in influencing the probability of 
being NEET, especially among women. Those with 
higher level qualifications are less likely to experience 
NEET, or are NEET for a shorter duration (Crawford, 
Duckworth, Vignoles, & Wyness, 2011). One aim of 
this study is therefore to assess the role of EAO as a 
potential mediating process. Is there a significant 
association between parental worklessness and the 
EAO of young people? Is the impact of parental 
worklessness on the employment experiences of their 
offspring mediated by the child’s expression of 

educational optimism and expectations to participate 
in higher education?  
     The importance of educational aspirations as a 
powerful mediator of the effects of parental socio-
economic status on career progression and 
attainment is well established. Traditional status 
attainment research has shown that parents of higher 
socio-economic status have higher aspirations for 
their children, which are associated with higher 
aspirations among their offspring (Sewell & Hauser, 
1975; Sewell, Hauser, & Wolf, 1980). High child 
aspirations, in turn, are associated with later 
academic and career success – a finding which has 
been consistently confirmed in different cultural and 
historical contexts (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Johnson & 
Reynolds, 2013; Kerckhoff, 1993; Kerckhoff, 2001; 
Schoon & Parsons, 2002; Sewell, Haller, & Ohlendorf, 
1970) and for men and women (Mello, 2008; Schoon, 
Martin, & Ross, 2007; Sewell, Hauser, & Wolf, 1980). 
Furthermore, future-oriented aspirations can reduce 
the detrimental effect of parental socio-economic 
hardship and can be an important resource for young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve 
against the odds (Schoon, 2006).  
     There is little understanding of the role of EAOs in 
the inter-generational transmission of worklessness. 
Furthermore, educational aspirations and 
expectations have generally increased considerably in 
recent years (Reynolds & Pemberton, 2001; Schneider 
& Stevenson, 1999), especially among women 
(Reynolds & Burge, 2008; Schoon, 2010). Previous 
evidence also suggests that young males are more 
susceptible to their parent’s socio-economic situation 
than females, and that socio-economic hardship is 
associated with lower aspirations among males than 
females (Schoon et al., 2007; see also Mortimer, 
Zhang, Hussemann & Chen-Yu, this volume). 
Generally the mechanisms linking parental 
worklessness to their children’s outcomes are not 
well understood. A recent review of the evidence in 
the UK contexts suggests that there is little evidence 
to suggest that ‘cultures of worklessness’ are passed 
down the generations via low education and work 
related values (Shildrick et al., 2012). Nonetheless 
raising aspirations of young people and involvement 
in higher education have been identified as ways of 
addressing inter-generational issues in the trans-
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mission of worklessness (Pemberton, 2008), and the 
role of EAO will thus be examined in this study. 

Confounding factors 
     There is a fundamental concern that the estimated 
effects of parental worklessness might be spurious, 
due to the association with other problematic 
circumstances (Ermisch et al., 2004; Schoon et al., 
2012). It is therefore necessary to take into account 
potential confounders. In particular, this analysis will 
control for characteristics of the family, the wider 
social context, as well as characteristics of the young 
person, including ethnic background and previous 
academic attainment.  
     Factors considered here include socio-
demographic family characteristics, family structure, 
housing conditions, and health, as well as area 
deprivation (Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; Iacovou & 
Berthoud, 2000; McLanahan, 1997, 2004). Parental 
worklessness is increasingly concentrated in certain 
subgroups of the population and in certain 
geographic areas (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2001; 
Macmillan, 2014). For example, single adult 
households are far more likely to be workless than 
households with two adults (both with and without 
children), and workless households are significantly 
more likely to experience poverty than households in 
which at least one adult is employed (ONS, 2011). 
Comparing poverty rates of children in jobless  
households in Europe, Harkonen (2011) found that in 
the UK and Ireland these were higher than the 
average in other countries, reaching above 50%.  
Furthermore, disability strongly affects work rates 
(Berthoud, 2011), and worklessness is more prevalent 
in urban areas and the North of England (Webster, 
2000).  Hence it is important to allow for these other  
risk factors when modelling the relationship between 
parental worklessness and outcomes.  
     Socio-economic family hardship, characterised by 
worklessness, low income, low levels of education, 
lone parenthood, large families living in rented 
accommodation, and parental ill health, create a 
context that affects young people’s development and 
adjustment. There is consistent evidence on the 
harmful effects of growing up in circumstances in 
which families are unable to provide the experiences, 
resources and services that are crucial for young 
people to thrive (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Bradshaw 

& Mayhew, 2005; Engle & Black, 2008). Moreover, 
previous research suggests that where one lives 
matters, in terms of quality of family life and life 
opportunities.  Living in a disadvantaged neighbour-
hood, especially in urban areas, has been associated 
with lower levels of academic performance and EAO 
(Ainsworth, 2002; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 
1997; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Murry, Berkel, Gaylord-
Harden, Copeland-Linder & Nation, 2011).  
     Certainly the existing evidence suggests that the 
relationship between any single risk factor and 
subsequent outcomes tends to be weak. Usually 
many risks are involved in determining an outcome, 
and serious risk emanates from the accumulation of 
risk factors (Garmezy, 1991; Rutter, 1981, 2009). The 
analysis will thus control for a number of potentially 
interlinked risk factors (such as family demographics, 
household income, family structure, parental health, 
home ownership and number of siblings living in the 
household, as well as area deprivation) that might 
explain the association between parental 
worklessness and the experience of NEET among their 
offspring. Furthermore, individual factors that have 
been shown to be associated with EAO of young 
people are taken into account, in particular the young 
person’s ethnicity and previous academic attainment. 
Previous academic attainment has been shown to 
influence the education aspirations and expectations 
of young people and those of their parents (Gutman, 
Schoon & Sabates, 2012; Marjoribanks, 1989; Schoon, 
2010). Furthermore, in the current UK context, young 
people from ethnic minority background express 
higher educational aspirations than whites (Gutman 
et al., 2012; Strand, 2007, 2008), which has been 
attributed to differences in cultural attitudes towards 
higher education (Torgerson et al., 2008). 

Moreover, the analysis will take into account the 
duration of parental worklessness. Most previous 
studies have conceptualised worklessness as a state, 
without taking into account that households may be 
moving in and out of worklessness over time. This 
study thus adds to previous research by assessing the 
relationship between repeated (or persistent) versus 
temporary parental worklessness, differentiating 
between families who never experienced work-
lessness during the period of observation, those who 
moved in and out of worklessness, and those who 
were persistently workless at several (at least three) 
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subsequent years of observation. Furthermore, the 
duration of NEET experienced by young people is 
taken into account, examining the number of months 
spent in NEET between ages 16 to 20 (between 
September 2006 and May 2010). 

Research questions and hypotheses 
Based on previous evidence this study is guided by 

four hypotheses: 
1. Parental worklessness, in particular the repeated 

experience of worklessness, increases the 
likelihood that their offspring will experience NEET 
for longer periods. This association is expected to 
hold even after controlling for the confounding 
factors. 

2. Given the lack of prior research evidence 
regarding gender differences in the association 
between parental worklessness and NEET, no 
assumptions about the direction of the effects are 
specified. 

3. It is assumed that the effect of parental 
worklessness on young people’s experience of 
NEET is mediated by the EAO of the young person, 
i.e. their aspirations and expectations regarding 
participation in higher education. 

4. As there is little evidence on gender differences in 
the role of aspirations as mediators between 
parental worklessness and employment 
experiences of their offspring, no assumptions 
about the direction of effects are specified. In 
contemporary cohorts women have higher 
education aspirations than men, especially young 
women from less privileged backgrounds 
compared to men in similar circumstances 
(Schoon, 2010). Thus, EAOs could play a stronger 
role for women, although the effect of 
achievement orientation on outcomes could be 
diluted when more women have high ambitions. 
 

The study will contribute to the literature in 
multiple ways: first, experiences of a current cohort 
of young people are examined to assess the extent of 
inter-generational transmission of worklessness; 
second, gender differences in the association 
between parental worklessness and the long-term 
experience of NEET are assessed; third, the role of 
EAO as potential mediators of this association is 
tested; fourth, longitudinal data is used to examine

 the duration of parental worklessness as well as the 
experience of NEET among young people; and fifth, a 
number of confounding factors are taken into 
account in assessing the independent effects of 
parental worklessness on EAOs and employment 
outcomes.  

Method 
Data 
     The study is based on data collected for the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE).  LSYPE is a panel study of 15,770 young 
people born between 1st September 1989 and 31st 
August 1990. Sample members were all young people 
in school year 9 (age 14) or equivalent, in England in 
February 2004. LSYPE oversampled ethnic minorities 
and special design weights are used in the analysis 
(for more details see 
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/pu
blic/wiki/Welcome).  

Annual face-to-face interviews have been 
conducted with young people and their parents since 
2004, and linkage is available to other administrative 
data, such as the National Pupil Database (NPD), 
which includes national assessments for all children in 
England.  From LSYPE, information from Wave 1 to 
Wave 7 of the dataset was used, covering ages 14 to 
20 years.  From NPD, a national assessment given at 
age 11 is used as an indicator of previous academic 
performance.  

Analytic sample 
As all longitudinal studies, LSYPE experienced 

sample loss between the multiple waves.  The 
analytic sample used for this study comprises 
individuals with complete data on parental 
worklessness and own employment histories 
between ages 16 to 20. This provided a sample of 
5137 males and 4742 females. The sample is largely 
representative of the original sample, although there 
is some greater socioeconomic disadvantage among 
young people who did not continue in the study.  
Special sample weights, which are calculated and 
available from the LSYPE website, were applied to 
account for differential selection probabilities and 
non-response bias.   

https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
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Measures 

Parental worklessness  
Information on parental employment status was 

collected annually between 2004 and 2006. Parental 
worklessness was assessed at the household level 
(not the individual level). Analyses using individual 
level data on unemployment rather than household 
data on worklessness have reached very different 
conclusions, even when using the same sources of 
information (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2001). For 
example, while individual workless rates have fallen 
over the last twenty years, household workless rates 
have not, suggesting growing inequality in the 
distribution of work across households.  

A workless family was defined as a family in which 
no parent living in the household was working at the 
time the family was interviewed (comprising those 
who were looking for work, as well as those who 
were economically inactive, not looking for work 
because of health problems, disability, or looking 
after the family). It was only considered whether or 
not the parents in the household were working. There 
may have been other employed individuals in the 
household, such as grandparents or older siblings. 

Using the data longitudinally allowed us to identify 
families where parents: 

 were never workless at any of the three 
assessment points (continuously working) 

 moved in and out of worklessness (temporary 
worklessness) 

 were workless over the three (LSYPE) assessment 
points (persistent worklessness).  

     
     It cannot be assumed that the families that were 
identified as persistent workless were indeed 
workless throughout the whole period under 
consideration as the families were not observed 
continuously and there might have been some 
fluctuation in family and household circumstances. 
The discussion of persistent worklessness is therefore 
subject to this caveat.  
 
NEET  

Information on young people’s activity status 
between ages 16-20 years is based on monthly 
activity history data collected as part of the study. 
The measure of NEET used in this paper thus gives an 

indication of the total number of months in NEET 
between ages 16 to 20 (September 2006 to May 
2010). It can range from 0 to 45 months. 

Family demographics 
Parental education. Information on mother’s and 

father’s highest educational level were gathered at 
Wave1, and were coded into six categories using the 
National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) levels: 1= no 
qualifications; 2 = qualifications at level 1, equivalent to 
five GCSEsi at grades D to G; 3 = qualifications at level 2, 
equivalent to seven GCSEs at grades A to C; 4 = 
qualifications at level 3, equivalent to three and a half A 
levels which enables access to University; 5 = higher 
qualifications not at degree level; 6 = degree level 
qualifications. The highest level of either parent was 
used in the analysis, following the dominance approach 
(Erikson, 1984). Lone parent family. Measured at Wave1 
in the LSYPE, this variable is coded as 1 if the young 
person lives in a lone parent family and 0 if two parents 
are present. Teen parent. This variable is coded 1 if the 
cohort member was born to a teen mother and 0 
otherwise. Home ownership in Wave 1 is coded as 1 if 
the family owns their own home and 0 if they are 
renting. Number of siblings comprises a measure of how 
many siblings the young person has. Gross household 
income was reported by the main parent at wave 1. The 
banded information was dichotomised to differentiate 
between those in the lowest income group (less than 
£10,400 per annum) against others. Long standing 
illness or disability in the family was reported by the 
parent at wave 1 and is coded 1 if either parent 
reported a long standing illness or disability and 0 if not.  
     Area characteristics. The Index of Multiple 
Deprivation (IMD) was measured at wave 1 to provide a 
relative measure of deprivation at the small area level 
across England. The IMD is made up of seven 
constituent domains comprising income, employment, 
education, crime, health deprivation and disability; 
barriers to housing and services deprivation; and living 
environment deprivation (for more details see 
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-
deprivation ). Areas are ranked from least deprived to 
most deprived, on an overall composite measure of 
multiple deprivation. Another source of geographic 
information is the urban/rural classification in LSYPE, a 
measure developed by the Department for Environment 
Food and Rural Affairs (Collingwood et al., 2010). 

http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
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Rurality of an area was coded as 0, contrasting it to 
urban areas or towns coded as 1. Information on rurality 
and multiple area deprivation provide important 
contextual information regarding the communities that 
study members are growing up in.  

Characteristics of the Young Person 
Ethnicity. The ethnicity of the adolescent was coded 

as (0) white, versus (1) other ethnic groups.  Given the 
ethnic diversity in England, the different ethnic groups 
were too numerous and the number of each group was 
too small to examine differences among the groups 
individually in our model.  

Academic performance at age 11.  Academic 
performance was calculated using a latent variable 
comprising maths, english and science scores in national 
curriculum tests given at the end of Key Stage 2 (i.e., age 
11) ii.   

Educational Achievement Orientation (EAO). An EOA 
measure was created, comprising 3 indicators of 
educational aspirations and expectations. The young 
people were asked, in Wave 3, whether they wanted to 
stay on in post-compulsory schooling. YP wants to stay 
on post-16 is coded 1 when the individual plans to stay 
on and 0 when they intend to leave. The young people 
were also asked about their intention to apply for 
university and the likelihood of getting into university if 
they apply. Both questions were coded on a 4-point 
scale with response options 1=very likely, 2=likely, 3=not 
likely, and 4 =not at all likely. The three items were 
combined into a measure of EAO using principal 
component analysis, and saving the factor score for 
further analysis. The internal consistency of the 3-item 
scale is satisfactory (α=.70) and the three items load 
well on one underlying dimension (ranging from .61 for 
higher education aspiration, .87 for intention to apply 
for university and .85 for the likelihood to be accepted) 
explaining about 63% of the variance. A higher score 
indicates higher levels of EAO. 

Statistical analysis 
All analyses were carried out using the software 
packages SPSS20 and STATA12. Separate models were 
run for males and females following the assumption 
that EAO and NEET are experienced differently by men 
and women. To test our assumptions stepwise OLS 
regression models were used to assess the 
independent effects of parental worklessness, 
additional socio-demographic factors, and individual 
characteristics. Gender differences were assessed 
using Χ2- tests, t-tests and differences between slopes 
tests.To account for missingness in the data, multiple 
imputation was applied. STATA 12 implements chained 
equations (MICE) which can handle variables of 
different measurement types. It is a principled, 
simulation-based approach for analyzing incomplete 
data. The objective is not to predict missing values as 
close as possible to the true ones, but to handle 
missing data in a manner that results in valid statistical 
inference, correcting for measurement error in the 
data (Royston, Carlin, & White, 2009; Rubin, 1996). 
Twenty data sets were imputed for the analytic 
sample. The estimates from the imputed datasets are 
combined, or pooled, to generate a single set of 
estimates. 

Results 
Table 1 gives the descriptive statistics for all the 
measures used in the study. The majority of young 
people grew up in a working household, about 5% 
experienced temporary worklessness of their parents, 
and about 10% experienced persistent worklessness 
over the three observation points 2004-2006. There 
were no gender differences in the frequencies of the 
demographic variables. Females, however, had higher 
levels of academic attainment at age 11 (p <.001), their 
EAO was higher than that of boys (p<.001), and they 
experienced fewer months NEET than males (p<.001).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ingrid Schoon    Parental worklessness and the experience of NEET among their offspring: evidence from LYSPE 

136 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics (weighted) 
 

 Males     
(n=5,137) 

  Females    
(n=4,742) 

   All 
n=9,879) 

   Gender 
differences 

Parental worklessness     n.s. 

     Always working 85.9 86.0 85.9  

    Temporary worklessness 4.8 5.7 5.2  

    Persistent worklessness 9.3 8.3 8.8  

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education     n.s. 

    NCQ5 (degree level) 19.9 19.8 19.8  

    NVQ4 (higher education–but below           
degree level) 

17.5 17.6 17.6  

    NVQ3 (A-level) 18.5 18.9 18.7  

    NVQ2 (GCSE –level) 26.3 26.4 26.4  

    NVQ1 (some qualifications) 7.7 7.7 7.7  

    No qualifications 10.1 9.5 9.8  

Teenaged mother at birth 5.8 5.4 5.6 n.s. 

Single parent household 21.1 21.7 21.4 n.s. 

Number of siblings (none) 14.0 14.2 14.1 n.s. 

    1 45.4 45.1 45.3  

    2 25.9 26.6 26.2  

    3+ 14.7 14.1 14.4  

Home ownership 77.4 78.2 77.8 n.s. 

Gross household income     

    Less than £10,400 13.8 14.4 14.1 n.s. 

Long-standing illness/disability in the family  19.0 19.5 19.2 n.s. 

Urban/rural 88.7 87.9 88.3 n.s 

IMD (mean) 20.8 20.5 20.6 n.s. 

Characteristics of Young Person     

YP ethnicity minority 10.6 11.0 10.8 n.s. 

Previous academic attainment at KS2 
(age 11), mean [std]) 

26.92    
[4.33] 

27.30 
[3.98] 

27.11 
[4.17] 

p<.001 

EAO (age 16, mean [std]) -.24 
[1.10] 

.06 
[.92] 

.10 
[1.03] 

p<.000 

NEET     

NEET Total months (Sept 2006 to May 
2010) - mean [std]    

3.5 
[7.25] 

3.1 
[7.28] 

3.3 
[7.26] 

p<.003 

Note. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; 
and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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The association between parental worklessness 
and young people’s EAO 
     Stepwise OLS regression models were used to assess 
the direct association between parental worklessness 
and EAO (Model 1). In a next step the socio-
demographic confounders were added to the model 
(Model 2) to assess the independent association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, over and 
above the control variables. Model 3 then included the 
individual characteristics: ethnicity and previous 
academic attainment at age 11 (Key Stage 2). Model 4 
adds interaction terms between temporary and 
persistent worklessness and academic attainment at 
age 11.  
     Table 2 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for males. Model 1 in 
Table 2 shows that parental worklessness had a 
significant main effect on EAO. Both temporary and 
persistent parental worklessness are associated with 
reduced levels of EAO. Adding the control variables to 
the model considerably reduced the association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, and for 
males only the association between persistent 
worklessness and EAO remained significant (Model 2). 
The findings suggest that much of the association 
between parental worklessness and achievement 
motivation (in particular regarding temporary 
worklessness) can be explained by the socio-
demographic family characteristics included in the 
model. There were independent risk effects from low 
parental education (less than degree level education), 
having a young mother and many siblings. Home 
ownership, higher levels of household income and 
living in an urban area were associated with higher 
levels of achievement motivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young men from ethnic minority 
backgrounds expressed higher EAO than white males, 
as did males who performed well in the Key Stage 2 
assessments. Independent risk effects in Model 3 are 
apparent for low levels of parental education and 
household income. Adding the individual level 
variables led to a change in sign of the association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, suggesting a 
statistical suppression. That is, it is likely that parental 
worklessness is associated with poorer academic 
attainment, which would reduce EAO. Maybe children 
of workless parents recognize the value of higher 

education to avoid their parents’ plight and aim high 
regarding their own education participation.   
     Adding interaction terms between temporary and 
persistent parental worklessness and previous 
academic attainment to the model (Model 4), provides 
further information about the inter-relations of 
academic achievement and worklessness.   In this 
specification, the coefficient for previous academic 
attainment indicates its effect for the reference group, 
always working: .116 (p<.05).  The interaction terms 
represent the differences between this academic 
achievement effect and that for children of the 
temporarily workless and persistently workless 
respectively.  For example, for children of persistently 
workless parents, the effect of academic achievement 
is .056 (.116 - .060=.056).  Thus, children from 
persistently, as well as temporarily workless families 
would still benefit from high levels of achievement 
regarding their EAO , but not as much as those from 
working families. 

Table 3 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for females, using the 
same modelling strategy as above. Model 1 in Table 3 
shows that parental worklessness had a significant 
main effect on EAO. Both temporary and persistent 
parental worklessness are associated with reduced 
levels of EAO. Adding the control variables to the 
model considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and EAO, and only the 
association between temporary worklessness and EAO 
remained significant (Model 2). There were 
independent risk effects from low parental education 
(less than degree level education) and having many 
siblings. Home ownership was associated with higher 
levels of achievement motivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young females from ethnic 
minority background expressed higher EAO than white 
females, as did females who performed well in the Key 
Stage 2 assessments. In Model 3, only parental 
education and home ownership retained significant 
independent effects. For females the interaction terms 
between temporary and persistent parental 
worklessness and previous academic attainment were 
also significant (Model 4), suggesting a similar pattern 
as for males, i.e., the benefit of high academic 
achievement regarding EAO is significant, yet reduced 
under conditions of worklessness.  
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Table 2. Predicting young person’s EAO – MALES (unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

       Model 1      Model 2       Model 3      Model 4 
     Coefficient  

   (Std. Error) 
    Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

    Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

   Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness -.375*  (.077) -.026   (.089) .032   (.087) .985*  (.391) 

Persistent worklessness -.365 * (.051) -.213* (.072) .277*  (.068) 1.739*  (.274) 

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   -.546*  (.051) -.356*  (.047) -.343*  (.047) 

    NVQ3   -.772*  (.054) -.540*  (.049) -.519*  (.049) 

    NVQ2   -.905*  (.048) -.591*  (.046) -.567*  (.047) 

    NVQ1   -1.153*  (.077) -.722*  (.076) -.697*  (.076) 

    No qualifications  -.835*  (.072) -.516*  (.071) -.524*  (.070) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.288*  (.077) -.149   (.079) -.157$  (.079) 

Single parent household  -.059   (.051) -.063   (.048) -.062   (.047) 

Number of siblings  -.036 # (.017) -.030   (.017) -.028   (.017) 

Home Ownership   .183*  (.052) .075   (.049) .077   (.049) 

Gross household income   .035#(.012) .023$ (.011) .021   (.011) 

LS illness/disability in the family  -.083   (.050) -.072  (.046) -.067  (.046) 

Urban/rural  .127#  (.059) .093  (.054) .087  (.054) 

IMD   -.001  (.001) -.000  (.001) -.000  (.001) 

Characteristics of Young 
Person 

    

YP ethnicity minority   .692* (.038) .703* (.038) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  .107* (.004) .116* (.004) 

Temporary worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.038#  (.016) 

Persistent worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.060*  (.011) 

Constant -.191* (.018) .096  (.097) -2.956*(.154) -3.232*(.164) 

R2 .01 .15 .31 .31 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and Key Stage 2 
achievement was introduced into this model to test the moderating role of earlier achievement for different 
levels of parental worklessness. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 
indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Table 3. Predicting young person’s EAO – FEMALES (unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness -.406*  (.072) -.163$  (.078) -.145   (.077) .724   (.376) 

Persistent worklessness -.304 * (.052) -.032   (.074) -.002   (.069) .746#  (.289) 

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   -.305*  (.043) -.186*  (.040) -.179*  (.040) 

    NVQ3   -.503*  (.045) -.307*  (.042) -.298*  (.042) 

    NVQ2   -.638*  (.043) -.379*  (.041) -.366*  (.041) 

    NVQ1   -.717*  (.069) -.360*  (.066) -.356*  (.066) 

    No qualifications  -.639*  (.070) -.404*  (.068) -.404*  (.067) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.029   (.076) .001   (.072) -.004   (.071) 

Single parent household  -.011   (.046) -.037   (.043) -.029   (.043) 

Number of siblings  -.042#  (.016) -.023   (.015) -.024   (.015) 

Home Ownership  .232*  (.049) .115#  (.046) .114#  (.046) 

Gross household income   .011   (.011) -.003  (.010) -.003  (.010) 

LS illness/disability in the family  -.034   (.040) .027  (.036) .026  (.036) 

Urban/rural  -.056   (.044) -.073  (.040) -.075  (.040) 

IMD   -.001   (.001) -.001  (.001) -.001  (.001) 

Characteristics of Young 
Person 

    

YP ethnicity minority   .541* (.035) .546* (.035) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  .094* (.004) .099* (.004) 

Temporary worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.034$  (.015) 

Persistent worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.030*  (.011) 

Constant .111* (.016) .378*  (.083) -2.290*(.136) -2.956*(.154) 

R2 .02 .11 .28 .28 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. As in the model for males, an interaction term between parental worklessness 
and Key Stage 2 achievement was introduced into this model. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of 
Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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The association between parental worklessness 
and NEET 

Next, the association between parental 
worklessness and experience of NEET (number of 
months NEET between September 2006 and May 
2010) among young males and females is assessed in 
a stepwise OLS regression, as above. Model 1 gives 
the direct associations between parental work-
lessness and the total number of months the young 
person has experienced NEET. Model 2 adds the 
socio-demographic controls, and Model 3 adds 
characteristics of the individual (ethnicity, previous 
academic attainment, and EAO at age 16), and Model 
4 adds the interaction terms between parental 
worklessness and EAO to assess their combined 
effects on the experience of NEET. 

Table 4 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for males. Model 1 in 
Table 4 shows that parental worklessness had a 
significant main effect for the young males being 
NEET. Both temporary and persistent parental 
worklessness were associated with an increased 
number of months in NEET. The average total number 
of months NEET for males growing up with 
persistently workless parents was 7.60, for males with 
temporary workless parents it was 6.01 months, and 
for males with parents who were always working it 
was 2.97 months. Adding the control variables to the 
model considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and the experience of NEET. 
For males, only the association between persistent 
worklessness and NEET remained significant (Model 
2). Furthermore there were independent risk effects 
from low parental education (in particular where 
parents had no qualifications), growing up in a single 
parent household, living in an urban area, or an area 
with a high level of multiple deprivation. Home 
ownership was associated with being fewer months 
NEET.  Model 3 added the individual level variables, 
which also showed an independent effect: young men 
from ethnic minority background experienced fewer 
month being NEET, as did those who did well in their 
Key Stage 2 examination and who expressed higher 
levels of EAO at age 16. Among the socio-
demographic control variables in Model 3, growing up 
with a single parent, living in rented accommodation, 
an urban area or an area with high levels of multiple 

deprivation maintained significant independent risk 
effects. In Model 4 the interaction terms were added, 
suggesting that there was a significant interaction 
between persistent parental worklessness and EAO. 
The significant coefficient (b=-2.209, p<.000) indicates 
that young men from persistently workless families 
who maintained a positive EAO were experiencing 
fewer months NEET. With increasing levels of EAO the 
risk of NEET among young people growing up in a 
workless household is significantly reduced. 
Furthermore, adding the interaction term reduced 
the direct association between parental worklessness 
and NEET to non-significance. There remain 
significant independent risk effects from growing up 
in a single parent household, lack of home ownership, 
living in an urban area or an area with high levels of 
multiple deprivation. There was no significant 
interaction between temporary parental work-
lessness and EAO. 
     The results for females are presented in Table 5. 
Model 1 in Table 5 shows that parental worklessness 
had a significant main effect for being NEET. Both 
temporary and persistent parental worklessness were 
associated with an increased number of months in 
NEET. The average number of months NEET for 
females growing up with persistently workless 
parents was 6.62, for females with temporary 
workless parents it was 6.37 months, and for females 
with parents who were always working it was 2.50 
months. Adding the control variables to the model 
considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and the experience of NEET. 
For females, only the association between temporary 
worklessness and NEET remained significant (Model 
2). There were independent risk effects from low 
parental education, growing up with many siblings, 
lack of home ownership and living in an area with a 
high level of multiple deprivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young women from ethnic 
minority background experienced fewer month being 
NEET, as did those who did well in their Key Stage 2 
examination and who expressed higher levels of EAO 
at age 16. Among the socio-demographic control 
variables in Model 3, living in rented accommodation, 
or an area with high levels of multiple deprivation 
maintained significant independent risk effects. 
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Table 4. Predicting experience of NEET (number of months) – MALES  
(unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Std. Error) 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness 3.043* (.596) 1.077  (.713) .781  (.694) .123 (.536) 

Persistent worklessness 4.631* (.574) 1.465$  (.720) 1.781# (.717) .637 (.660) 

Additional risk factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   .220   (.308) -.542   (.309) -.432   (.308) 

    NVQ3   .472   (.321) -.645   (.328) -.497   (.326) 

    NVQ2   .755#  (.306) -.600   (.316) -.404  (.315) 

    NVQ1   .993   (.532) -.679   (.543) -.472  (.544) 

    No qualifications  2.507*  (.618) .951   (.603) 1.103    (.603) 

Teenaged mother at birth  .484   (.635) .417   (.654) .272   (.655) 

Single parent household  .994#  (.373) .882#  (.361) .825#  (.361) 

Number of siblings  .106    (.123) .025    (.123) .045    (.124) 

Home Ownership  -1.441*  (.396) -.875#  (.389) -.821$  (.388) 

Gross household income   -.025   (.087) .017   (.083) .009   (.082) 

LS illness/disability in the family  .481   (.366) .381   (.364) .408   (.361) 

Urban/rural  .763#  (.269) .859#  (.281) .849#  (.278) 

IMD   .027#  (.009) .026#  (.009) .026#  (.009) 

Characteristics of young person     

YP ethnicity minority   -.884#  (.341) -.662$  (.335) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  -.172*  (.038) -.170*  (.038) 

YP EAO   -.971* (.136) -.753*  (.138) 

Temporary worklessness x EAO    -1.165  (.612) 

Persistent worklessness x EAO    -2.209*  (.577) 

Constant 2.970* (.106) 2.140*  (.635) 7.008* (1.274) 6.887* (1.261) 

R2 .04 .07 .11 .12 

Note: * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and EAO was 
introduced into this model to test its potential moderating role for different levels of parental 
worklessness. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key 
Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Table 5. Predicting experience of NEET (number of months) – FEMALES 
(unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Std. Error) 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness 3.873* (.741) 1.987#  (.768) 1.510$   (.753) 1.063  (.647) 

Persistent worklessness 4.126* .565) 1.229    (.705) 1.333   (.705) .699  (.655) 

Additional risk factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   .004   (.307) -.739#   (.309) -.650# (.307) 

    NVQ3   -.220   (.297) -1.476*  (.311) -1.355*  (.308) 

    NVQ2   .338    (.324) -1.186*  (.334) -1.059*  (.332) 

    NVQ1   1.765#  (.709) -.177    (.677) -.126   (.670) 

    No qualifications  1.673#  (.651) .014    (.632) .159    (.626) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.444   (.640) -1.047    (.594) -1.089   (.593) 

Single parent household  -.131  (.366) -.015    (.359) -.040    (.353) 

Number of siblings  .301#  (.136) .180    (.136) .192    (.135) 

Home Ownership)  -1.751*  (.436) -1.288#  (.437) -1.266#  (.437) 

Gross household income   -.030   (.091) .027    (.087) .021    (.086) 

LS illness/disability in the family  .621   (.364) .476    (.356) .482    (.353) 

Urban/rural  .441   (.335) .444    (.337) .458    (.334) 

IMD   .032#  (.010) .033*  (.010) .033*  (.010) 

Characteristics of young person     

YP ethnicity minority   -.921#  (.319) -.683#  (.318) 

Previous academic attainment (KS2)   -.235*  (.045) -.241*  (.045) 

YP EAO   -1.286*  (.180) -.945*  (.175) 

Temporary worklessness x EAO    -1.772  (.922) 

Persistent worklessness x EAO    -2.414*  (.650) 

Constant 2.496* (.112) 2.351*  (.689) 9.640*  (1.426) 9.61* (1.411) 

R2 .04 .07 .13 .14 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and EAO was introduced 
into this model to test its potential moderating role for different levels of parental worklessness. YP indicates 
Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates 
Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Parental education was also significant, although 
the effects are not monotonic, suggesting that after 
taking into account individual level characteristics, 
medium level parental qualifications are associated 
with reduced time in NEET. In Model 4, the 
interaction terms were added, suggesting that there 
was a significant interaction between persistent 
parental worklessness and EAO. The significant 
coefficient (b=-.-2.414, p<.000) indicates that young 
women from persistently workless families who 
maintained a positive educational achievement 
motivation were experiencing fewer months of NEET. 
Furthermore, as for males, adding the interaction 
term reduced the direct association between parental 
worklessness and NEET to non-significance. There 
remain significant independent effects of parental 
education, housing tenure, and living in an area with 
high levels of multiple deprivation. There was no 
significant interaction between temporary parental 
worklessness and EAO. 

 

Gender differences 
In a final step, gender differences in the 

association between parental worklessness and EAO 
and the experience of NEET were tested through a 
differences between slopes test. Regarding the 
results for the final model (Model 4) in the prediction 
of EAO, there were significant gender differences for 
gender and persisting parental worklessness (t=2.60; 
p<.01), parental education at NVQ4 level (t=260; 
p<.01), at NVQ3 level (t=3.42; p<.00), NVQ2 level 
(t=3.22; p<.00) and NVQ1 (t=3.39; p<.00); urban/rural 
(t-2.41; p<.02), ethnic minority status (t=3.04; p<.00), 
and previous academic attainment at Key Stage 2 
(t=3.00; p<3.00). Similar patterns are observed for 
Model 2-3. In Model 1 and 2 however, there are no 
significant gender differences regarding the 
experience of parental worklessness. The findings 
suggest that males living with persistent workless 
parents, those living in urban areas, those with ethnic 
minority status, and those who achieved high key 
stage 2 scores report higher levels of EAO than 
females in similar circumstances, while boys with less 
than degree level educated parents report lower EAO 
than girls in similar circumstances, except for those 
whose parents have no qualifications at all.  

Regarding the experience of NEET, significant 
gender differences are only found for living with a 

single parent (t=2.15; P<.03 in Model 2; t=1.76; P<.08 
in Model 3: and t=1.71; P<.09 in Model 4), suggesting 
that boys growing up with a single parent are slightly 
more likely to be NEET than females in similar 
circumstances. 

Discussion 
Before the Great Recession, about one in ten 

young people in England grew up with persistently 
workless parents and one in twenty experienced 
temporary worklessness of their parents. 
Worklessness has been defined at the household 
level, focusing on families in which no parent living in 
the household was employed. Parental worklessness 
showed a significant direct association with lower 
levels of EAO among the offspring as well as a 
prolonged experience of being NEET between ages 16 
to 20 when the UK experienced a major economic 
downturn. The magnitude of the direct effect of 
parental worklessness on the experience of NEET 
among the offspring was moderate and explained 
only a small amount of variance, which suggests that 
there might be other potential explanatory factors. 
Furthermore, the association between parental 
worklessness and the outcomes under consideration 
could largely be explained by a number of other 
socio-demographic factors, in particular low levels of 
parental education, lack of home ownership, large 
family size and living in an area characterised by 
multiple levels of deprivation, pointing towards the 
role of multiple disadvantage and deprivation rather 
than worklessness per se.  

The association between parental worklessness 
and the young person being NEET was fully explained 
after taking into account the interplay of 
worklessness and EAO. There was a significant 
interaction between parental worklessness and EAO, 
where young people growing up in persistent 
workless households, who expressed high levels of 
EAO, had a reduced risk of experiencing NEET, after 
taking into account the potential confounding socio-
demographic risk factors and individual 
characteristics. As suggested in a previous qualitative 
study (Shildrick et al., 2012), the findings thus do not 
support the assumption of an inter-generational 
transmission of ‘a culture of worklessness’, where 
values and practices that discourage achievement are 
passed down from parents to their children. Rather, 
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the findings suggest that children of workless parents 
potentially recognize the value of higher education 
and do not want to repeat the predicament of their 
parents. Indeed, the majority of young people 
growing up in workless households aspire to 
participate in higher education and many want to 
apply to university. For example, about 75% of males 
growing up in workless families want to continue in 
education beyond compulsory school leaving age, 
compared to 82% of males whose parents were 
always working. For females, the equivalent 
percentages are 91% of girls in workless households 
compared to 93% of girls with working parents. 
Aspirations towards studying at university were 
expressed by 42% of males and 58% of females in 
workless households, compared to 61% of males and 
72% of females with working parents.  

Regarding EAO, low parental education was a 
significant independent risk factor diminishing the 
EAO for both males and females over and above the 
other variables included in the model. 

Regarding the experience of NEET, living in rented 
accommodation, and living in a highly deprived area 
were independent risk factors for both males and 
females, over and above the experience of parental 
worklessness, other socio-demographic factors and 
individual characteristics (ethnicity, previous 
academic attainment and EAO), suggesting the 
importance of how and where one lives in influencing 
the experience of NEET (Ainsworth, 2002).  

Even though males and females differed regarding 
the time they were NEET, no significant gender 
differences in the role of socio-demographic, 
individual and community factors were found, except 
that for young males, living with a single parent 
appears to be an additional independent risk factor 
for experiencing NEET. This finding potentially points 
to the lack of economic resources and social networks 
that can undermine the life chances of young men in 
particular, especially concerning job search (Ioannides 
& Loury, 2004). Otherwise the likely risk factors for 
experiencing NEET appear to be similar for males and 
females. 

There were however, significant gender 
differences in the association between parental 
worklessness and EAO – but only after controlling for 
all the other variables included in the model. Males 
growing up with persistently workless parents report 

higher EAO than females, especially if their parents 
are educated to degree level, if they live in an urban 
area, are from an ethnic minority background and 
have good Key Stage 2 attainment. The findings thus 
suggest that in specific circumstances, the experience 
of parental worklessness can impel in particular 
young males to recognize the value of higher 
education. Possibly, highly educated parents can 
motivate their children to achieve in education, 
independent of their own precarious employment 
situation (see also Mortimer, Zhang, Hussemann, 
&Wu, this issue). To fully understand the implications 
of parental worklessness on young males and 
females, it is thus important to consider the total 
level of vulnerabilities and different constellations of 
risk within families.  

The study furthermore found significant ethnic 
differences, with males and females from ethnic 
minority backgrounds reporting higher levels of EAO 
than whites, and fewer months being NEET. The study 
thus confirms previous evidence regarding higher 
EAOs among ethnic minority children in England 
(Strand, 2007, 2008). Their higher rates of staying on 
in full-time education beyond compulsory schooling 
(Dustmann, Machin & Schönberg, 2010) have been 
explained by differences in cultural attitudes towards 
higher education (Torgerson et al, 2008), and the 
expectation that better qualifications will reduce the 
effect of possible future racial discrimination in the 
labour market (Connor, Tyers, Modood, & Hillage, 
2004). Generally, this study found that high EAO, as 
well as high previous academic attainment, can act as 
protective factors, reducing the risk of being long-
term NEET. 

There are many strengths of this study, among 
which are the use of a large scale nationally-
representative dataset, and the longitudinal design 
which allows measurement of the duration of 
worklessness as well as of NEET. As in most 
longitudinal studies, the analysis is constrained by 
having to make best use of the available data, their 
measurement level and timing. For example, parental 
worklessness and EAOs were measured before the 
onset of the Great Recession, and the subsequent 
education and employment transitions just before 
and during the economic downturn. It was thus not 
possible to assess how EAOs responded to the 
economic downturn. However, the data enabled the 
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assessment of longer term outcomes associated with 
parental worklessness and EAO during a period that 
included a major economic downturn.  

Another issue to be addressed is missing data, 
which might have affected the validity of the results. 
Although the analytic sample remained largely 
representative of the population, young people from 
less privileged family backgrounds were less likely to 
be included in our analysis. Response bias at the 
individual level would tend to underestimate the 
magnitude of effects of social disadvantage, as 
sample attrition is greatest among cohort members in 
more deprived circumstances. The problem of 
missingness in the data was addressed using multiple 
imputation. Nonetheless, the results might provide a 
conservative estimate of social inequalities in the 
sample.   

Regarding methodology, this study is one of the 
first to assess the independent risk effect of parental 
worklessness on the experience of NEET among males 
and females. OLS regression models were used to 
gain a better understanding of how each of the 
selected variables contributed to the expression of 
EAO and experience of NEET. Future studies should 
use Structural Equation Modelling to examine the 
combined and simultaneous effect of the relevant 
variables in more detail, and/or Hierarchical Linear 
Modelling to assess distinct area effects. 

In summary, the findings presented here highlight 
that youth development occurs within a set of 
interlinked contexts ranging from the macro to the 
micro level.  For a better understanding of young 
people’s experiences in the transition to independent 
adulthood and the inter-generational transmission of 
(dis-)advantage, it is important to adopt a 
developmental-contextual perspective (Schoon, 2006; 
Vondraceck et al., 1986) and ecological approaches 
(Bronfrenbrenner, 1986; Elder, 1998) that take into 
account these multiple influences. The significant role 
of family socio-demographic factors (in particular low 
parental education and lack of housing tenure) over 
and above the experience of parental worklessness in

 shaping both EAO and experience of NEET 
highlighted the issue of multiple deprivation, i.e. the 
accumulation of social and economic disadvantages, 
as a major factor in reducing the life chances of young 
people. The findings give only partial support to a 
policy agenda targeted at workless households per se. 
They rather point to the need to tackle the wider 
range of risks that families living in difficult socio-
economic circumstances are facing.  

The findings also suggest the manifestation of 
remarkable resilience among the affected young 
people. There was a significant interaction between 
persistent parental worklessness and individual EAO, 
suggesting that individual EAO can potentially act as a 
resource factor reducing the risk of negative 
outcomes for young people growing up in 
disadvantaged circumstances. Special efforts should 
thus be directed at young people growing up in 
families facing multiple economic challenges, 
especially young males, with the aim of raising their 
EAO, their engagement in education, and removing 
barriers to employment. This study does, however, 
only reflect employment experiences of young people 
between ages 16 to 20, and the observed patterns 
might not hold for employment related outcomes in 
the longer run. 

Furthermore, the significant role of area 
characteristics, over and above the experience of 
parental worklessness and other socio-demographic 
characteristics, suggests that it matters where young 
people live, and that area characteristics can affect 
youth development and adjustment. Previous studies 
have shown that neighbourhood effects are strongest 
during early childhood and late adolescence (Brooks-
Gunn, Duncan & Aber, 1997). This study confirms the 
importance of area deprivation and points to local 
opportunities, and potentially also collective 
socialisation (Ainsworth, 2002; Ioannides & Loury, 
2004), which influence the type of role models a 
young person is exposed to outside the home and 
thereby shape the education and employment 
transitions of young people.  
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Endnotes 
 

i  General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE):  a public examination in specified subjects given at the end of key 
stage 4 for 16 year-olds in England which is part of the National Qualifications Framework. Candidates receive a grade for 
each subject that they have sat. The pass grades, from highest to lowest, are: A* (pronounced 'A-star'), A, B, C, D, E, F and 
G. Grade U (ungraded/unclassified) is issued when students have not achieved the minimum standard to achieve a pass 
grade; the subject is then not included on their final certificate. A GCSE at grades D–G is a Level 1 qualification, while a GCSE 
at grades A*–C is a Level 2 qualification. As one would expect, GCSEs at A*-C (Level 2) are much more desirable and insisted 
on by many employers and educational institutions. Level 1 qualifications are required to advance to Level 2 qualifications. 
Likewise, Level 2 qualifications are required to advance to Level 3 qualifications. 
 

ii  A Key Stage is a stage of the state education system in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Key Stage 2 reflects 

attainment at the later stage of primary education, often known as junior schools. 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the assocations between parental worklessness and the experiences of 
their offspring making the transition from school to work during a time that included a major 
economic downturn. The study draws on data collected for the Longitudinal Study of Young 
People in England (LSYPE), a cohort of young people born in 1989/90 completing compulsory 
education in 2006 – just before the onset of the Great Recession. Data on parental 
worklessness collected between 2004 and 2006 was linked to information about subsequent 
employment activities of their offspring, in particular the experience of not being in education, 
employment or training (NEET) between 2007 and 2010 (ages 16 to 20 years). Parental 
worklessness was significantly associated with their sons’ and daughters’ experience of being 
NEET for longer periods of time (months spent in NEET). However, much of this association was 
explained by a number of other socio-economic risks facing these young people and their 
families (e.g. low parental education level, living in rented accommodation and in highly 
deprived neighbourhoods). Furthermore, the role of individual agency, in particular educational 
achievement orientation (EAO) as a potential mediator was examined. Although parental 
worklessness was associated with lower levels of EAO, especially among young males, the 
findings also suggest that EAO can serve as a potential resource for young men and women in 
adverse economic circumstances. The study does not support the assumption of an inter-
generational transmission of a ‘culture of worklessness’ but points to the role of multiple 
deprivations and lack of local opportunities in shaping the life chances of young people. 
 

Keywords: worklessness, inter-generational, socio-economic resources, achievement orientation, gender 

 

Introduction 
     The existing literature suggests that growing up in 
a workless household can have adverse long-term 
effects regarding academic and occupational 
attainment (Ermisch, Francesconi, & Pevalin, 2004), 
yet the specific issue of inter-generational 
transmission of worklessness is less well studied, 
especially in the UK context (Macmillan, 2010; 2011; 
2014). Furthermore, there is relatively little under-
standing of the processes linking the transmission of 
worklessness from one generation to the next. Indeed 

the idea that worklessness can be in part explained 
through familial transmission of values and practices 
has been called into question (Shildrick, MacDonald, 
Furlong, Roden, & Crow, 2012). The aims of this paper 
are to: a. examine the inter-generational link 
between parental worklessness and a young person’s 
likelihood of being Not in Education, Employment or 
Training (NEET) during a time that included a major 
economic downturn; b. examine gender differences 
in the association; and c. assess the role of 
achievement orientations as a potential mediating 
mechanism, focusing in particular on educational 
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aspirations and expectations of young people growing 
up with workless parents. Drawing on evidence 
collected for the Longitudinal Study of Young People 
in England (LSYPE), employment experiences of young 
people are assessed between ages 16 to 20, after the 
completion of compulsory schooling, using evidence 
from a general population sample. The study is 
guided by a developmental-contextual perspective 
(Schoon, 2006; Vondraceck, Lerner, & Schulenberg, 
1986; Vondracek, 1998), informed by ecological 
approaches to human development (Bronfenbrenner, 
1986; Elder, 1998) that emphasize multiple 
interacting influences embedded in a wider socio-
historical context.    

School-to-work transitions in times of economic 
downturn 
     The effects of an economic recession are felt most 
keenly by young people embarking on the transition 
to adult life (Ashton & Bynner, 2011; Jenkins, 
Brandolini, Micklewright, & Nolan, 2013). Even if the 
most critical phase of the recession has passed, there 
can be long-term and lasting consequences, raising 
the spectre of a ‘lost generation’. Recessionary times 
are likely to limit employment prospects, and lead to 
less successful transitions to adulthood (Vuolo, Staff, 
& Mortimer, 2012). In England and the rest of the UK, 
the number of young people who are out of work has 
risen between 2008 and 2011 to its highest level on 
record (ONS, 2012) and currently one in five people 
aged 16 to 24 years are looking for work.  
     In this paper the association between growing up 
with workless parents and the likelihood of 
experiencing NEET among their offspring is assessed, 
as well as gender differences in this association, 
which are largely ignored in current debates 
(European Parliament, 2013). The crisis has worsened 
labour market conditions especially for young men, 
since male-oriented sectors, in particular 
manufacturing and construction, were hit first and 
hardest by the economic slow-down. In the UK the 
unemployment rate among young males is currently 
higher than among females, as is the rate of NEET 
(ONS, 2012). The experience of NEET can be 
considered as a more comprehensive indicator of 
hardship than the unemployment rate, as it includes 
those young people who do not have a job, are not 
enrolled in training, or are not classified as a student.  

Inter-generational transmission of worklessness 
The existing literature suggests that growing up in 

a jobless household can have adverse long-term 
effects (Ermisch et al. 2004), and has been found to 
be associated with lower levels of later educational 
and occupational attainment (McLanahan & 
Sandefur, 1994; Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; Kiernan, 
1997; Schoon et al., 2012) and persistent dependence 
on social security benefits (Gottschalk, 1996; Iacovou 
& Berthoud, 2000; Such & Walker, 2002). As adults, 
children growing up in poor or workless households 
are more likely to be workless or poor themselves, as 
compared to children who grow up in households 
where someone is employed (Gregg, Harkness & 
Machin, 1999; Such & Walker, 2002). Likewise, 
evidence on the experiences of children growing up in 
workless households across Europe suggests that 
parents’ labour market status strongly predicts 
children’s economic well-being, and that children 
living in households with no employed adults are 
particularly vulnerable to the experience of income 
poverty (Harkonen, 2011).  

With rising unemployment rates there is now 
increasing concern about generations of families who 
have never worked (Coelli, Green, & Warburton, 
2007; Ermisch et al., 2004; Gregg & Wadsworth, 
2008; Harkonen, 2011; Pemberton, 2008; Platt, 2010) 
and about the potential scarring effects of household 
worklessness on the future labour market 
experiences of contemporary children (Macmillan, 
2010; 2011). The United Kingdom has an above 
average proportion of adults living in workless 
households compared to the European Union, and 
also a higher proportion of dependent children living 
in workless households (European Commission, 
2014). Thirteen percent of households with 
dependent children were workless in the second 
quarter of 2011, which equates to just over one 
million workless households with dependent children 
(ONS, 2011). The question of inter-generational 
transmission of worklessness is thus obviously of high 
importance. 

There is some evidence that worklessness is 
transmitted inter-generationally (see Macmillan 
(2010) for a review), although most studies focused  
on the transmission from father to son. For example, 
in the UK context, evidence from the 1958 National 
Child Development Study (NCDS) suggests that 19% of 
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sons who experienced a year or more out of work 
between the ages 23-33 had had a father out of work 
at age 16, compared to the sample average of 10%  
(Johnson & Reed, 1996; see also O’Neill & Sweetman , 
1998). Macmillan (2010) examined the magnitude of 
the inter-generational correlation of worklessness 
using the NCDS and the 1970 British Cohort Study 
(BCS) and found sons were over twice as likely to 
experience workless spells themselves if they came 
from a family where the father experienced 
worklessness during their childhood. Furthermore, 
the relationship remained strong, even after 
controlling for a range of family background 
characteristics, and the inter-generational correlation 
in worklessness appears to have increased for the 
later-born cohort. There is also evidence to suggest 
that the inter-generational effect depends on 
conditions of the local labour market, i.e. that it is 
stronger in labour markets with high unemployment 
rates (Macmillan, 2011, 2014).  

The association between parental worklessness 
and young peoples’ experience of NEET has also been 
confirmed in a recent study using LSYPE (Schoon et 
al., 2012), although gender differences in this 
association were not examined. Furthermore, there is 
little evidence regarding the processes that link 
parental worklessness to young people’s outcomes. 
The motivation for this research is therefore to obtain 
a better understanding of gender differences in the 
association between parental worklessness and the 
likelihood that a young person will experience NEET, 
and to gain a better understanding of potential 
mediating processes and confounders.  

Educational achievement orientation (EAO) as a 
potential mediator 
     The level of educational qualifications is 
particularly important in influencing the probability of 
being NEET, especially among women. Those with 
higher level qualifications are less likely to experience 
NEET, or are NEET for a shorter duration (Crawford, 
Duckworth, Vignoles, & Wyness, 2011). One aim of 
this study is therefore to assess the role of EAO as a 
potential mediating process. Is there a significant 
association between parental worklessness and the 
EAO of young people? Is the impact of parental 
worklessness on the employment experiences of their 
offspring mediated by the child’s expression of 

educational optimism and expectations to participate 
in higher education?  
     The importance of educational aspirations as a 
powerful mediator of the effects of parental socio-
economic status on career progression and 
attainment is well established. Traditional status 
attainment research has shown that parents of higher 
socio-economic status have higher aspirations for 
their children, which are associated with higher 
aspirations among their offspring (Sewell & Hauser, 
1975; Sewell, Hauser, & Wolf, 1980). High child 
aspirations, in turn, are associated with later 
academic and career success – a finding which has 
been consistently confirmed in different cultural and 
historical contexts (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Johnson & 
Reynolds, 2013; Kerckhoff, 1993; Kerckhoff, 2001; 
Schoon & Parsons, 2002; Sewell, Haller, & Ohlendorf, 
1970) and for men and women (Mello, 2008; Schoon, 
Martin, & Ross, 2007; Sewell, Hauser, & Wolf, 1980). 
Furthermore, future-oriented aspirations can reduce 
the detrimental effect of parental socio-economic 
hardship and can be an important resource for young 
people from disadvantaged backgrounds to achieve 
against the odds (Schoon, 2006).  
     There is little understanding of the role of EAOs in 
the inter-generational transmission of worklessness. 
Furthermore, educational aspirations and 
expectations have generally increased considerably in 
recent years (Reynolds & Pemberton, 2001; Schneider 
& Stevenson, 1999), especially among women 
(Reynolds & Burge, 2008; Schoon, 2010). Previous 
evidence also suggests that young males are more 
susceptible to their parent’s socio-economic situation 
than females, and that socio-economic hardship is 
associated with lower aspirations among males than 
females (Schoon et al., 2007; see also Mortimer, 
Zhang, Hussemann & Chen-Yu, this volume). 
Generally the mechanisms linking parental 
worklessness to their children’s outcomes are not 
well understood. A recent review of the evidence in 
the UK contexts suggests that there is little evidence 
to suggest that ‘cultures of worklessness’ are passed 
down the generations via low education and work 
related values (Shildrick et al., 2012). Nonetheless 
raising aspirations of young people and involvement 
in higher education have been identified as ways of 
addressing inter-generational issues in the trans-
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mission of worklessness (Pemberton, 2008), and the 
role of EAO will thus be examined in this study. 

Confounding factors 
     There is a fundamental concern that the estimated 
effects of parental worklessness might be spurious, 
due to the association with other problematic 
circumstances (Ermisch et al., 2004; Schoon et al., 
2012). It is therefore necessary to take into account 
potential confounders. In particular, this analysis will 
control for characteristics of the family, the wider 
social context, as well as characteristics of the young 
person, including ethnic background and previous 
academic attainment.  
     Factors considered here include socio-
demographic family characteristics, family structure, 
housing conditions, and health, as well as area 
deprivation (Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; Iacovou & 
Berthoud, 2000; McLanahan, 1997, 2004). Parental 
worklessness is increasingly concentrated in certain 
subgroups of the population and in certain 
geographic areas (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2001; 
Macmillan, 2014). For example, single adult 
households are far more likely to be workless than 
households with two adults (both with and without 
children), and workless households are significantly 
more likely to experience poverty than households in 
which at least one adult is employed (ONS, 2011). 
Comparing poverty rates of children in jobless  
households in Europe, Harkonen (2011) found that in 
the UK and Ireland these were higher than the 
average in other countries, reaching above 50%.  
Furthermore, disability strongly affects work rates 
(Berthoud, 2011), and worklessness is more prevalent 
in urban areas and the North of England (Webster, 
2000).  Hence it is important to allow for these other  
risk factors when modelling the relationship between 
parental worklessness and outcomes.  
     Socio-economic family hardship, characterised by 
worklessness, low income, low levels of education, 
lone parenthood, large families living in rented 
accommodation, and parental ill health, create a 
context that affects young people’s development and 
adjustment. There is consistent evidence on the 
harmful effects of growing up in circumstances in 
which families are unable to provide the experiences, 
resources and services that are crucial for young 
people to thrive (Bradley & Corwyn, 2002; Bradshaw 

& Mayhew, 2005; Engle & Black, 2008). Moreover, 
previous research suggests that where one lives 
matters, in terms of quality of family life and life 
opportunities.  Living in a disadvantaged neighbour-
hood, especially in urban areas, has been associated 
with lower levels of academic performance and EAO 
(Ainsworth, 2002; Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 
1997; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Murry, Berkel, Gaylord-
Harden, Copeland-Linder & Nation, 2011).  
     Certainly the existing evidence suggests that the 
relationship between any single risk factor and 
subsequent outcomes tends to be weak. Usually 
many risks are involved in determining an outcome, 
and serious risk emanates from the accumulation of 
risk factors (Garmezy, 1991; Rutter, 1981, 2009). The 
analysis will thus control for a number of potentially 
interlinked risk factors (such as family demographics, 
household income, family structure, parental health, 
home ownership and number of siblings living in the 
household, as well as area deprivation) that might 
explain the association between parental 
worklessness and the experience of NEET among their 
offspring. Furthermore, individual factors that have 
been shown to be associated with EAO of young 
people are taken into account, in particular the young 
person’s ethnicity and previous academic attainment. 
Previous academic attainment has been shown to 
influence the education aspirations and expectations 
of young people and those of their parents (Gutman, 
Schoon & Sabates, 2012; Marjoribanks, 1989; Schoon, 
2010). Furthermore, in the current UK context, young 
people from ethnic minority background express 
higher educational aspirations than whites (Gutman 
et al., 2012; Strand, 2007, 2008), which has been 
attributed to differences in cultural attitudes towards 
higher education (Torgerson et al., 2008). 

Moreover, the analysis will take into account the 
duration of parental worklessness. Most previous 
studies have conceptualised worklessness as a state, 
without taking into account that households may be 
moving in and out of worklessness over time. This 
study thus adds to previous research by assessing the 
relationship between repeated (or persistent) versus 
temporary parental worklessness, differentiating 
between families who never experienced work-
lessness during the period of observation, those who 
moved in and out of worklessness, and those who 
were persistently workless at several (at least three) 
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subsequent years of observation. Furthermore, the 
duration of NEET experienced by young people is 
taken into account, examining the number of months 
spent in NEET between ages 16 to 20 (between 
September 2006 and May 2010). 

Research questions and hypotheses 
Based on previous evidence this study is guided by 

four hypotheses: 
1. Parental worklessness, in particular the repeated 

experience of worklessness, increases the 
likelihood that their offspring will experience NEET 
for longer periods. This association is expected to 
hold even after controlling for the confounding 
factors. 

2. Given the lack of prior research evidence 
regarding gender differences in the association 
between parental worklessness and NEET, no 
assumptions about the direction of the effects are 
specified. 

3. It is assumed that the effect of parental 
worklessness on young people’s experience of 
NEET is mediated by the EAO of the young person, 
i.e. their aspirations and expectations regarding 
participation in higher education. 

4. As there is little evidence on gender differences in 
the role of aspirations as mediators between 
parental worklessness and employment 
experiences of their offspring, no assumptions 
about the direction of effects are specified. In 
contemporary cohorts women have higher 
education aspirations than men, especially young 
women from less privileged backgrounds 
compared to men in similar circumstances 
(Schoon, 2010). Thus, EAOs could play a stronger 
role for women, although the effect of 
achievement orientation on outcomes could be 
diluted when more women have high ambitions. 
 

The study will contribute to the literature in 
multiple ways: first, experiences of a current cohort 
of young people are examined to assess the extent of 
inter-generational transmission of worklessness; 
second, gender differences in the association 
between parental worklessness and the long-term 
experience of NEET are assessed; third, the role of 
EAO as potential mediators of this association is 
tested; fourth, longitudinal data is used to examine

 the duration of parental worklessness as well as the 
experience of NEET among young people; and fifth, a 
number of confounding factors are taken into 
account in assessing the independent effects of 
parental worklessness on EAOs and employment 
outcomes.  

Method 
Data 
     The study is based on data collected for the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE).  LSYPE is a panel study of 15,770 young 
people born between 1st September 1989 and 31st 
August 1990. Sample members were all young people 
in school year 9 (age 14) or equivalent, in England in 
February 2004. LSYPE oversampled ethnic minorities 
and special design weights are used in the analysis 
(for more details see 
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/pu
blic/wiki/Welcome).  

Annual face-to-face interviews have been 
conducted with young people and their parents since 
2004, and linkage is available to other administrative 
data, such as the National Pupil Database (NPD), 
which includes national assessments for all children in 
England.  From LSYPE, information from Wave 1 to 
Wave 7 of the dataset was used, covering ages 14 to 
20 years.  From NPD, a national assessment given at 
age 11 is used as an indicator of previous academic 
performance.  

Analytic sample 
As all longitudinal studies, LSYPE experienced 

sample loss between the multiple waves.  The 
analytic sample used for this study comprises 
individuals with complete data on parental 
worklessness and own employment histories 
between ages 16 to 20. This provided a sample of 
5137 males and 4742 females. The sample is largely 
representative of the original sample, although there 
is some greater socioeconomic disadvantage among 
young people who did not continue in the study.  
Special sample weights, which are calculated and 
available from the LSYPE website, were applied to 
account for differential selection probabilities and 
non-response bias.   

https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
https://www.education.gov.uk/ilsype/workspaces/public/wiki/Welcome
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Measures 

Parental worklessness  
Information on parental employment status was 

collected annually between 2004 and 2006. Parental 
worklessness was assessed at the household level 
(not the individual level). Analyses using individual 
level data on unemployment rather than household 
data on worklessness have reached very different 
conclusions, even when using the same sources of 
information (Gregg & Wadsworth, 2001). For 
example, while individual workless rates have fallen 
over the last twenty years, household workless rates 
have not, suggesting growing inequality in the 
distribution of work across households.  

A workless family was defined as a family in which 
no parent living in the household was working at the 
time the family was interviewed (comprising those 
who were looking for work, as well as those who 
were economically inactive, not looking for work 
because of health problems, disability, or looking 
after the family). It was only considered whether or 
not the parents in the household were working. There 
may have been other employed individuals in the 
household, such as grandparents or older siblings. 

Using the data longitudinally allowed us to identify 
families where parents: 

 were never workless at any of the three 
assessment points (continuously working) 

 moved in and out of worklessness (temporary 
worklessness) 

 were workless over the three (LSYPE) assessment 
points (persistent worklessness).  

     
     It cannot be assumed that the families that were 
identified as persistent workless were indeed 
workless throughout the whole period under 
consideration as the families were not observed 
continuously and there might have been some 
fluctuation in family and household circumstances. 
The discussion of persistent worklessness is therefore 
subject to this caveat.  
 
NEET  

Information on young people’s activity status 
between ages 16-20 years is based on monthly 
activity history data collected as part of the study. 
The measure of NEET used in this paper thus gives an 

indication of the total number of months in NEET 
between ages 16 to 20 (September 2006 to May 
2010). It can range from 0 to 45 months. 

Family demographics 
Parental education. Information on mother’s and 

father’s highest educational level were gathered at 
Wave1, and were coded into six categories using the 
National Vocational Qualification (NVQ) levels: 1= no 
qualifications; 2 = qualifications at level 1, equivalent to 
five GCSEsi at grades D to G; 3 = qualifications at level 2, 
equivalent to seven GCSEs at grades A to C; 4 = 
qualifications at level 3, equivalent to three and a half A 
levels which enables access to University; 5 = higher 
qualifications not at degree level; 6 = degree level 
qualifications. The highest level of either parent was 
used in the analysis, following the dominance approach 
(Erikson, 1984). Lone parent family. Measured at Wave1 
in the LSYPE, this variable is coded as 1 if the young 
person lives in a lone parent family and 0 if two parents 
are present. Teen parent. This variable is coded 1 if the 
cohort member was born to a teen mother and 0 
otherwise. Home ownership in Wave 1 is coded as 1 if 
the family owns their own home and 0 if they are 
renting. Number of siblings comprises a measure of how 
many siblings the young person has. Gross household 
income was reported by the main parent at wave 1. The 
banded information was dichotomised to differentiate 
between those in the lowest income group (less than 
£10,400 per annum) against others. Long standing 
illness or disability in the family was reported by the 
parent at wave 1 and is coded 1 if either parent 
reported a long standing illness or disability and 0 if not.  
     Area characteristics. The Index of Multiple 
Deprivation (IMD) was measured at wave 1 to provide a 
relative measure of deprivation at the small area level 
across England. The IMD is made up of seven 
constituent domains comprising income, employment, 
education, crime, health deprivation and disability; 
barriers to housing and services deprivation; and living 
environment deprivation (for more details see 
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-
deprivation ). Areas are ranked from least deprived to 
most deprived, on an overall composite measure of 
multiple deprivation. Another source of geographic 
information is the urban/rural classification in LSYPE, a 
measure developed by the Department for Environment 
Food and Rural Affairs (Collingwood et al., 2010). 

http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
http://data.gov.uk/dataset/index-of-multiple-deprivation
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Rurality of an area was coded as 0, contrasting it to 
urban areas or towns coded as 1. Information on rurality 
and multiple area deprivation provide important 
contextual information regarding the communities that 
study members are growing up in.  

Characteristics of the Young Person 
Ethnicity. The ethnicity of the adolescent was coded 

as (0) white, versus (1) other ethnic groups.  Given the 
ethnic diversity in England, the different ethnic groups 
were too numerous and the number of each group was 
too small to examine differences among the groups 
individually in our model.  

Academic performance at age 11.  Academic 
performance was calculated using a latent variable 
comprising maths, english and science scores in national 
curriculum tests given at the end of Key Stage 2 (i.e., age 
11) ii.   

Educational Achievement Orientation (EAO). An EOA 
measure was created, comprising 3 indicators of 
educational aspirations and expectations. The young 
people were asked, in Wave 3, whether they wanted to 
stay on in post-compulsory schooling. YP wants to stay 
on post-16 is coded 1 when the individual plans to stay 
on and 0 when they intend to leave. The young people 
were also asked about their intention to apply for 
university and the likelihood of getting into university if 
they apply. Both questions were coded on a 4-point 
scale with response options 1=very likely, 2=likely, 3=not 
likely, and 4 =not at all likely. The three items were 
combined into a measure of EAO using principal 
component analysis, and saving the factor score for 
further analysis. The internal consistency of the 3-item 
scale is satisfactory (α=.70) and the three items load 
well on one underlying dimension (ranging from .61 for 
higher education aspiration, .87 for intention to apply 
for university and .85 for the likelihood to be accepted) 
explaining about 63% of the variance. A higher score 
indicates higher levels of EAO. 

Statistical analysis 
All analyses were carried out using the software 
packages SPSS20 and STATA12. Separate models were 
run for males and females following the assumption 
that EAO and NEET are experienced differently by men 
and women. To test our assumptions stepwise OLS 
regression models were used to assess the 
independent effects of parental worklessness, 
additional socio-demographic factors, and individual 
characteristics. Gender differences were assessed 
using Χ2- tests, t-tests and differences between slopes 
tests.To account for missingness in the data, multiple 
imputation was applied. STATA 12 implements chained 
equations (MICE) which can handle variables of 
different measurement types. It is a principled, 
simulation-based approach for analyzing incomplete 
data. The objective is not to predict missing values as 
close as possible to the true ones, but to handle 
missing data in a manner that results in valid statistical 
inference, correcting for measurement error in the 
data (Royston, Carlin, & White, 2009; Rubin, 1996). 
Twenty data sets were imputed for the analytic 
sample. The estimates from the imputed datasets are 
combined, or pooled, to generate a single set of 
estimates. 

Results 
Table 1 gives the descriptive statistics for all the 
measures used in the study. The majority of young 
people grew up in a working household, about 5% 
experienced temporary worklessness of their parents, 
and about 10% experienced persistent worklessness 
over the three observation points 2004-2006. There 
were no gender differences in the frequencies of the 
demographic variables. Females, however, had higher 
levels of academic attainment at age 11 (p <.001), their 
EAO was higher than that of boys (p<.001), and they 
experienced fewer months NEET than males (p<.001).  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics (weighted) 
 

 Males     
(n=5,137) 

  Females    
(n=4,742) 

   All 
n=9,879) 

   Gender 
differences 

Parental worklessness     n.s. 

     Always working 85.9 86.0 85.9  

    Temporary worklessness 4.8 5.7 5.2  

    Persistent worklessness 9.3 8.3 8.8  

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education     n.s. 

    NCQ5 (degree level) 19.9 19.8 19.8  

    NVQ4 (higher education–but below           
degree level) 

17.5 17.6 17.6  

    NVQ3 (A-level) 18.5 18.9 18.7  

    NVQ2 (GCSE –level) 26.3 26.4 26.4  

    NVQ1 (some qualifications) 7.7 7.7 7.7  

    No qualifications 10.1 9.5 9.8  

Teenaged mother at birth 5.8 5.4 5.6 n.s. 

Single parent household 21.1 21.7 21.4 n.s. 

Number of siblings (none) 14.0 14.2 14.1 n.s. 

    1 45.4 45.1 45.3  

    2 25.9 26.6 26.2  

    3+ 14.7 14.1 14.4  

Home ownership 77.4 78.2 77.8 n.s. 

Gross household income     

    Less than £10,400 13.8 14.4 14.1 n.s. 

Long-standing illness/disability in the family  19.0 19.5 19.2 n.s. 

Urban/rural 88.7 87.9 88.3 n.s 

IMD (mean) 20.8 20.5 20.6 n.s. 

Characteristics of Young Person     

YP ethnicity minority 10.6 11.0 10.8 n.s. 

Previous academic attainment at KS2 
(age 11), mean [std]) 

26.92    
[4.33] 

27.30 
[3.98] 

27.11 
[4.17] 

p<.001 

EAO (age 16, mean [std]) -.24 
[1.10] 

.06 
[.92] 

.10 
[1.03] 

p<.000 

NEET     

NEET Total months (Sept 2006 to May 
2010) - mean [std]    

3.5 
[7.25] 

3.1 
[7.28] 

3.3 
[7.26] 

p<.003 

Note. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; 
and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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The association between parental worklessness 
and young people’s EAO 
     Stepwise OLS regression models were used to assess 
the direct association between parental worklessness 
and EAO (Model 1). In a next step the socio-
demographic confounders were added to the model 
(Model 2) to assess the independent association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, over and 
above the control variables. Model 3 then included the 
individual characteristics: ethnicity and previous 
academic attainment at age 11 (Key Stage 2). Model 4 
adds interaction terms between temporary and 
persistent worklessness and academic attainment at 
age 11.  
     Table 2 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for males. Model 1 in 
Table 2 shows that parental worklessness had a 
significant main effect on EAO. Both temporary and 
persistent parental worklessness are associated with 
reduced levels of EAO. Adding the control variables to 
the model considerably reduced the association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, and for 
males only the association between persistent 
worklessness and EAO remained significant (Model 2). 
The findings suggest that much of the association 
between parental worklessness and achievement 
motivation (in particular regarding temporary 
worklessness) can be explained by the socio-
demographic family characteristics included in the 
model. There were independent risk effects from low 
parental education (less than degree level education), 
having a young mother and many siblings. Home 
ownership, higher levels of household income and 
living in an urban area were associated with higher 
levels of achievement motivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young men from ethnic minority 
backgrounds expressed higher EAO than white males, 
as did males who performed well in the Key Stage 2 
assessments. Independent risk effects in Model 3 are 
apparent for low levels of parental education and 
household income. Adding the individual level 
variables led to a change in sign of the association 
between parental worklessness and EAO, suggesting a 
statistical suppression. That is, it is likely that parental 
worklessness is associated with poorer academic 
attainment, which would reduce EAO. Maybe children 
of workless parents recognize the value of higher 

education to avoid their parents’ plight and aim high 
regarding their own education participation.   
     Adding interaction terms between temporary and 
persistent parental worklessness and previous 
academic attainment to the model (Model 4), provides 
further information about the inter-relations of 
academic achievement and worklessness.   In this 
specification, the coefficient for previous academic 
attainment indicates its effect for the reference group, 
always working: .116 (p<.05).  The interaction terms 
represent the differences between this academic 
achievement effect and that for children of the 
temporarily workless and persistently workless 
respectively.  For example, for children of persistently 
workless parents, the effect of academic achievement 
is .056 (.116 - .060=.056).  Thus, children from 
persistently, as well as temporarily workless families 
would still benefit from high levels of achievement 
regarding their EAO , but not as much as those from 
working families. 

Table 3 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for females, using the 
same modelling strategy as above. Model 1 in Table 3 
shows that parental worklessness had a significant 
main effect on EAO. Both temporary and persistent 
parental worklessness are associated with reduced 
levels of EAO. Adding the control variables to the 
model considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and EAO, and only the 
association between temporary worklessness and EAO 
remained significant (Model 2). There were 
independent risk effects from low parental education 
(less than degree level education) and having many 
siblings. Home ownership was associated with higher 
levels of achievement motivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young females from ethnic 
minority background expressed higher EAO than white 
females, as did females who performed well in the Key 
Stage 2 assessments. In Model 3, only parental 
education and home ownership retained significant 
independent effects. For females the interaction terms 
between temporary and persistent parental 
worklessness and previous academic attainment were 
also significant (Model 4), suggesting a similar pattern 
as for males, i.e., the benefit of high academic 
achievement regarding EAO is significant, yet reduced 
under conditions of worklessness.  
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Table 2. Predicting young person’s EAO – MALES (unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

       Model 1      Model 2       Model 3      Model 4 
     Coefficient  

   (Std. Error) 
    Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

    Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

   Coefficient  
    (Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness -.375*  (.077) -.026   (.089) .032   (.087) .985*  (.391) 

Persistent worklessness -.365 * (.051) -.213* (.072) .277*  (.068) 1.739*  (.274) 

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   -.546*  (.051) -.356*  (.047) -.343*  (.047) 

    NVQ3   -.772*  (.054) -.540*  (.049) -.519*  (.049) 

    NVQ2   -.905*  (.048) -.591*  (.046) -.567*  (.047) 

    NVQ1   -1.153*  (.077) -.722*  (.076) -.697*  (.076) 

    No qualifications  -.835*  (.072) -.516*  (.071) -.524*  (.070) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.288*  (.077) -.149   (.079) -.157$  (.079) 

Single parent household  -.059   (.051) -.063   (.048) -.062   (.047) 

Number of siblings  -.036 # (.017) -.030   (.017) -.028   (.017) 

Home Ownership   .183*  (.052) .075   (.049) .077   (.049) 

Gross household income   .035#(.012) .023$ (.011) .021   (.011) 

LS illness/disability in the family  -.083   (.050) -.072  (.046) -.067  (.046) 

Urban/rural  .127#  (.059) .093  (.054) .087  (.054) 

IMD   -.001  (.001) -.000  (.001) -.000  (.001) 

Characteristics of Young 
Person 

    

YP ethnicity minority   .692* (.038) .703* (.038) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  .107* (.004) .116* (.004) 

Temporary worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.038#  (.016) 

Persistent worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.060*  (.011) 

Constant -.191* (.018) .096  (.097) -2.956*(.154) -3.232*(.164) 

R2 .01 .15 .31 .31 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and Key Stage 2 
achievement was introduced into this model to test the moderating role of earlier achievement for different 
levels of parental worklessness. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 
indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Table 3. Predicting young person’s EAO – FEMALES (unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard Error) 
Coefficient 

(Standard. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness -.406*  (.072) -.163$  (.078) -.145   (.077) .724   (.376) 

Persistent worklessness -.304 * (.052) -.032   (.074) -.002   (.069) .746#  (.289) 

Additional Risk Factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   -.305*  (.043) -.186*  (.040) -.179*  (.040) 

    NVQ3   -.503*  (.045) -.307*  (.042) -.298*  (.042) 

    NVQ2   -.638*  (.043) -.379*  (.041) -.366*  (.041) 

    NVQ1   -.717*  (.069) -.360*  (.066) -.356*  (.066) 

    No qualifications  -.639*  (.070) -.404*  (.068) -.404*  (.067) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.029   (.076) .001   (.072) -.004   (.071) 

Single parent household  -.011   (.046) -.037   (.043) -.029   (.043) 

Number of siblings  -.042#  (.016) -.023   (.015) -.024   (.015) 

Home Ownership  .232*  (.049) .115#  (.046) .114#  (.046) 

Gross household income   .011   (.011) -.003  (.010) -.003  (.010) 

LS illness/disability in the family  -.034   (.040) .027  (.036) .026  (.036) 

Urban/rural  -.056   (.044) -.073  (.040) -.075  (.040) 

IMD   -.001   (.001) -.001  (.001) -.001  (.001) 

Characteristics of Young 
Person 

    

YP ethnicity minority   .541* (.035) .546* (.035) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  .094* (.004) .099* (.004) 

Temporary worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.034$  (.015) 

Persistent worklessness x KS2 
achievement  

   -.030*  (.011) 

Constant .111* (.016) .378*  (.083) -2.290*(.136) -2.956*(.154) 

R2 .02 .11 .28 .28 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. As in the model for males, an interaction term between parental worklessness 
and Key Stage 2 achievement was introduced into this model. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of 
Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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The association between parental worklessness 
and NEET 

Next, the association between parental 
worklessness and experience of NEET (number of 
months NEET between September 2006 and May 
2010) among young males and females is assessed in 
a stepwise OLS regression, as above. Model 1 gives 
the direct associations between parental work-
lessness and the total number of months the young 
person has experienced NEET. Model 2 adds the 
socio-demographic controls, and Model 3 adds 
characteristics of the individual (ethnicity, previous 
academic attainment, and EAO at age 16), and Model 
4 adds the interaction terms between parental 
worklessness and EAO to assess their combined 
effects on the experience of NEET. 

Table 4 presents the OLS unstandardized 
coefficients and standard errors for males. Model 1 in 
Table 4 shows that parental worklessness had a 
significant main effect for the young males being 
NEET. Both temporary and persistent parental 
worklessness were associated with an increased 
number of months in NEET. The average total number 
of months NEET for males growing up with 
persistently workless parents was 7.60, for males with 
temporary workless parents it was 6.01 months, and 
for males with parents who were always working it 
was 2.97 months. Adding the control variables to the 
model considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and the experience of NEET. 
For males, only the association between persistent 
worklessness and NEET remained significant (Model 
2). Furthermore there were independent risk effects 
from low parental education (in particular where 
parents had no qualifications), growing up in a single 
parent household, living in an urban area, or an area 
with a high level of multiple deprivation. Home 
ownership was associated with being fewer months 
NEET.  Model 3 added the individual level variables, 
which also showed an independent effect: young men 
from ethnic minority background experienced fewer 
month being NEET, as did those who did well in their 
Key Stage 2 examination and who expressed higher 
levels of EAO at age 16. Among the socio-
demographic control variables in Model 3, growing up 
with a single parent, living in rented accommodation, 
an urban area or an area with high levels of multiple 

deprivation maintained significant independent risk 
effects. In Model 4 the interaction terms were added, 
suggesting that there was a significant interaction 
between persistent parental worklessness and EAO. 
The significant coefficient (b=-2.209, p<.000) indicates 
that young men from persistently workless families 
who maintained a positive EAO were experiencing 
fewer months NEET. With increasing levels of EAO the 
risk of NEET among young people growing up in a 
workless household is significantly reduced. 
Furthermore, adding the interaction term reduced 
the direct association between parental worklessness 
and NEET to non-significance. There remain 
significant independent risk effects from growing up 
in a single parent household, lack of home ownership, 
living in an urban area or an area with high levels of 
multiple deprivation. There was no significant 
interaction between temporary parental work-
lessness and EAO. 
     The results for females are presented in Table 5. 
Model 1 in Table 5 shows that parental worklessness 
had a significant main effect for being NEET. Both 
temporary and persistent parental worklessness were 
associated with an increased number of months in 
NEET. The average number of months NEET for 
females growing up with persistently workless 
parents was 6.62, for females with temporary 
workless parents it was 6.37 months, and for females 
with parents who were always working it was 2.50 
months. Adding the control variables to the model 
considerably reduced the association between 
parental worklessness and the experience of NEET. 
For females, only the association between temporary 
worklessness and NEET remained significant (Model 
2). There were independent risk effects from low 
parental education, growing up with many siblings, 
lack of home ownership and living in an area with a 
high level of multiple deprivation. Model 3 added the 
individual level variables, which also showed 
independent effects: young women from ethnic 
minority background experienced fewer month being 
NEET, as did those who did well in their Key Stage 2 
examination and who expressed higher levels of EAO 
at age 16. Among the socio-demographic control 
variables in Model 3, living in rented accommodation, 
or an area with high levels of multiple deprivation 
maintained significant independent risk effects. 
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Table 4. Predicting experience of NEET (number of months) – MALES  
(unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Std. Error) 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness 3.043* (.596) 1.077  (.713) .781  (.694) .123 (.536) 

Persistent worklessness 4.631* (.574) 1.465$  (.720) 1.781# (.717) .637 (.660) 

Additional risk factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   .220   (.308) -.542   (.309) -.432   (.308) 

    NVQ3   .472   (.321) -.645   (.328) -.497   (.326) 

    NVQ2   .755#  (.306) -.600   (.316) -.404  (.315) 

    NVQ1   .993   (.532) -.679   (.543) -.472  (.544) 

    No qualifications  2.507*  (.618) .951   (.603) 1.103    (.603) 

Teenaged mother at birth  .484   (.635) .417   (.654) .272   (.655) 

Single parent household  .994#  (.373) .882#  (.361) .825#  (.361) 

Number of siblings  .106    (.123) .025    (.123) .045    (.124) 

Home Ownership  -1.441*  (.396) -.875#  (.389) -.821$  (.388) 

Gross household income   -.025   (.087) .017   (.083) .009   (.082) 

LS illness/disability in the family  .481   (.366) .381   (.364) .408   (.361) 

Urban/rural  .763#  (.269) .859#  (.281) .849#  (.278) 

IMD   .027#  (.009) .026#  (.009) .026#  (.009) 

Characteristics of young person     

YP ethnicity minority   -.884#  (.341) -.662$  (.335) 

Previous academic attainment 
(KS2) 

  -.172*  (.038) -.170*  (.038) 

YP EAO   -.971* (.136) -.753*  (.138) 

Temporary worklessness x EAO    -1.165  (.612) 

Persistent worklessness x EAO    -2.209*  (.577) 

Constant 2.970* (.106) 2.140*  (.635) 7.008* (1.274) 6.887* (1.261) 

R2 .04 .07 .11 .12 

Note: * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and EAO was 
introduced into this model to test its potential moderating role for different levels of parental 
worklessness. YP indicates Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key 
Stage 2; and EAO indicates Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Table 5. Predicting experience of NEET (number of months) – FEMALES 
(unstandardised OLS regression coefficients) 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 Coefficient 

(Std. Error) 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 

Parental worklessness      

 Always working (ref)     

Temporary worklessness 3.873* (.741) 1.987#  (.768) 1.510$   (.753) 1.063  (.647) 

Persistent worklessness 4.126* .565) 1.229    (.705) 1.333   (.705) .699  (.655) 

Additional risk factors     

Parental education      

 NCQ5 (degree =ref)     

    NVQ4   .004   (.307) -.739#   (.309) -.650# (.307) 

    NVQ3   -.220   (.297) -1.476*  (.311) -1.355*  (.308) 

    NVQ2   .338    (.324) -1.186*  (.334) -1.059*  (.332) 

    NVQ1   1.765#  (.709) -.177    (.677) -.126   (.670) 

    No qualifications  1.673#  (.651) .014    (.632) .159    (.626) 

Teenaged mother at birth  -.444   (.640) -1.047    (.594) -1.089   (.593) 

Single parent household  -.131  (.366) -.015    (.359) -.040    (.353) 

Number of siblings  .301#  (.136) .180    (.136) .192    (.135) 

Home Ownership)  -1.751*  (.436) -1.288#  (.437) -1.266#  (.437) 

Gross household income   -.030   (.091) .027    (.087) .021    (.086) 

LS illness/disability in the family  .621   (.364) .476    (.356) .482    (.353) 

Urban/rural  .441   (.335) .444    (.337) .458    (.334) 

IMD   .032#  (.010) .033*  (.010) .033*  (.010) 

Characteristics of young person     

YP ethnicity minority   -.921#  (.319) -.683#  (.318) 

Previous academic attainment (KS2)   -.235*  (.045) -.241*  (.045) 

YP EAO   -1.286*  (.180) -.945*  (.175) 

Temporary worklessness x EAO    -1.772  (.922) 

Persistent worklessness x EAO    -2.414*  (.650) 

Constant 2.496* (.112) 2.351*  (.689) 9.640*  (1.426) 9.61* (1.411) 

R2 .04 .07 .13 .14 

Note. * p <.001; # p<.01; $ p <.05. An interaction term between parental worklessness and EAO was introduced 
into this model to test its potential moderating role for different levels of parental worklessness. YP indicates 
Young Person; IMD indicates Index of Multiple Deprivation; KS2 indicates Key Stage 2; and EAO indicates 
Educational Achievement Orientation. 
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Parental education was also significant, although 
the effects are not monotonic, suggesting that after 
taking into account individual level characteristics, 
medium level parental qualifications are associated 
with reduced time in NEET. In Model 4, the 
interaction terms were added, suggesting that there 
was a significant interaction between persistent 
parental worklessness and EAO. The significant 
coefficient (b=-.-2.414, p<.000) indicates that young 
women from persistently workless families who 
maintained a positive educational achievement 
motivation were experiencing fewer months of NEET. 
Furthermore, as for males, adding the interaction 
term reduced the direct association between parental 
worklessness and NEET to non-significance. There 
remain significant independent effects of parental 
education, housing tenure, and living in an area with 
high levels of multiple deprivation. There was no 
significant interaction between temporary parental 
worklessness and EAO. 

 

Gender differences 
In a final step, gender differences in the 

association between parental worklessness and EAO 
and the experience of NEET were tested through a 
differences between slopes test. Regarding the 
results for the final model (Model 4) in the prediction 
of EAO, there were significant gender differences for 
gender and persisting parental worklessness (t=2.60; 
p<.01), parental education at NVQ4 level (t=260; 
p<.01), at NVQ3 level (t=3.42; p<.00), NVQ2 level 
(t=3.22; p<.00) and NVQ1 (t=3.39; p<.00); urban/rural 
(t-2.41; p<.02), ethnic minority status (t=3.04; p<.00), 
and previous academic attainment at Key Stage 2 
(t=3.00; p<3.00). Similar patterns are observed for 
Model 2-3. In Model 1 and 2 however, there are no 
significant gender differences regarding the 
experience of parental worklessness. The findings 
suggest that males living with persistent workless 
parents, those living in urban areas, those with ethnic 
minority status, and those who achieved high key 
stage 2 scores report higher levels of EAO than 
females in similar circumstances, while boys with less 
than degree level educated parents report lower EAO 
than girls in similar circumstances, except for those 
whose parents have no qualifications at all.  

Regarding the experience of NEET, significant 
gender differences are only found for living with a 

single parent (t=2.15; P<.03 in Model 2; t=1.76; P<.08 
in Model 3: and t=1.71; P<.09 in Model 4), suggesting 
that boys growing up with a single parent are slightly 
more likely to be NEET than females in similar 
circumstances. 

Discussion 
Before the Great Recession, about one in ten 

young people in England grew up with persistently 
workless parents and one in twenty experienced 
temporary worklessness of their parents. 
Worklessness has been defined at the household 
level, focusing on families in which no parent living in 
the household was employed. Parental worklessness 
showed a significant direct association with lower 
levels of EAO among the offspring as well as a 
prolonged experience of being NEET between ages 16 
to 20 when the UK experienced a major economic 
downturn. The magnitude of the direct effect of 
parental worklessness on the experience of NEET 
among the offspring was moderate and explained 
only a small amount of variance, which suggests that 
there might be other potential explanatory factors. 
Furthermore, the association between parental 
worklessness and the outcomes under consideration 
could largely be explained by a number of other 
socio-demographic factors, in particular low levels of 
parental education, lack of home ownership, large 
family size and living in an area characterised by 
multiple levels of deprivation, pointing towards the 
role of multiple disadvantage and deprivation rather 
than worklessness per se.  

The association between parental worklessness 
and the young person being NEET was fully explained 
after taking into account the interplay of 
worklessness and EAO. There was a significant 
interaction between parental worklessness and EAO, 
where young people growing up in persistent 
workless households, who expressed high levels of 
EAO, had a reduced risk of experiencing NEET, after 
taking into account the potential confounding socio-
demographic risk factors and individual 
characteristics. As suggested in a previous qualitative 
study (Shildrick et al., 2012), the findings thus do not 
support the assumption of an inter-generational 
transmission of ‘a culture of worklessness’, where 
values and practices that discourage achievement are 
passed down from parents to their children. Rather, 
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the findings suggest that children of workless parents 
potentially recognize the value of higher education 
and do not want to repeat the predicament of their 
parents. Indeed, the majority of young people 
growing up in workless households aspire to 
participate in higher education and many want to 
apply to university. For example, about 75% of males 
growing up in workless families want to continue in 
education beyond compulsory school leaving age, 
compared to 82% of males whose parents were 
always working. For females, the equivalent 
percentages are 91% of girls in workless households 
compared to 93% of girls with working parents. 
Aspirations towards studying at university were 
expressed by 42% of males and 58% of females in 
workless households, compared to 61% of males and 
72% of females with working parents.  

Regarding EAO, low parental education was a 
significant independent risk factor diminishing the 
EAO for both males and females over and above the 
other variables included in the model. 

Regarding the experience of NEET, living in rented 
accommodation, and living in a highly deprived area 
were independent risk factors for both males and 
females, over and above the experience of parental 
worklessness, other socio-demographic factors and 
individual characteristics (ethnicity, previous 
academic attainment and EAO), suggesting the 
importance of how and where one lives in influencing 
the experience of NEET (Ainsworth, 2002).  

Even though males and females differed regarding 
the time they were NEET, no significant gender 
differences in the role of socio-demographic, 
individual and community factors were found, except 
that for young males, living with a single parent 
appears to be an additional independent risk factor 
for experiencing NEET. This finding potentially points 
to the lack of economic resources and social networks 
that can undermine the life chances of young men in 
particular, especially concerning job search (Ioannides 
& Loury, 2004). Otherwise the likely risk factors for 
experiencing NEET appear to be similar for males and 
females. 

There were however, significant gender 
differences in the association between parental 
worklessness and EAO – but only after controlling for 
all the other variables included in the model. Males 
growing up with persistently workless parents report 

higher EAO than females, especially if their parents 
are educated to degree level, if they live in an urban 
area, are from an ethnic minority background and 
have good Key Stage 2 attainment. The findings thus 
suggest that in specific circumstances, the experience 
of parental worklessness can impel in particular 
young males to recognize the value of higher 
education. Possibly, highly educated parents can 
motivate their children to achieve in education, 
independent of their own precarious employment 
situation (see also Mortimer, Zhang, Hussemann, 
&Wu, this issue). To fully understand the implications 
of parental worklessness on young males and 
females, it is thus important to consider the total 
level of vulnerabilities and different constellations of 
risk within families.  

The study furthermore found significant ethnic 
differences, with males and females from ethnic 
minority backgrounds reporting higher levels of EAO 
than whites, and fewer months being NEET. The study 
thus confirms previous evidence regarding higher 
EAOs among ethnic minority children in England 
(Strand, 2007, 2008). Their higher rates of staying on 
in full-time education beyond compulsory schooling 
(Dustmann, Machin & Schönberg, 2010) have been 
explained by differences in cultural attitudes towards 
higher education (Torgerson et al, 2008), and the 
expectation that better qualifications will reduce the 
effect of possible future racial discrimination in the 
labour market (Connor, Tyers, Modood, & Hillage, 
2004). Generally, this study found that high EAO, as 
well as high previous academic attainment, can act as 
protective factors, reducing the risk of being long-
term NEET. 

There are many strengths of this study, among 
which are the use of a large scale nationally-
representative dataset, and the longitudinal design 
which allows measurement of the duration of 
worklessness as well as of NEET. As in most 
longitudinal studies, the analysis is constrained by 
having to make best use of the available data, their 
measurement level and timing. For example, parental 
worklessness and EAOs were measured before the 
onset of the Great Recession, and the subsequent 
education and employment transitions just before 
and during the economic downturn. It was thus not 
possible to assess how EAOs responded to the 
economic downturn. However, the data enabled the 
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assessment of longer term outcomes associated with 
parental worklessness and EAO during a period that 
included a major economic downturn.  

Another issue to be addressed is missing data, 
which might have affected the validity of the results. 
Although the analytic sample remained largely 
representative of the population, young people from 
less privileged family backgrounds were less likely to 
be included in our analysis. Response bias at the 
individual level would tend to underestimate the 
magnitude of effects of social disadvantage, as 
sample attrition is greatest among cohort members in 
more deprived circumstances. The problem of 
missingness in the data was addressed using multiple 
imputation. Nonetheless, the results might provide a 
conservative estimate of social inequalities in the 
sample.   

Regarding methodology, this study is one of the 
first to assess the independent risk effect of parental 
worklessness on the experience of NEET among males 
and females. OLS regression models were used to 
gain a better understanding of how each of the 
selected variables contributed to the expression of 
EAO and experience of NEET. Future studies should 
use Structural Equation Modelling to examine the 
combined and simultaneous effect of the relevant 
variables in more detail, and/or Hierarchical Linear 
Modelling to assess distinct area effects. 

In summary, the findings presented here highlight 
that youth development occurs within a set of 
interlinked contexts ranging from the macro to the 
micro level.  For a better understanding of young 
people’s experiences in the transition to independent 
adulthood and the inter-generational transmission of 
(dis-)advantage, it is important to adopt a 
developmental-contextual perspective (Schoon, 2006; 
Vondraceck et al., 1986) and ecological approaches 
(Bronfrenbrenner, 1986; Elder, 1998) that take into 
account these multiple influences. The significant role 
of family socio-demographic factors (in particular low 
parental education and lack of housing tenure) over 
and above the experience of parental worklessness in

 shaping both EAO and experience of NEET 
highlighted the issue of multiple deprivation, i.e. the 
accumulation of social and economic disadvantages, 
as a major factor in reducing the life chances of young 
people. The findings give only partial support to a 
policy agenda targeted at workless households per se. 
They rather point to the need to tackle the wider 
range of risks that families living in difficult socio-
economic circumstances are facing.  

The findings also suggest the manifestation of 
remarkable resilience among the affected young 
people. There was a significant interaction between 
persistent parental worklessness and individual EAO, 
suggesting that individual EAO can potentially act as a 
resource factor reducing the risk of negative 
outcomes for young people growing up in 
disadvantaged circumstances. Special efforts should 
thus be directed at young people growing up in 
families facing multiple economic challenges, 
especially young males, with the aim of raising their 
EAO, their engagement in education, and removing 
barriers to employment. This study does, however, 
only reflect employment experiences of young people 
between ages 16 to 20, and the observed patterns 
might not hold for employment related outcomes in 
the longer run. 

Furthermore, the significant role of area 
characteristics, over and above the experience of 
parental worklessness and other socio-demographic 
characteristics, suggests that it matters where young 
people live, and that area characteristics can affect 
youth development and adjustment. Previous studies 
have shown that neighbourhood effects are strongest 
during early childhood and late adolescence (Brooks-
Gunn, Duncan & Aber, 1997). This study confirms the 
importance of area deprivation and points to local 
opportunities, and potentially also collective 
socialisation (Ainsworth, 2002; Ioannides & Loury, 
2004), which influence the type of role models a 
young person is exposed to outside the home and 
thereby shape the education and employment 
transitions of young people.  
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Endnotes 
 

i  General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE):  a public examination in specified subjects given at the end of key 
stage 4 for 16 year-olds in England which is part of the National Qualifications Framework. Candidates receive a grade for 
each subject that they have sat. The pass grades, from highest to lowest, are: A* (pronounced 'A-star'), A, B, C, D, E, F and 
G. Grade U (ungraded/unclassified) is issued when students have not achieved the minimum standard to achieve a pass 
grade; the subject is then not included on their final certificate. A GCSE at grades D–G is a Level 1 qualification, while a GCSE 
at grades A*–C is a Level 2 qualification. As one would expect, GCSEs at A*-C (Level 2) are much more desirable and insisted 
on by many employers and educational institutions. Level 1 qualifications are required to advance to Level 2 qualifications. 
Likewise, Level 2 qualifications are required to advance to Level 3 qualifications. 
 

ii  A Key Stage is a stage of the state education system in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. Key Stage 2 reflects 
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Abstract 
 We examine time trends, precursors and continuity of poverty during youth and young 
adulthood in Germany. Although Germany’s labour market performed well during the 
recent economic crisis, this occurred against the backdrop of growing social inequality 
and strong increase in the risk of poverty, especially among youth and young adults. 
Based on data from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study, we propose a method to 
take into account inter-generational support by virtually pooling the income of 
residentially independent children and their parents. We show that poverty risks are 
differentially related to the “big five” transitions to adulthood. Leaving the parental 
home and entering unemployment strongly increase poverty risks, whereas cohabitation 
and employment in the higher labour market segments are strong protectors against 
poverty. The transition to parenthood, educational participation and precarious 
employment are not consistently related to poverty risk once inter-generational support 
is taken into account. While enrollment at university has a positive impact on poverty 
when residentially independent children are considered economically independent, this 
effect disappears with adjustment for parental resources. Whereas the impact of youth 
transitions does not change over time, social background has a strong and increasing 
impact on poverty risks. Social background and poverty experiences during youth 
strongly affect poverty risks later in life, although life course continuity weakens through 
the period of youth transitions. Overall, these results clearly point towards the increasing 
importance of social background and inequality in affecting the risk of poverty during the 
transition to adulthood. 

 

Keywords: Youth transitions, poverty, life course, inter-generational transmission, Germany, Great 

Recession, SOEP 

 

1. Introduction 
     In considering the impact of the recent Great 
Recession on youth and young adults, Germany 
clearly stands out as an exceptional case (Scarpetta, 
Sonnet & Manfredi, 2010; Cahuc, Carcillo, Rinne & 
Zimmermann, 2013; Bell & Blanchflower, 2011). 
Whereas youth unemployment skyrocketed in 
many European countries, and increased to a lesser  
extent in the U.S., Germany experienced a decline. 
Germany’s decline in the youth unemployment rate 
paralleled an overall positive trend in the labour 
market. Although economic growth rates elsewhere  

 
were sharply hit by the Great Recession, the 
German labour market performed extraordinary 
well, giving rise to “another economic miracle” 
(Rinne and Zimmermann, 2011). 
     However, as far as youth and young adults are 
concerned, this picture of only marginal impact of 
the Great Recession in Germany is only half of the 
story. The other half is that almost no other OECD 
country has experienced an increase of poverty 
rates that compares to the German case, in the 
short period between the end of the last 
millennium and the advent of the Great Recession 
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(Grabka & Frick, 2013; OECD, 2008, 2011; Keeley & 
Love, 2010). Even more striking, in no other age 
group did poverty rates increase so much as in the 
age group between 18 and 25 years (see Figure 3 
below). Youth and young adults now comprise the 
age group with the highest poverty rates in 
Germany; this was not the case a decade ago. This 
steep increase in youth poverty in Germany has 
received little attention from the general public and 
in the social sciences (Grabka & Frick, 2010; 
Reinowski & Steiner, 2006). 
     This paper proceeds in five parts: in the following 
section (2) we provide a brief overview of changes 
in youth transitions, setting the context for 
increasing poverty risks. Next we describe the data 
and measurements (3). We also introduce an 
adjusted measure of poverty that accounts for the 
potential inter-generational support of children 
who have moved out of the parental home (4). We 
then (5) provide a brief descriptive overview of 
poverty trends in Germany, focusing on the age 
range between 15 and 30. In section 6 we analyze 
the precursors of poverty by means of regression 
analysis. Section 7 addresses the life-course 
consequences of youth poverty. Section 8 
concludes.  

2. Changing youth transitions in 
Germany 
     The increase of youth poverty is embedded in 
ongoing social changes characterizing the 
transitions from youth to adulthood (Blossfeld, 
Buchholz, Bukodi & Kurz, 2008; Kurz, Steinhage & 
Golsch, 2005). Educational expansion has led to a 
prolongation of education in young adults’ life-
courses, and complex trends have led to a 
weakening of the traditionally strong coupling 
between the vocational training system (the so 
called “dual system”) and the labour market in 
Germany. Ever more young people are entering the 
so-called “transition system” that does not provide 
approved vocational certificates (Baethge, Solga & 
Wieck, 2007). In turn, labour market entry has

 become increasingly difficult during the past 
decades (Buchholz & Kurz, 2008; Giesselmann, 
2009). This is not only attributable to changes in the 
vocational system, but also due to structural 
changes in the German labour market, resulting in a 
large increase in low-paid and precarious jobs 
(Giesecke & Heisig, 2011; Giesselmann & Lohmann, 
2008), tightened competition and intensification of 
work (i.e., working longer and harder; see Lenhardt 
& Priester, 2005), and a marked decline of tenure 
(Diewald & Sill, 2004). With the extensive labour 
market reforms introduced between 2002 and 
2004, the precarious segment of the labour market 
expanded greatly. From 2000 to 2005, 
unemployment rates increased sharply in Germany 
and then declined rapidly. However, this decline 
was not accompanied by an increase in regular 
employment but rather by increasing numbers of 
precarious jobs, including part-time and marginal 
employment.  
     Trends in participation in education and work for 
young adults aged 20-30 years are summarized in 
Figure 1. On the one hand, we see educational 
expansion resulting in a steady increase in the 
proportion of young adults enrolled at university 
(including the universities of applied sciences). The 
share of young people in vocational training is 
increasing as well, but this share includes those 
enrolled or even trapped in the so called “transition 
system”. The share of young adults who are not in 
the labour market and not in education or training 
is decreasing over time. This might be due to a 
decrease of young mothers and housewives. On the 
other hand, we see increasing difficulties in the 
labour market, indicated by rising unemployment 
and precarious employment. We use a composite 
measure of labour market segmentation that is 
described in more detail in the data section below 
(see section 3). Whereas more than 50% of the 
young adults were employed in the higher or 
intermediate labour market segment in 1995, this 
share has declined to almost 40% in 2012, with the 
strongest decline for employment in the higher 
labour market segment.  
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Figure 1. Trends in educational enrollment and labour market participation of 20-30 year olds 

 
  SOEPv29, 1995-2012, weighted results. 

 

     At the same time, a secular trend towards 
prolongation of adolescence and post-adolescence 
has led to a postponement and diversification of 
the transition to independent living and family 
formation (Scherger, 2009). There is empirical 
evidence that the postponement of family 
formation is at least partly due to increased labour 
market insecurity (Gebel & Giesecke, 2009; 
Düntgen & Diewald, 2007). This is particularly true 
for highly qualified women seeking to enter into 
higher segments of the labour market before 
childbirth. However, for less qualified women with 
poor labour market prospects, unemployment or 
precarious employment can trigger early childbirth 
(Düntgen & Diewald, 2007). In general, changing 

gender roles and female labour market 
participation challenge the traditional “male 
breadwinner model” of the German welfare state 
(Gottschall & Bird, 2003) and pose new threats to 
the reconciliation of work and family. As a 
consequence, fertility rates have declined rapidly in 
Germany, ranking among the lowest fertility 
countries in the OECD world (Population Reference 
Bureau, 2013).  
     Figure 2 summarizes these changes. The last 20 
years have seen a strong decline in the share of 20 
to 30 year old young adults who have already built 
their own families. A growing proportion is either 
still living with their parents or is living in single 
households.1  
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Figure 2. Trends in living arrangements of 20-30 year olds 

 
SOEPv29, 1995-2012, weighted results. 

The trends in youth transitions can be assumed 
to interact in complex ways with the increased risk 
of experiencing poverty during youth and young 
adulthood. Overall, the transition period to 
adulthood has become extended, taking young 
adults much longer than in former periods to 
acquire good jobs in the labour market and to form 
their own families. The reasons for this extension of 
post-adolescence are manifold, including 
educational expansion and less traditional gender 
roles for women, and increasing difficulties in the 
labour market.  

These trends might indicate processes of 
convergence or of polarization between young 
adults from various educational and social class 
backgrounds. Has the increasing duration and 
uncertainty of the transition to adulthood led to a 
democratization of risks, extending to the middle 
classes, or are risks concentrated among the 
offspring of the lower social classes? Answering this 
question requires empirical examination of the 
inter-relations of social background, youth 

transitions, and poverty risks. In this article, we 
analyze potential precursors and consequences of 
youth poverty from life course and social class 
perspectives. We examine the precursors of youth 
poverty with a particular focus on the “Big Five” 
transitions to adulthood, i.e., leaving the parental 
home, cohabitation or marriage, childbirth or 
becoming a parent, educational completion and 
labour market entry (Schulenberg & Schoon, 2012). 
We ask to what extent these five transitions and 
poverty risks are inter-related: Do certain 
transitions lead to poverty or does poverty hinder 
or foster certain transitions? At the same time, we 
ask whether the impact of social origins on youth 
poverty has indeed widened or loosened.  

In addressing these questions, we need to 
account for a particular pitfall in the analysis of 
poverty among young adults. Many young adults 
from higher social class backgrounds leave their 
parental homes for university education and usually 
live on low incomes during the period of their 
studies. However, while they appear to live 
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independently, they might still receive support from 
their parents, including monetary transfers, but also 
in-kind transfers. In this paper, we make use of the 
unique feature of household panel data to link 
children who live independently, with the 
households of their parents, in order to take into 
account potential inter-generational support. 
Moreover, we assess the life course consequences 
of youth poverty in Germany, making use of long-
term panel data to trace youth through their 
transitions to adulthood. 

3. Data and measurement 
We use data from the German Socio-Economic 

Panel Study (SOEP), which surveys a nationally 
representative sample of private households 
annually (Wagner, Frick & Schupp, 2007). The SOEP 
started in 1984 in West-Germany and included a 
sample from Eastern Germany immediately after 
the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989. We use data from 
all supplementary and refreshment samples and all 
waves through 2012. The SOEP collects personal 
information from all adults aged 17 years and older 
in the household. Information on younger children 
and on the household level are collected from the 
head of the household. The SOEP data provide a 
unique opportunity to assess life-course transitions 
from youth to adulthood, and to account for inter-
generational support by linking young adults, who 
have left their parental homes, with their parents. 

Given that there is no commonly accepted 
definition of youth and any definition of age groups 
remains arbitrary, we focus on youth and young 
adults aged 15 to 30 years in order to cover the 
period of the transition from school to work. This 
age band is also used in many European youth 
reports (e.g., the EU Youth Reports from 2009 and 
2011 define youth as those aged 15-29, see EU 
2009, 2011). 

In assessing the impacts of transitions on youth 
poverty, we control socio-demographic 
characteristics including gender, age, region (West 
vs. East Germany), and migrant status (1st and 2nd 
generations). Social background is based on the 
higher level of education of both parents and the 
social class of the father or – if not available – the 
mother. This information mostly comes from the 
personal interviews of the parents themselves, or 
otherwise from the children’s biographical 
questionnaire. The educational attainment of the 
parents is measured using the CASMIN classification 
of general and vocational degrees (Projektgruppe 

SOEP, 2012: 57f.).2 The social class status is 
determined based on the Goldthorpe class scheme 
(EGP class scheme, cf. Erikson and Goldthorpe, 
1992: 28-64). We use a collapsed six-class version 
comprising the higher service class (managers, 
administrators, large employers and academic 
professionals), the lower service class (highly 
qualified clerks and civil servants), routine non-
manual and service sales occupations, small self-
employed with less than five employees (including 
farmers), skilled manual, and unskilled (including 
farm) manual workers. 

The “Big Five” transitions to adulthood are 
measured separately by five variables indicating 
whether young adults (1.) still live with their 
parents, (2.) live with a partner (cohabitation)3, (3.) 
have a child, (4.) educational enrollment, and (5.) 
labour market status. Educational enrollment is 
measured as student status in an educational 
institution (secondary school, vocational training, or 
university) at the time of the interview. Labour 
market participation is measured by employment 
status (gainfully employed, unemployed, 
inactive/not working) and labour market segment. 
Among the gainfully employed, labour market 
segment is indicated by a composite index of the 
following three dimensions: hourly wages (below 
two thirds of the median wage of a fulltime 
employed West-German man, more than 150% of 
this wage, or in-between), required qualification (no 
qualification, vocational training, or tertiary 
education), and the employment relationship, 
which distinguishes a standard employment 
relation (fulltime permanent employment or 
freelancer), a precarious employment relation 
(fixed-term, job creation scheme, minor 
employment, like so-called “mini-/midi-job”), and 
in-between employment relations (part-time 
employment with otherwise standard employment 
relation characteristics, and non-academic solo self-
employed). These three indicators are classified into 
three labour market segments (high, intermediate, 
low). Jobs in the high labour market segment 
usually require at least a vocational degree, provide 
hourly wages above the median wage, and are 
permanent fulltime (or self-)employments. Jobs in 
the lower segment of the labour market are paid 
below two thirds of the median wage, do not 
require a vocational qualification, and mostly are 
precarious in terms of fixed-term employments or 
employments without social security contributions. 
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Jobs in the intermediate sector fall in-between and 
are mixed in terms of positive and negative 
characteristics in the three dimensions.4 

Poverty is measured conventionally as relatively 
low income, using a threshold of 60% of the 
national median income (including East Germany 
since 1992, the first wave when annual income data 
was collected in East Germany). We use annual net 
household income, including an estimate of 
imputed rent, in order to account for the income 
advantage arising from home ownership or 
subsidized rents (Frick & Grabka, 2003). Thus, this 
measure accounts for the income advantage of 
students living in subsidized student housing, or for 
those reporting no rents at all. Net household 
income is needs-adjusted according to the new 
OECD scale (i.e., assigning a weight of 0.5 to every 
adult in addition to the household head and 0.3 to 
any child up to age 16). Although annual incomes 
refer to the calendar year prior to the time of the 
interview, we reference the year of data collection. 

4. Adjusted poverty measure of 
potential inter-generational support  

The conventional approach to income poverty 
assumes that all individuals living in the same 
household pool and share their economic 
resources, while separate households are seen as 
independent economic units. According to this 
premise, the same child from a wealthy parental 
home appears to be “wealthy” if still living with 
parents, but “poor” if living outside the parental 
home and on low income. This might be misleading 
because it implicitly assumes that parental support 
immediately stops when children leave home. 
Moreover, it ignores the fact that living 
independently, even if associated with some 
material losses, is an important step in the 
transition to adulthood. Independent residence is 
more prevalent among young adults originating 
from wealthier families than those from less well-
off families, who tend to hinder and postpone this 
transition due to its high costs (Mayer, Müller & 
Pollak, 2007). Leaving the parental home, despite 
the decline in living standards, often increases life 
chances by offering young adults opportunities for 
independence and new experiences. Hence, the 
standard poverty measure runs the risk of artificially 
counting young adults as “poor”, who in fact are on 
a life course trajectory from privileged families of 
origin, to advantageous social positions. This holds 

particularly true for university students from 
wealthy families. In many European societies, a 
period of university studies, marked by low 
economic resources and poor material living 
conditions, is a typical stage within upper class life-
courses. Low economic resources and living 
standards are traditionally assumed to foster the 
character of the student, who follows the “deferred 
gratification pattern” of investment in human 
capital. Although this academic tradition might have 
weakened over time, it is still apparent in the 
economic situation of German university students.  

In addressing youth poverty, it is important to 
clarify the underlying concept of poverty. The 
sociological definition of poverty, developed by 
Townsend (1979) and further refined by, amongst 
others, Mack and Lansley (1985) and Nolan and 
Whelan (1996) and adopted by the EU commission, 
focuses on exclusion from minimum acceptable 
living conditions and participation in society, due to 
a lack of economic resources. It is not the lack of 
economic resources as such that defines poverty, 
but the impact that the lack of resources forcefully 
exerts on living conditions and social participation. 
This conceptualization has spurred attempts to 
directly measure living conditions and participation, 
and to identify exclusion from these due to a lack of 
economic resources. As emphasized by Mack and 
Lansley (1985), the notion of poverty refers to the 
adverse impact of low economic resources on the 
future life chances of an individual. The standard 
approach to measuring poverty just serves as an 
approximation, or indirect measure of this risk. In 
the case discussed above, this approximation might 
systematically fail.5 

The various kinds of inter-generational support 
that young adults might receive during their 
education, and during university studies in 
particular, are typically not well covered in surveys. 
As a household panel study, the dataset that we use 
offers a unique opportunity to consider potential 
inter-generational support, as parents and their 
children are tracked over time. Thus, we are able to 
link young adults with the parental homes that they 
have left. Although we do not know to what extent 
parents actually support their residentially 
independent children economically, the data enable 
a reasonable estimation.6 The income data in the 
SOEP does contain information about incomes from 
“private transfers from other persons out of the 
household”, which enters the computation of 
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household income that we use when measuring 
adult child poverty. Because there is a separate 
question for receiving alimony payments, it can be 
assumed that the private transfers received by 
independently living young adults are mainly 
transfers from their parents.  

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics on the 
share of young adults living outside of their parents’ 
home, who report receiving private transfers, and 
the average amount of these transfers as a 
percentage of their net equivalized incomes. In 
addition, we report respective figures for student 
loans provided by the German Government for 
trainees or students from low income families (so 
called “Bafög”). The first column of Table 1 reports 

the yearly net equivalized income for young adults 
(aged 15 to 30 years) in Euro (deflated to consumer 
prices of the year 2000). Individual incomes are 
almost equal for young adults in education or not 
working, whereas they are roughly 80% higher for 
those working. Almost half of the students do 
report receiving private transfers from other 
persons outside the household, but these transfers 
amount to only 22% of their net equivalized 
incomes. For those in vocational training, only 12% 
report receiving private transfers, but these make 
up only 3% of their overall budgets. Table 1 shows 
that the private transfers reported by young adults 
who left their parental homes are rather small.7  

 
 

Table 1. Income, private transfers and student loans of young adults aged 15-30 years and living 
independently (2005-2012) 

 

 

equivalized 
income  

(in Euro as of 
2000) 

% share 
receiving 
private 

transfers 

private 
transfers as 

% of 
equivalized 

income 

% share 
receiving 
student 

loan 
(Bafög) 

student loan 
as % of 

equivalized 
income N 

university 
studies 

10,519 49% 22% 35% 14% 2,189 

vocational 
training 

10,757 12% 3% 23% 7% 825 

not working 11,690 3% 1% 3% 1% 2,414 

working 18,293 2% 0% 2% 0% 7,239 

Total 15,308 10% 3% 9% 2% 12,667 

SOEPv29, 2005-2012, weighted results. 

However, on top of the regular payments that 
parents provide to their children and that are 
reported by the latter as “private transfers”, young 
adults often receive irregular monetary and in-kind 
support by their parents. What is even more 
important, wealthy parents serve as a kind of safety 
net or insurance for their children even if they do 
not actually use or request economic support. Even 
if young adults originating from wealthy families do 
manage to live on restricted incomes while 
attending universities, they are not at risk of being 
or becoming socially marginalized or excluded 
because of inadequate resources. In other words, 
they are not poor.  
     To enable us to consider potential inter-
generational support, and in the absence of 
complete information on the degree to which 
parents share their economic resources with their 

residentially independent children, we provide a 
lower-bound estimate of youth poverty based on 
the extreme assumption of complete income 
pooling. This “family-adjusted” measure of youth 
poverty is as much a lower-bound estimate of youth 
poverty as the “standard measure” of poverty can 
only provide an upper-bound estimate of youth 
poverty. We calculate the family-adjusted poverty 
measure by adding the incomes of parents and 
children who have moved out of the parental home, 
and dividing their total combined incomes by the 
sum of needs of both households (see Table 2 for 
an example). In other words, we assume income 
pooling, but we do not alter household needs 
because there are two independent households. 
The incomes of young adult children who reside 
with their parents are computed in the usual 
manner. 
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Table 2. Virtual income pooling of parents and residentially independent children – example 
 

 income needs equivalized income 
– standard measure 

equivalized income – 
adjusted measure 

Parents (2 adults) 6300 1+0.5=1.5 6300/1.5=4200 
(6300+800)/(1.5+1)=2840 

Child   800 1    800/1=800 

 

This, of course, provides an upper bound estimate 
of the “true” welfare, since it assumes that parental 
and offspring incomes are fully shared when they live 
apart. This assumption most likely overestimates the 
share of resources that parents make available for 
their children. Moreover, we thereby also include 
income flows in the other direction, i.e., we assume 
that children help out their parents if the parents have 
fewer resources. In order to avoid double-counting 
the private transfers that young adults receive from 
their parents when they are reported by the parents 
as their own incomes, and again by the child as 
income, we deduct all “private transfers received from 
other persons outside the household” reported by the 
child when calculating the pooled income measure. 

This adjustment is, of course, only possible for 
young adults whose parents still participate in the 
SOEP survey. Thus, young adults, who have already 
left the parental home but whose parents did not 
participate in the SOEP, are excluded from the sample 
when using the family-adjusted income measure. In 
cases where more than one parent is available (due to 
divorce and new partners), we assume income 
pooling with the mother, or if the mother is not 
available, with the (first) father. 

Table 3 gives an overview – for the recent years

 2005 to 2012 – of sample sizes and poverty rates 
based on the original and the family-adjusted 
measures, separated by living arrangements and 
availability of parental information. Very few young 
adults between the age of 15 and 19 have left the 
parental home. In the 20-25 year age-group, there are 
slightly more residentially independent young adults 
for whom we have parental information in the SOEP 
(452+2,305) as for those whom we do not (2,354) in 
the years 2005 to 2012. Between age 26 and age 30, 
there are many more young adults for whom we do 
not have parental information (5,062, compared to 
3,589 for those whom at least one parent can be 
found in the SOEP). Comparing the unadjusted 
poverty rates for those young adults for whom we do 
and do not find parents in the SOEP, we see that those 
are almost the same (~20%) for young adults aged 26 
to 30 years, but significantly lower (35% vs. 50%) for 
those without parents in the SOEP in the age group 20 
to 25 years. This difference might be due to the fact 
that in the younger age group, those for whom we 
cannot find parents in the SOEP have left their 
parental home already some years ago and managed 
to live on their own incomes, as compared to those 
who left home more recently and for whom we can 
still find parents in the SOEP. 

  

Table 3. Sample sizes and poverty rates before and after family adjustment (years 2005-2012) 
  15 to 19 20 to 25 26 to 30 Total 

Living with 1 parent n 2,347 1,875 498 4,720 
 %poor 42.0% 22.2% 12.0% 30.3% 
Living with 2 parents n 10,602 8,016 2,074 20,692 
 %poor 13.7% 7.8% 7.8% 10.9% 

Living independently      
1 parent in SOEP n 30 452 604 1,086 
 %poor (85.0%) 52.8% 29.4% 41.3% 
 %poor_adj (50.3%) 38.2% 19.1% 28.6% 
2 parents in SOEP n 91 2,305 2,985 5,381 
 %poor (80.3%) 50.3% 20.5% 34.7% 
 %poor_adj (35.4%) 11.5% 5.0% 8.4% 
No parents in SOEP n 122 2,354 5,062 7,538 
 %poor 32.1% 34.6% 20.3% 25.1% 

Total n 13,192 15,002 11,223 39,417 
 %poor 20.9% 24.8% 19.6% 22.0% 
Total (with parents in SOEP) %poor_adj 38.7% 17.3% 7.8% 12.6% 

                SOEPv29, 2005-2012, weighted results. 
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As can be seen from Table 3, the impact of the 
family adjustment is large. For young adults aged 20 
to 25 years for whom we do have information from 
both parents in the SOEP, the standard poverty rate 
is 50%, whereas the adjusted poverty rate comes 
down to almost 11.5%; for young adults aged 26 to 
30 years, the family adjustment reduces poverty 
rates from 20.5% to 5%. In sum, almost 72% of the 
young adults (aged 15 to 30 years) who, based on 
the standard approach appear to be poor, are 
rendered non-poor once the available parental 
income information is taken into account. Again, as 
these figures demonstrate, this adjustment 
provides a lower-bound estimate of poverty rates of 
young adults, thus most likely underestimating true 
poverty rates. However, it also becomes clear that 
the standard approach provides an upper-bound 
estimate that obviously overestimates poverty of 
young adults who have already left the parental 
home.  

In the following analysis, we report results based 
on the family-adjusted poverty measure in addition 
to results obtained from the standard poverty 
measure. Comparing the results reveals in greater 
detail, social class differences in the precursors and 
effects of youth poverty in the course of the 
transitions to adulthood. Given class-specific 
differences in the pathways to adulthood, we 
expect a stronger direct impact of social 
background on the precursors of youth poverty and 
a lower impact of the transitions to independent 
living, family formation and enrollment in tertiary 
education.  

5. Youth poverty and youth transitions 
in Germany: trends over time 

In Germany, poverty has risen for more than 
three decades (Groh-Samberg & Voges, 2012). After 
a period of low poverty during the 1960s and 1970s, 
poverty rates started to increase, fuelled by the 
stepwise increase of mass unemployment. A 
particularly large increase has taken place between 
2000 and 2005. Figure 3 shows the time trend of 
(standard) poverty from 1995 to 2012 for the 
German population separated by age groups.  

In West Germany before re-unification, poverty 
risks were typically U-shaped across age groups, 
with the highest poverty rates for children and the 
elderly. Only since the turn of the millennium has a 
new pattern emerged, with the highest poverty 

risks in the age group between 20 and 25 years. In 
recent years, poverty risks of those aged 20-25 
years decreased again, remained stable in the 
younger (15-19 years) and further increased in the 
older (26-30 years) age group, so that these groups 
actually converged. For the others, and for the 
overall population, the trend since 2005 has been 
almost stable. For the age group of 26 to 30 years, 
however, the poverty increase during the 2000s 
was particularly strong. This indicates that the most 
vulnerable period is probably shifting over the life 
course towards extended post-adolescence. 
Whether this might be at least partly due to the 
Great Recession is difficult to answer from the 
simple descriptive picture. 
     However, as discussed above, the substantial 
increase in poverty among young adults might be a 
result of a statistical or at least demographic 
artefact. If more and more young adults leave their 
parental home for university studies or vocational 
education, the increase of poverty might simply 
reflect the growing prevalence and length of the 
educational phase. Time trends in post-secondary 
education and leaving the parental home support 
this conjecture: the age of leaving the parental 
home is decreasing and the educational enrollment 
of young adults is increasing over time. We also find 
a slightly U-shaped pattern of leaving the parental 
home by socio-economic status: Young adults from 
poorer as well as from very rich families leave their 
parental home earlier than those from middle class 
households. However, no significant change in this 
pattern can be found over time (cf. also Scherger, 
2009; Leopold, Geißler & Pink, 2011).  

Figure 4 shows standard and adjusted poverty 
rates for the three age groups of 15-19 years, 20-25 
years and 26-30 years. As can be seen, this revision 
clearly reduces the poverty rates of young adults 
and also eases the upward trend of poverty 
amongst young adults. Poverty rates remain almost 
unchanged for those aged 15 to 19 years, as there 
are only very few youth who have already left the 
parental home. For those aged 20 to 25 years, 
poverty rates are almost halved, and for those aged 
26 to 30 years, the reduction is even stronger. The 
poverty risk for these two age groups is now below 
that of the age group of 15-19 years. However, we 
still find a significant increase of poverty over time. 
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Figure 3. Time trends of poverty in Germany 1995-2012, by age 

 
SOEPv29, 1995-2012, weighted results. 

 

 

Figure 4. Standard vs. family-adjusted poverty rates for young adults (1995-2012) 

 
       SOEPv29, 1995-2012, weighted results. 

6. Potential precursors of youth poverty 
To what extent is poverty during youth and 

young adulthood related to the patterns of 
transition to adulthood and to social class 
background? And can we observe significant 
changes in the ways youth poverty was and is

  
affected by these factors? These two questions will  
be addressed using regression analysis of youth 
poverty. We start with an analysis of the potential 
antecedents of youth poverty and, in a second step, 
look into changes in these antecedents over time.  
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6.1. Potential precursors of youth poverty, 

1995-2012 

To analyze the potential precursors of poverty, 
we estimate a set of regression models based on a 
sample of youth and young adults aged 15 to 30 in 
the years from 1995 to 2012 using an unbalanced 
panel, i.e. of all individuals aged 15 to 30 years with 
at least one valid observation. The sample consists 
of more than 15,000 individuals with at least one, at 
maximum 16 and on average five observations. The 
first model is a simple pooled linear probability 
model (LPM), with Huber-White standard errors to 
account for heteroscedasticity and for the fact that 
observations are nested in persons. Second, we 
estimate a fixed effects panel regression (FE model). 
This model uses within-person variance to estimate 
the effect of independent variables net of 
unobserved individual heterogeneity. These effects 
can be interpreted as causal if the assumption holds 
that there are no unobserved time-varying factors 
correlated with any of the independent variables 
(Mood, 2010; see also Ermisch & Francesconi, 
2001). However, the fixed effects model excludes all 
individuals who never experienced a change in 
poverty status, and it does not allow time-constant 
independent variables. Thus, this model is not well 
designed to capture causal effects that operate as 
constant social forces, e.g. in terms of 
"structuration" (Giddens, 1984). In order to retain 
time-constant factors and individuals with stable 
states, we thirdly estimate a hybrid panel 
regression model (HYBRID). This model is a random 
effects panel regression in which time-variant 
independent variables are split into a time-constant 
mean (capturing between-persons differences) and 
a time-dependent deviation from the mean 
(capturing the within-person variance that can be 
interpreted like that in a fixed effects model).  

Although poverty is a binary response variable, 
and thus should be analyzed using logistic 
regressions, we present LPMs following the 
approach suggested by Mood (2010). The 
interpretation and comparison of LPM coefficients 
across models is more straightforward than for 
coefficients in logit models.8 Thus, the coefficient of 
0.103 for first generation migrants (Table 4, Column 
1) can be interpreted as a 10.3 percentage points 
higher poverty rate for first generation migrants as 
compared to native Germans, everything else being 
equal. However, as Mood (2010) notes, this 
interpretation should be treated with caution, given 

that the magnitude of the coefficient depends on 
the baseline poverty rate for the respective 
reference group.  

A comparison across these three models 
provides a comprehensive approach to analyzing 
potential precursors of poverty. By comparing the 
coefficients across model types, we can first assess 
how robust the results are. Moreover, comparing 
the between-persons and the within-persons 
effects, we get a grip on the potential causal 
direction: do youth transitions (e.g., entering 
university studies or becoming a parent) cause 
poverty, or does poverty render certain transitions 
more or less likely? Whereas the simple cross-
sectional model shows the overall strength of the 
correlations between covariates and poverty, the 
fixed effects model reveals to what extent certain 
transitions impact on the risk of becoming or 
staying in poverty, as opposed to the selection of 
the poor into certain youth transitions.  

We start with the results based on the standard 
poverty measure (left panel of Table 4). The results 
show that women and West Germans have a 
slightly lower poverty risk than men and East 
Germans, and migrants, in particular first 
generation migrants, have higher probabilities of 
being poor. Social background has a very strong 
impact, both in terms of parental education and 
(father's) social class. Although parental education 
and father's social class are highly correlated, we 
find strong significant effects for both measures of 
social background. Poverty risks for youth 
originating from unskilled worker households are 
about 8 percentage points higher than for youth 
originating from higher service class households; 
and the difference between low-skilled versus 
university education backgrounds is 14 percentage 
points.  

Turning to the youth transitions, we find strong 
effects as well. Leaving the parental home has a 
huge positive impact on poverty, both between and 
within persons. When leaving the parental home, 
poverty risks increase by more than 40 percentage 
points. This confirms that young adults who left 
their parental home, live on lower economic 
resources than those who still live in the parental 
household. On the other hand, cohabitation has a 
protective effect, again both between and within 
persons. Thus, when young adults leave the 
parental home to immediately form a couple 
household, both effects seem to be countervailing 
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Table 4. Determinants of youth poverty 
    standard measure family-adjusted measure 
    LPM HYBRID FE LPM HYBRID FE 
    

 
between within 

  
between within 

 
  (1) (2a) (2b) (3) (4) (5a) (5b) (6) 

Sex (Ref: male) female 
  

-0.010** -0.011*** 
  

0.003 0.001 
  

(0.0040) (0.0041) 
  

(0.0044) (0.0045) 
  

Migrant (Ref: no) 1st generation 
  

0.103*** 0.103*** 
  

0.115*** 0.112*** 
  

(0.0096) (0.0076) 
  

(0.0115) (0.0087) 
  

2nd generation 
  

0.042*** 0.037*** 
  

0.032*** 0.029*** 
  

(0.0069) (0.0063) 
  

(0.0074) (0.0065) 
  

Region (Ref: West-
Germany) 

East-Germany 
  

0.015*** 0.00207 
  

0.022*** -0.001 
  

(0.0049) (0.00476) 
  

(0.0053) (0.0050) 
  

Parental education (Ref: 
max. lower secondary) 

lower sec. + voc. training 
  

-0.069*** -0.071*** 
  

-0.083*** -0.086*** 
  

(0.0115) (0.0086) 
  

(0.0138) (0.0096) 
  

intermediate sec. + voc. 
training 

-0.116*** -0.113*** 
  

-0.148*** -0.144*** 
  

(0.0116) (0.0090) 
  

(0.0140) (0.0099) 
  

upper sec. + voc. training 
  

-0.127*** -0.126*** 
  

-0.165*** -0.163*** 
  

(0.0132) (0.0117) 
  

(0.0155) (0.0130) 
  

university 
  

-0.138*** -0.138*** 
  

-0.188*** -0.182*** 
  

(0.0120) (0.0097) 
  

(0.0142) (0.0108) 
  

Parental social class (Ref: 
high service) 

low service 
  

0.003 0.000 
  

0.009** 0.008 
  

(0.0053) (0.0071) 
  

(0.0047) (0.0078) 
  

routine non-manual 
  

0.027*** 0.026*** 
  

0.034*** 0.036*** 
  

(0.0080) (0.0089) 
  

(0.0086) (0.0098) 
  

self-employed 
  

0.022*** 0.019** 
  

0.023*** 0.027*** 
  

(0.0073) (0.0086) 
  

(0.0063) (0.0093) 
  

skilled manual 
  

0.021*** 0.020*** 
  

0.028*** 0.037*** 
  

(0.0060) (0.0073) 
  

(0.0058) (0.0080) 
  

unskilled manual 
  

0.077*** 0.076*** 
  

0.100*** 0.113*** 
  

(0.0069) (0.0075) 
  

(0.0073) (0.0083) 
  

Leaving parental home 
(Ref: with parents) 

left home 
  

0.415*** 0.386*** 0.411*** 0.413*** 0.072*** 0.095*** 0.028*** 0.028*** 
(0.0076) (0.00890) (0.0051) (0.0052) (0.0066) (0.0119) (0.0044) (0.0044) 

Cohabitation (Ref: no 
partner) 

cohabitation 
 

-0.253*** -0.232*** -0.228*** -0.227*** -0.059*** -0.071*** -0.031*** -0.030*** 
(0.0074) (0.00909) (0.0053) (0.0053) (0.0071) (0.0146) (0.0050) (0.0050) 

Children (Ref: no child) children 
  

0.033*** 0.0471*** -0.010 -0.001 0.024*** 0.017 -0.001 -0.002 
(0.0065) (0.00835) (0.0064) (0.0064) (0.0088) (0.0131) (0.0062) (0.0062) 

Education (Ref: not in 
education) 

in school 
  

-0.006 0.003 -0.008 -0.011* 0.010 0.009 0.023*** 0.023*** 
(0.0073) (0.0137) (0.0056) (0.0057) (0.0074) (0.0162) (0.0049) (0.0049) 

in vocational training 
  

0.024*** 0.044*** 0.023*** 0.022*** -0.013** -0.019 -0.001 -0.002 
(0.0065) (0.014) (0.0050) (0.0050) (0.0065) (0.0167) (0.0044) (0.0044) 

in university 
  

0.104*** 0.159*** 0.085*** 0.085*** -0.015** -0.027 0.007 0.006 
(0.0080) (0.0139) (0.0061) (0.0062) (0.0071) (0.0177) (0.0054) (0.0054) 

Employment (Ref: not 
working) 

unemployed 
  

0.128*** 0.289*** 0.034*** 0.035*** 0.073*** 0.174*** 0.016*** 0.016*** 
(0.0097) (0.0174) (0.0064) (0.0064) (0.0109) (0.0229) (0.0059) (0.0059) 

precarious labour market 
  

0.004 0.022 -0.005 -0.004 -0.018** -0.020 -0.023*** -0.024*** 
(0.0083) (0.0163) (0.0061) (0.0061) (0.0087) (0.0211) (0.0056) (0.0056) 

intermediate labour market 
  

-0.099*** -0.113*** -0.055*** -0.053*** -0.071*** -0.119*** -0.030*** -0.030*** 
(0.0068) (0.0132) (0.0055) (0.0055) (0.0069) (0.0177) (0.0051) (0.0051) 

higher labour market 
  

-0.155*** -0.155*** -0.094*** -0.092*** -0.085*** -0.117*** -0.033*** -0.033*** 
(0.0069) (0.0125) (0.0060) (0.0060) (0.0072) (0.0166) (0.0055) (0.0056) 

Age   
  

-0.015*** -0.015*** -0.011*** -0.007*** -0.006*** -0.002*** 
(0.0007) (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0007) (0.0006) (0.0005) 

Year   
  

0.005*** 0.004*** 
 

0.004*** 0.004***  
(0.0004) (0.0004) 

 
(0.0004) (0.0005)  

Constant   
  

0.352*** 0.363*** 0.321*** 0.245*** 0.233*** 0.142*** 
(0.0207) (0.0195) (0.0134) (0.0221) (0.0211) (0.0118) 

Observations    75,464 75,464 75,464 61,672 61,672 61,672 

Number of persons   15,269 15,269 15,269 11,407 11,407 11,407 

R-squared (overall)   0.196 0.208 0.138 0.118 0.127 0.018 

R-squared between   
 

0.233 0.125  0.175 0.024 

R-squared within   
 

0.113 0.113  0.009 0.009 

Source: SOEPv29, 1995-2012, own calculation. Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.  
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or to at least partially reduce one another. 
Interestingly, parenthood has no clear effect. 
Although having children is associated with higher 
poverty risks according to the simple LPM model 
and the between-effect of the HYPBRID model 
(Columns 1 and 2a), there is no such effect in the 
fixed effects part of the HYBRID model and the FE 
model (Columns 2b and 3). In other words, it is not 
the newborn baby that causes poverty for young 
families. Rather, poor young adults have a higher 
probability of having a child. This result corresponds 
to research findings showing that unemployment 
can serve as a trigger for childbirth for poorly 
educated women (Düntgen & Diewald, 2007).  

Educational enrollment and labour market 
participation exert strong and consistent effects as 
well. Taking up vocational training and university 
studies clearly increases the likelihood of poverty 
when measured conventionally. With an increase of 
8 percentage points, this effect is more pronounced 
for taking up university education than for 
vocational training (2 percentage points). This 
supports our expectation that university studies 
serve as a status passage which is coupled with low 
living standards. Regarding labour market 
participation, being unemployed has a huge impact 
on poverty when compared to persons who are not 
unemployed. The effect is still there, but strongly 
reduced in the fixed effects perspective, indicating 
that poverty does not only follow unemployment 
but also often precedes unemployment. On the 
other hand, a consistent protective effect against 
poverty can be found for taking up a job in the 
higher or intermediate labour market segments. 
The effects for precarious jobs are not statistically 
different from not working. 

We have estimated two complete sets of 
regression models based on the standard and on 
the family-adjusted poverty measure.9 We expect 
that the results based on the adjusted measure will 
boost the effects of social origin and at least 
partially downsize those for the five youth 
transitions, in particular leaving the parental home 
and taking up university studies. These expectations 
are largely confirmed. We find the effects of 
parental education and social class to be much 
stronger based on the family-adjusted poverty 
measure. In contrast, the effects of youth 
transitions are downsized or even disappear. The 
huge poverty enhancing impact of leaving the 
parental home and the protective effect of 

cohabitation are strongly reduced from around 40 
to only 3 percentage points in the fixed effects 
model. These results clearly indicate that students 
enrolled at universities overwhelmingly originate 
from wealthier parental backgrounds (see Mayer, 
Müller & Pollak, 2007), and follow the “deferred 
gratification pattern” during the investment period 
in human capital. The positive effects for entering 
vocational training or university studies almost 
disappear. There is even a reverse protective effect 
for being in vocational training or university in the 
LPM model (Column 4); however, this does not hold 
for the within-person variance. Thus, participation 
in post-secondary and tertiary education itself has 
no poverty enhancing or reducing effect once 
potential inter-generational support is accounted 
for. What remain unchanged are the negative 
effects of unemployment and the protective effects 
of employment. Even precarious employment in the 
lower labour market shows a consistent, albeit 
small protective effect against poverty in a 
longitudinal perspective. Again, although youth 
poverty is strongly correlated with having children, 
in a longitudinal perspective the transition to 
parenthood exerts much less impact on poverty 
than could have been expected from the simple 
correlations.  

Finally, all models in Table 4 include age as a 
continuous variable. The consistently negative and 
significant coefficient for age in all models indicates 
an endogenous trend of “growing out of poverty” 
with age. Given the n-shaped age-pattern of 
poverty, we checked for non-linear age effects by 
including age squared, but omitted this variable 
because it was not significant. Once controlling for 
the transitions to adulthood, like leaving home, 
attending education and entering the labour 
market, we find evidence that young adults might 
follow an endogenous developmental path out of 
the risk zone of poverty. Second, we find a 
significant positive effect of time in the LPM models 
(given that change in age and change in time are 
perfectly collinear, they cannot be disentangled in 
the FE models). This indicates that the increase in 
poverty of youth and young adults cannot simply be 
reduced to compositional changes (at least with 
respect to the characteristics included in our 
models). Even after controlling for social 
background and the “big five” youth transitions, the 
transition to adulthood has become more risky over 
time in Germany. However, the models presented 
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so far assume that there are no changes in the 
precursors of poverty over the period of study – this 
needs further elaboration. 

6.2 Changes over time 
The long-term increase of youth poverty has not 
accelerated during the recent economic crisis in 
Germany. On the contrary, poverty rates have 
declined at least for young adults aged 20 to 25 – 
and this decline is even steeper for the family-
adjusted poverty measure (see above, Figure 4). 
The question then is: How can we explain these 
trends? Did the correlates of poverty change during 
the steep increase of youth poverty between 2000 
and 2005 and the period before and after? Has the 
recent recession affected the determinants of youth 
poverty? In order to address these questions, and 
to account for potential non-linear time changes, 
we analyze youth poverty for three time periods 
with differing poverty trends: The first period is 
1995 to 2000, when youth poverty rates for those 
aged 15 to 30 years were almost stable at a level of 
about 16%. During the second period from 2001 to 
2006, poverty rates sharply increased from 16% to 
22%, and remained at this high level for most of the 
third period between 2007 and 2012. We only 
report LPM models to search for robust changes in 
the correlates of youth poverty. As before, we 
estimate the regressions based on the standard and 
adjusted poverty measures. Results are given in 
Table 5.  
     Resembling the results from the previous 
regressions, we find only very weak effects for 
gender and region, but strong effects for migrants, 
in particular first generation migrants, and social 
background. In fact, the impact of social 
background is increasing over time. This increase is 
even stronger for the family-adjusted poverty 

measure than for the conventional approach. This is 
true for parental education as well as for class 
background. This pattern indicates the growing 
significance of social inequality for the stratification 
of youth poverty risk. On the other hand, youth 
transitions again strongly affect poverty risk, but 
these effects are rather stable over time, and they 
are again less pronounced for the family-adjusted 
poverty measure. Whereas university studies are 
increasingly correlated with poverty, based on the 
standard poverty measure, there is no significant 
correlation between university studies and the 
family-adjusted measure of poverty. For vocational 
training, the increasing correlation with the 
standard poverty measure even turns into a 
significantly negative correlation for the family-
adjusted measure of poverty. The only increasing 
correlation that remains in place when poverty is 
corrected for inter-generational support is for 
unemployment. For precarious jobs in the lower 
segment of the labour market, we only find 
significant effects in the last time period, which are 
positive for the standard poverty measure but 
negative for the family-adjusted poverty measure.  
     To summarize, the regression models for the 
three time periods reveal that the risks of poverty 
during the transition to adulthood are becoming 
increasingly determined by social stratification. This 
is reflected in the increasing impact of social origin, 
whereas the impacts of youth transitions remain 
rather stable over time. However, this trend seems 
to be rather continuous instead of jumpy or sudden. 
This is, of course, what we would expect when 
considering social class effects. Rising youth poverty 
in Germany seems to be an outcome of structural 
changes in social stratification, changes that appear 
to operate rather slowly, but “in the depth” of 
social reality.  
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Table 5. Period change in the correlates of youth poverty 
    standard measure family-adjusted measure 
    1995-2000 2001-2006 2007-2012 1995-2000 2001-2006 2007-2012 

Sex (Ref: male) female -0.012** -0.003 -0.016** 0.000 0.003 0.007 
    (0.0061) (0.0057) (0.0064) (0.0065) (0.0059) (0.0065) 
Migrant (Ref: no) 1st generation 0.115*** 0.107*** 0.074*** 0.122*** 0.125*** 0.100*** 
    (0.0136) (0.0140) (0.0160) (0.0147) (0.0166) (0.0192) 
  2nd generation 0.050*** 0.027*** 0.048*** 0.037*** 0.019* 0.039*** 
    (0.0106) (0.0103) (0.0108) (0.0106) (0.0104) (0.0108) 
Region (Ref: West-
Germany) 

East-Germany 0.005 0.017** 0.013* 0.000 0.023*** 0.034*** 
  (0.0070) (0.0069) (0.0081) (0.0072) (0.0069) (0.0082) 

Parental education (Ref: 
max. lower secondary) 

lower sec. + voc. training -0.057*** -0.059*** -0.127*** -0.065*** -0.082*** -0.162*** 
  (0.0137) (0.0175) (0.0258) (0.0151) (0.0211) (0.0300) 

  intermed.sec.+voc.training -0.071*** -0.109*** -0.203*** -0.083*** -0.153*** -0.262*** 
    (0.0148) (0.0174) (0.0253) (0.0166) (0.0208) (0.0294) 
  upper sec. + voc. training -0.097*** -0.123*** -0.196*** -0.117*** -0.161*** -0.267*** 
    (0.0183) (0.0197) (0.0268) (0.0189) (0.0232) (0.0308) 
  University -0.113*** -0.126*** -0.212*** -0.137*** -0.185*** -0.292*** 
    (0.0151) (0.0179) (0.0258) (0.0165) (0.0211) (0.0297) 
Parental social class 
(Ref: high service) 

low service -0.020** 0.007 0.012 0.000 0.009 0.017** 
  (0.0083) (0.0076) (0.0084) (0.0063) (0.0062) (0.0071) 

  routine non-manual 0.007 0.036*** 0.029** 0.026** 0.042*** 0.029*** 
    (0.0121) (0.0118) (0.0117) (0.0118) (0.0118) (0.0108) 
  self-employed 0.013 0.014 0.036*** 0.029** 0.013* 0.029*** 
    (0.0122) (0.0098) (0.0115) (0.0114) (0.0076) (0.0103) 
  skilled manual -0.005 0.026*** 0.037*** 0.013 0.026*** 0.043*** 
    (0.0090) (0.0086) (0.0100) (0.0078) (0.0076) (0.0097) 
  unskilled manual 0.050*** 0.084*** 0.087*** 0.086*** 0.099*** 0.106*** 
    (0.0101) (0.0098) (0.0115) (0.0096) (0.0095) (0.0121) 
Leaving parental home 
(Ref: with parents) 

leaving home 0.324*** 0.438*** 0.462*** 0.058*** 0.078*** 0.072*** 
  (0.0128) (0.0115) (0.0113) (0.0106) (0.0096) (0.0099) 

Cohabitation (Ref: no 
partner) 

cohabitation -0.198*** -0.276*** -0.260*** -0.049*** -0.069*** -0.056*** 
  (0.0122) (0.0115) (0.0116) (0.0110) (0.0099) (0.0116) 

Children (Ref: no child) children 0.034*** 0.024** 0.047*** 0.005 0.028** 0.031* 
    (0.0088) (0.0104) (0.0124) (0.0100) (0.0126) (0.0178) 
Education (Ref: not in 
education) 

in school 0.013 -0.013 0.022 0.010 -0.031** -0.009 
  (0.0156) (0.0124) (0.0145) (0.0154) (0.0123) (0.0143) 

  in vocational training 0.004 0.031*** 0.034*** -0.021* -0.011 -0.020* 
    (0.0118) (0.0100) (0.0113) (0.0118) (0.0097) (0.0112) 
  in university 0.073*** 0.102*** 0.118*** -0.013 0.002 -0.018 
    (0.0146) (0.0123) (0.0133) (0.0131) (0.0104) (0.0125) 
Employment (Ref: not 
working) 

unemployed 0.061*** 0.109*** 0.205*** 0.018 0.069*** 0.129*** 
  (0.0165) (0.0142) (0.0175) (0.0161) (0.0152) (0.0207) 

  precarious employment -0.006 -0.019 0.027* -0.015 -0.012 -0.024* 
    (0.0148) (0.0128) (0.0141) (0.0156) (0.0129) (0.0140) 
  intermediate segment -0.103*** -0.107*** -0.087*** -0.071*** -0.063*** -0.075*** 
    (0.0110) (0.0103) (0.0125) (0.0115) (0.00978) (0.0127) 
  higher labour market seg. -0.137*** -0.161*** -0.173*** -0.090*** -0.073*** -0.094*** 
    (0.0108) (0.0105) (0.0126) (0.0114) (0.0103) (0.0129) 
Age   ok ok ok ok ok ok 
Year   ok ok ok ok ok ok 

Constant   0.175*** 0.243*** 0.278*** 0.177*** 0.298*** 0.344*** 
    (0.0245) (0.0243) (0.0312) (0.0244) (0.0264) (0.0345) 
Observations   22,531 29,026 23,907 18,055 23,884 19,733 
R-squared   0.149 0.202 0.236 0.111 0.123 0.143 

SOEPv29, 1995-2012.Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Resembling the results from the previous 
regressions, we find only very weak effects for 
gender and region, but strong effects for migrants, 
in particular first generation migrants, and social 
background. In fact, the impact of social 
background is increasing over time. This increase is 
even stronger for the family-adjusted poverty 
measure than for the conventional approach. This is 
true for parental education as well as for class 
background. This pattern indicates the growing 
significance of social inequality for the stratification 
of youth poverty risk. On the other hand, youth 
transitions again strongly affect poverty risk, but 
these effects are rather stable over time, and they 
are again less pronounced for the family-adjusted 
poverty measure. Whereas university studies are 
increasingly correlated with poverty, based on the 
standard poverty measure, there is no significant 
correlation between university studies and the 
family-adjusted measure of poverty. For vocational 
training, the increasing correlation with the 
standard poverty measure even turns into a 
significantly negative correlation for the family-
adjusted measure of poverty. The only increasing 
correlation that remains in place when poverty is 
corrected for inter-generational support is for 
unemployment. For precarious jobs in the lower 
segment of the labour market, we only find 
significant effects in the last time period, which are 
positive for the standard poverty measure but 
negative for the family-adjusted poverty measure.  

To summarize, the regression models for the 
three time periods reveal that the risks of poverty 
during the transition to adulthood are becoming 
increasingly determined by social stratification. This 
is reflected in the increasing impact of social origin, 
whereas the impacts of youth transitions remain 
rather stable over time. However, this trend seems 
to be rather continuous instead of jumpy or sudden. 
This is, of course, what we would expect when 
considering social class effects. Rising youth poverty 
in Germany seems to be an outcome of structural 
changes in social stratification, changes that appear 
to operate rather slowly, but “in the depth” of 
social reality.  

7. Long-term consequences of youth 
poverty for adult poverty 

We now switch the perspective from precursors 
to outcomes of youth poverty. If the transition to 
adulthood in Germany has become more risky and 

uncertain, and youth poverty increased significantly 
due to rising inequalities, we now assess the impact 
of youth poverty on poverty risks in later life. To 
analyze life-course effects of poverty during youth 
and young adulthood, we construct balanced panels 
of ten years for various age brackets. The first panel 
runs from ages 10 to 20, the second panel from 
ages 14 to 24, the third from ages 18 to 28, and the 
fourth from ages 22 to age 32. The dependent 
variable is an extended poverty measure at the last 
year of these panels. To give a more valid measure 
of poverty, the dependent variable only equals one 
if the individual is in poverty (as gauged by the 
standard measure), is not enrolled at a university 
and is not employed in the higher labour market 
segment.10 The independent variable of interest 
counts the years in poverty during the first five 
years of the respective ten year period. Thus, the 
first panel estimates the probability of being poor at 
age 20 conditional on the years spent in poverty 
between age 10 and age 14; the last panel, 
accordingly, estimates the probability of being poor 
at age 32 dependent on the years spent in poverty 
during ages 22 to 26. Moreover, we control for 
gender, migration, region, parental education, and 
time period.  

Table 6 shows that years spent in poverty during 
the first five years of each ten-year period have the 
expected strong effect on poverty at the 10th year. 
These effects appear to operate in all four age 
ranges. However, comparing the coefficients across 
age ranges reveals that the life-course effects of 
poverty are more pronounced in earlier stages of 
the life-course. Experiencing three to five years of 
poverty between ages 10 to 15 leads to an 
increased risk of being poor at age 20 of almost 28 
percentage points. This effect decreases to 23, 17 
and 19 percentage points if evaluated between 
ages 14 to 24, 18 to 28, and 22 to 32, respectively. 
The impacts of temporary poverty experiences of 
one to two years on later life poverty, decrease 
even more from 15 percentage points to 5-8 
percentage points for all later age ranges. This 
pattern indicates that the “state-dependency” of 
poverty weakens during the phase of transition to 
independent living.  

Social background, measured by parental 
education, also shows a strong impact. Comparing 
the impact of social background across the four age 
ranges, we again find a slightly u-shaped pattern: 
The effect slightly decreases over the first three age 
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bands, but then clearly catches-up again with the 
first age range. This pattern seems to contradict or 
at least extend the life course hypothesis developed 
by Blossfeld and Shavit (1993). The transition phase 
to independent living seems to shake-up or loosen 
the impact of social origin only slightly, but returns 
to its full power once the transition phase has come 
to an end – at least insofar as poverty risks are 
concerned. 

Furthermore, women and East Germans have 
higher probabilities of being poor at the end of the 
ten year period after controlling for previous 
childhood or youth poverty. For migrants, there is 
an effect only for the two later life-course periods. 
Although women are, if at all, slightly less likely to 

become poor during the transition to adulthood 
(see Table 4, above), those who do have less often 
experienced poverty spells during (late) childhood.  

Finally, the dummy for time periods shows a 
significant increase in poverty for the most recent 
period from 2009 to 2012, at least for the first three 
age groups. The fact that there is no significant 
increase for the fourth age range (from age 22 to 
age 32) might indicate that at age 22 to 26, youth 
might have already passed by the most 
troublesome and vulnerable ages that have been hit 
most by the recent labour market trends. Further 
testing for increasing effects of parental education 
or years spent in poverty over time did not show 
any significant results. 

 

 
Table 6. Life course effects of youth poverty on poverty risks in later life 

 

  10-20 14-24 18-28 22-32 

Years in poverty (Ref: none) 1-2 years 0.151*** 0.0531*** 0.0789*** 0.0636*** 
  (0.0186) (0.0165) (0.0148) (0.0137) 
 3-5 years 0.284*** 0.229*** 0.168*** 0.185*** 
  (0.0197) (0.0168) (0.0181) (0.0171) 
Sex (Ref: male) female 0.032*** 0.027** 0.016 0.027** 
  (0.0122) (0.0110) (0.0115) (0.0106) 
Region (Ref: West Germany) East Germany 0.034* 0.046*** 0.063*** 0.040** 
  (0.0176) (0.0161) (0.0177) (0.0163) 
Migration (Ref: no) migrant -0.007 -0.004 0.025* 0.030** 
  (0.0155) (0.0139) (0.0145) (0.0137) 
Parental education (Ref: elementary) lower secondary -0.033 -0.005 -0.016 -0.054*** 
  (0.0228) (0.0197) (0.0191) (0.0167) 
 upper secondary -0.087*** -0.048** -0.038* -0.082*** 
  (0.0234) (0.0208) (0.0203) (0.0183) 
 tertiary -0.107*** -0.079*** -0.087*** -0.120*** 
  (0.0254) (0.0230) (0.0225) (0.0202) 
Time period (Ref: 1993-96) 1997-2000 0.005 0.033* 0.014 -0.035** 
  (0.0226) (0.0187) (0.0174) (0.0169) 
 2001-04 0.020 0.043** 0.003 -0.009 
  (0.0218) (0.0185) (0.0189) (0.0172) 
 2005-08 0.031 0.085*** 0.025 -0.009 
  (0.0215) (0.0185) (0.0190) (0.0186) 
 2009-12 0.048** 0.060*** 0.051*** -0.007 
  (0.0214) (0.0177) (0.0185) (0.0184) 
Constant  0.023 -0.063* -0.050 0.017 
  (0.0375) (0.0326) (0.0326) (0.0300) 

Observations  2,525 2,226 2,012 2,130 
R-squared  0.126 0.116 0.083 0.091 

SOEPv29, 1984-2012, balanced 10-years panels. Robust standard errors in parentheses.  
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Summing up, we find strong and persistent 
effects of youth poverty on poverty risks in the later 
life-course. This effect is manifest across ten years 
and when controlling for socio-demographic 
characteristics. In particular, we find that both 
earlier poverty experiences during youth and 
parental background have independent and strong 
effects on poverty in later life. We also checked for 
interactions between parental education and earlier 
poverty experiences, but those were not significant. 
In other words, poverty experiences during 
childhood and youth have the same detrimental 
impact on later life poverty risks in all educational 
groups or social classes. In line with the findings of 
the previous sections, we find that poverty risks 
increased over time even when controlling for 
earlier poverty experiences.  

Interestingly, these results, based on the 
standard poverty measure, are almost the same for 
the family-adjusted poverty measure. This indicates 
that poverty experiences during youth transitions 
have a consistent detrimental impact. Even children 
from wealthier backgrounds have higher risks of 
later-life poverty, compared to their peers who 
have not experienced poverty during the transition 
to adulthood.  

8. Conclusion 
In Germany, poverty has been increasing for 

almost three decades, with a particularly strong 
acceleration of this increase between 1999 and 
2005. A major consequence and driver of this 
increase is the “solidification” of poverty; poverty 
has become increasingly persistent for growing 
parts of the population (see Groh-Samberg, 2013). 
These trends are seemingly unrelated to the recent 
Great Recession. The steepest increase in poverty 
took place years before the onset of the economic 

crisis of 2008, and there has been no further rise in 
poverty since the crisis began (Grabka, Goebel & 
Schupp, 2012). This provides a puzzle for 
comparative cross-national analysis of the impact of 
the economic crisis and uncertainty of youth 
transitions. Although we cannot contribute to 
solving this puzzle, the results presented in this 
paper clearly show that youth transitions have 
become increasingly risky and difficult in Germany – 
to an extent that might very well be comparable to 
other countries that have been more deeply hit by 
the Great Recession.  

We find that poverty increased significantly in 
Germany, even if we take into account inter-
generational support by means of virtual income 
pooling of parents and their residentially 
independent children. Poverty risks are differently 
related to the “big five” transitions to adulthood. 
Leaving the parental home and entering 
unemployment strongly increase poverty risks, 
whereas cohabitation and employment in the 
higher labour market segments are strong 
protectors against poverty. The transition to 
parenthood, educational participation and 
precarious employment are not consistently related 
to poverty risks once we control for inter-
generational support. However, whereas the impact 
of these transitions does not change over time, we 
find that social background has a strong and 
increasing impact on poverty risks. Moreover, we 
also find that social background and poverty 
experiences during youth, strongly affect poverty 
risks later in life. This life-course effect seems to 
weaken throughout the period of youth transitions. 
Overall, these results clearly point towards an 
increasingly persistent inter-generational trans-
mission of poverty and life course risks. 
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Endnotes 
 
1 Whether the recent years indicate a stop or even reversal of the increase of young adults living with their parents 
remains to be seen. 
2 However, only a small number of persons possess intermediate or upper general education but no vocational 
qualifications. Given the higher relevance of vocational qualifications over general schooling certificates for labour 
market outcomes and thus, poverty, we group individuals that only possess intermediate (upper) general schooling 
qualifications together with individuals possessing lower (intermediate) secondary school and vocational training. 
3 We do not distinguish between cohabitation and marriage. However, this distinction might be important if cohabiting 
relationships are perceived as more transient and less likely to involve the pooling of resources.  
4 The precarious labour market segment consists of a variety of jobs marked by low pay and/or insufficient protection 
and coverage by the social security system. Given that various job schemes have been introduced and abandoned, a 
detailed description would go beyond the scope of this paper. 
5 Even more extreme is to calculate individual poverty based on the individual earnings of the younger generation even 
when still living with their parents, see Smeeding and Phillips (2002).  
6 For a general analysis of inter-generational support see Motel and Szydlik (1999), Dallinger and Walter (1999), Roloff 
(2010); for inter-generational inheritance see Szydlik and Schupp (2004). 
7 Compared to the annual survey of living conditions of university students in Germany, the SOEP underestimates inter-
generational transfers. The representative survey for students in Germany reveals that the monthly disposable income 
of a university student was around the minimum income provided by social assistance. Almost 90% of students receive 
economic support from their parents, amounting to around half of their incomes, on average. Students from higher 
social background have higher incomes than students from lower classes; however, these differences are rather small. 
In 2012, the mean income of students was 881€ overall, 891€ for students from higher social backgrounds and 850€ for 
students from lower social backgrounds. Whereas parental support amounts to 63% of the income for higher SES 
students, it makes up only 27% for lower SES students. The survey also offers detailed descriptions of the material living 
conditions (housing, income, employment, etc.) of university students in Germany. See Middendorff, Apolinarski, 
Poskowsky, Kandulla and Netz (2013): 192. 
8 We also estimated logistic regressions and found no substantial differences in findings. A full set of all linear and logit 
regression models can be found in the appendix. Various approaches have been proposed to allow comparison of 
coefficients from logit models across different samples (Allison, 1999; Williams, 2009) or after entering additional 
covariates (Breen, Karlson & Holm, 2013). However, since we are interested in comparing the coefficients across 
models with differently measured dependent variables, we follow Mood (2010) in applying LPM models. 
9 To allow proper comparisons, we ran a third set of regressions based on the uncorrected poverty measure, but 
restricted the analysis to the sample of young adults for whom parental information is available after leaving home. 
This sample is different from the full sample because we lose those young adults who left home and whose parents quit 
the sample (see above, section 2). A full table of results for all nine models is given in the appendix. 
10 With this modification we rule out the possibility that those young adults who are considered poor are not on an 
otherwise promising career path, but truly in a situation of low economic resources and low future prospects. 
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Abstract  
The Great Recession had substantial effects on the labor market in the United States, as 
elsewhere.  To what extent did secondary students’ employment decline during this time?  
Which students are leaving the labor market? Are reductions in employment concentrated 
in particular jobs? To answer these questions, we use data from the Monitoring the Future 
study, an ongoing study of secondary students in the United States.  More specifically, we 
examine recent trends in teenage employment using 6 cohorts each of 8th, 10th, and 12th 
graders (from 2006 to 2011, spanning before, during and after the Great Recession). Results 
show a gradual decline in school year employment since 2006, including the years after the 
official end of the recession.  Employment during the school year is especially low among 8th 
and 10th graders, Hispanic and non-Hispanic Black youth, and students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds (based upon parental education), though the recent drop in work has varied 
little by population subgroups. The decline in employment is, however, concentrated among 
the oldest students, and working intensely (over 20 hours per week) has dropped more than 
working moderate hours.  Students are more likely to babysit and do lawn work, and less 
likely to hold jobs in office, clerical, and sales positions than in years past. These patterns 
and recent shifts in job type suggest some degree of job replacement by older workers.   

Keywords: teenage employment, Great Recession 

Introduction  
Adolescent employment has been a subject of 

great interest in the past three decades (see reviews 
by Mortimer, 2010; Staff, Messersmith, & 
Schulenberg, 2009; Staff, Mont’Alvao, & Mortimer, 
forthcoming).  Scholars, educators, and policy makers 
alike have been interested in which teenagers are 
working for pay, how much of their time is allocated 
to it, and whether employment, especially among 
secondary students who are working long hours  

 
during the school year, has important short- and long-
term consequences for young people’s school 
achievement and social development. As such, it is 
important to understand whether the Great 
Recession in the United States affected the 
employment opportunities and experiences of middle 
and high school students. 

Officially spanning from December 2007 to June 
2009 in the United States, the Great Recession was 
marked by a countrywide decline in economic 

mailto:jus25@psu.edu
http://dx.doi.org/10.14301/llcs.v5i2.275


Jeremy Staff, Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson, Megan E. Patrick, John E. Schulenberg               The Great Recession… 

  174  

activity, increased rates of job loss and long-term 
unemployment, and reductions in individual wealth 
and household income, with far reaching effects 
(Garson, 2013; Grusky, Western, & Wimer, 2011; 
Peck, 2012). The national unemployment rate among 
those 16 years of age or older, for instance, doubled 
from 5% to 10%, peaking in October 2009 despite the 
recession’s official end (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2012).  It has remained relatively high, 
dropping below 8% for the first time in September 
2012.  Unemployment rates are highest for the 
youngest workers (i.e., 16 to 19 year olds) and do not 
include youth who do not meet the official definition 
of unemployment but who may want to work if they 
could (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014).    

Early employment experiences play an important 
role in the life course (Mortimer, 2003). By taking the 
long view of lives and how they are structured, 
scholars have shown how both the nature and 
amount of work change with age (Mortimer, 2003; 
Safron, Schulenberg, & Bachman, 2001; Perreira, 
Harris, & Lee, 2007; Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995), as 
well as how early work experiences portend later 
trajectories of attainment, problem behaviors, and 
well-being (Bachman, Staff, O'Malley, Schulenberg, & 
Freedman-Doan, 2011; Carr, Wright & Brody, 1996; 
Mortimer & Staff, 2004; Staff & Mortimer, 2007).  The 
life course is fundamentally structured in time and 
space, and the place of employment among 
secondary students may be changing. Students today 
may be less likely to work than in previous cohorts 
due to broad shifts in labor supply (e.g., changing high 
school graduation requirements may have made it 
harder for teenagers to combine school and work, 
and decrease their preferences to do so; see Smith, 
2011, for a review) or labor demand (employers may 
prefer adult workers who are increasingly competing 
for what once were considered “teenage” jobs). It is 
likely that rates of employment among American 
secondary students were affected by the Great 
Recession, though it is also the case that teenage 
employment was on the decline before the recession 
hit (Smith, 2011; Staff et al., forthcoming).  Thus, 
longer-term changes in the labor market, in 
education, and other factors are likely also involved. 

The decision to enter the workforce is influenced 
by the young person’s orientations and goals, so 
perhaps youth nowadays have less desire to work due 

to the increasing emphasis placed on attending and 
completing college (Goyette, 2008; Johnson & 
Reynolds, 2013; Reynolds, Stewart, Sischo, & 
McDonald, 2006). Furthermore, wanting and finding a 
job in the early life course, just as in older ages, is 
influenced by socio-demographic background.  These 
characteristics are also likely to affect employers’ 
selection among job seekers. As such, it is important 
to assess how gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-
economic background may shape overall trends in 
teenage employment while attending secondary 
school.            

In this article, we use data from the ongoing 
Monitoring the Future (MTF) study to examine recent 
trends in employment among middle and high school 
students in the United States, charting change during 
the Great Recession and its aftermath.  This ongoing 
project continues to collect data on large 
(approximately 17,000 students per grade), nationally 
representative samples of 8th, 10th, and 12th graders 
each year (Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & 
Schulenberg 2013). Our use of the MTF allows us to 
examine whether rates of employment are changing 
in similar ways by gender, race/ethnicity, and socio-
economic background. In addition, we look at 
changes in educational goals and the types of work 
most in decline for insight into why employment 
among secondary students is diminishing, especially 
during the Great Recession.   

Teenage work in the United States 
Teenagers in the United States have a long history 

of working for pay, though for much of this history 
the teenagers who were working were no longer 
attending school (Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986; 
Mortimer, 2003; Warren & Cataldi, 2006). For 
example, among 16-17 year old males in 1940, 78% of 
those working were not attending school; by 1990 
over 90% of workers in this group were also in school 
(Warren & Cataldi, 2006).  In both periods about half 
to two-thirds of 16-17 year old males were non-
employed students, but over time it became 
increasingly common for teenagers who did work to 
be in school simultaneously.  Studies in the 1980s and 
1990s indicated that nearly all U.S. adolescents 
enrolled in school were employed at some point 
during the school year (U.S. Department of Labor, 
2000; Entwisle, Alexander, & Olson, 2000) and work is 
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now seen as a key developmental context of 
adolescence (Crosnoe & Johnson, 2011).  The 
transition “from school to work” is also recognized as 
involving an extensive period in which these roles 
actually overlap and may include movement back and 
forth between employment and returning to school 
(Staff & Mortimer, 2007; Light, 2001). Given our study 
concerns those still in middle and high school, we 
focus on those who combine part-time work with full-
time school. 

Scholars continue to debate and study whether 
holding a job during the school year is beneficial or 
detrimental to the personal development and long-
term attainment of secondary students in the United 
States.  As our study is not intended to address the 
short- and longer-term consequences of employment, 
we only briefly characterize this debate.  From one 
perspective, employment may teach valuable skills 
applicable to working in adult life, as well as provide 
practice with money and time management, such 
that early work experience facilitates higher 
educational attainment and later income (e.g. 
Mortimer, 2003).  From another perspective, 
employment detracts from schooling and facilitates 
substance use and other risky behaviors, especially 
when young workers spend long hours on the job 
(e.g., Bachman & Schulenberg 1993; Monahan, Lee, & 
Steinberg, 2011; Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991).  
Differences among adolescents prior to their 
employment may also explain what might appear as 
“consequences” of employment (Staff, Schulenberg, 
& Bachman, 2010; Staff, Osgood, Schulenberg, 
Bachman, & Messersmith, 2010).  Importantly, 
research in this area has identified work intensity, or 
the number of hours per week that adolescents work, 
as a critical factor in whether employment is 
associated with beneficial or detrimental outcomes.  
As such, trends in the prevalence of intensive work, 
most often defined as working 20 or more hours per 
week during the school year, are important to track.   

It is also important to identify the particular 
groups for which participation in employment is 
declining, as both the exposure and the risks and 
benefits of employment have not been shared equally 
among adolescents.  Past research indicates that by 
the 1980s, gender no longer differentiated rates of 
employment in adolescence (Schoenhals, Tienda, & 
Schneider, 1998; Warren & Cataldi, 2006; Perreira et 

al., 2007), though research has not yet assessed 
whether gender differences in teenage employment 
have emerged in the wake of the Great Recession.  
Adolescents from lower socio-economic status 
families, or who are members of disadvantaged 
racial/ethnic groups, have had lower rates of 
employment, however, possibly due to reduced 
opportunity in local labor markets and other 
structural factors (D’Amico, 1984; Bachman & 
Schulenberg, 1993; Steinberg & Cauffman, 1995; 
Schoenhals et al., 1998; Warren & Cataldi, 2006).  
Students from disadvantaged backgrounds may have 
been hit hardest by the Great Recession.   

With respect to the risks and benefits of 
employment, these may depend on teens’ reasons for 
working, the types of jobs and quality of work they 
are involved in, how they use their earnings, their 
developmental histories, and the broader social 
context (Apel et al., 2007; Entwisle, Alexander, & 
Olson, 2005; Johnson, 2004; Lee & Staff, 2007; 
Leventhal, Graber, & Brooks-Gunn, 2001; Marsh, 
1991; Marsh & Kleitman, 2005; Newman, 1996).  
Substance use risks associated with spending long 
hours on the job, for example, are limited to non-
Hispanic White adolescents (Johnson, 2004; 
Bachman, Staff, O'Malley, & Freedman-Doan, 2013).  
In fact, research shows that at-risk youth seem to 
benefit the most from heavier investments in work 
during adolescence (Apel et al., 2007; Staff & 
Mortimer, 2007).  It is possible that the groups that 
secure the most benefit and face the least risk from 
employment may be those whose participation is in 
the greatest decline. 

Why might teenage employment rates fall? 
Given the dramatic increase in the unemployment 

rate in the United States overall, it would not be 
surprising if teenagers’ participation in work was 
reduced during the Great Recession.  In a recent 
working paper, Smith (2011) reports substantial 
declines in employment among 16-17 year olds 
during the Recession, but also that employment 
among this age group has been trending downward 
since the 1980s.  Reductions have occurred in 
employment for 16-17 year olds during each major 
recession since the 1980s without fully rebounding 
during recovery periods, and unemployment soared 
between 2007 and 2010 (Smith 2011).  Whether 



Jeremy Staff, Monica Kirkpatrick Johnson, Megan E. Patrick, John E. Schulenberg               The Great Recession… 

  176  

these declines characterize the experience of teens at 
other ages is not known.  Younger adolescents are 
often involved in more informal paid work (e.g., 
yardwork, babysitting) and work fewer hours, so that 
the recent economic downfall may have had less 
impact on younger teenagers.  

Several hypotheses have been offered to explain 
the declines in work participation among teenagers 
(see review by Smith, 2011).  Recent decades have 
seen the adult labor market increasingly divided 
between the “haves” and “have nots.”  While the 
earnings of those with college or graduate degrees 
have been steady or increasing, the earnings of those 
with less education—the vast majority of workers—
have eroded (Lemieux, 2006).  The manufacturing 
sector has continued to decline, pushing more and 
more workers into the service sector (Morris & 
Western, 1999).  It may be that teenagers who seek 
employment during the school year are experiencing 
greater competition for jobs with older workers—
both those in the normative employment years and 
also perhaps those who have delayed retirement.  
Rising immigration may be creating competition for 
jobs as well.  The proportion of adults who are 
immigrants, rose in the 1990s and 2000s, and the 
proportion of both immigrant and native adults in 
“teenage” jobs has increased (Smith, 2011). As 
“middle” skill level jobs disappear, older workers who 
were or would have been in these jobs are being 
pushed into low skill and low paying jobs.  Smith 
(2011) finds some support for the idea that adults are 
crowding teens out of the labor market, at least with 
respect to 16-17 year olds, suggesting that lower 
rates of youth employment are not entirely 
“voluntary.” 

 Economic changes associated with the Great 
Recession may have exacerbated these trends toward 
lower participation in employment among secondary 
students.  Massive job losses may have hit teenagers 
directly by downsizing or reduced hiring, but teens 
may also have been squeezed out even further as 
older displaced workers competed with them for the 
same jobs.  Job losses in the U.S. economy were 
initially concentrated in specific job sectors including 
construction and manufacturing, but eventually 
touched nearly all sectors (Goodman & Mance, 2011).   

Consistent with this crowding out argument and 
the evidence to date, we expect work participation to 

have declined, particularly in recession years.  
Working teenagers may also have had to cut back on 
hours, so we would expect the largest declines among 
high intensity workers. In addition, if adolescents are 
indeed being crowded out by adults, declines in 
employment may have occurred mostly among older 
teens, who are in more direct competition with adults 
for jobs.  We also expect to see stronger trends in the 
formal sector than in informal teenage jobs such as 
babysitting and yard work. 

Teenagers enrolled in secondary school may also 
be investing less in employment in order to focus on 
college admission, perhaps especially among those 
who do not plan to rely on their own work earnings to 
fund college tuition.  Adolescents’ educational 
expectations have risen substantially over the past 
several decades, especially among those from lower 
social classes (Goyette, 2008; Reynolds et al., 2006; 
Schneider & Stevenson, 1999).  College has been 
viewed by parents and adolescents alike as more 
necessary, as the wage premium of college degree 
attainment has risen.  In response, college enrollment 
has risen (Snyder, Tan & Hoffman, 2006).  As those 
teenagers who would have entered full-time work 
earlier in the past now set their sights on a college 
degree, investments in work may have changed.  For 
those not anticipating higher education, it may have 
been strategic to invest in human and social capital 
accumulation though employment during high school 
(Staff & Mortimer, 2007).  As that group has become 
smaller, the prevalence of employment overall may 
have declined.  College-bound youth may have 
shifted their time investments, spending their time 
instead in music lessons, sports, volunteer service, 
and academic pursuits that they anticipate will help 
with admission to their desired institutions of higher 
education.  Non-working youth, particularly girls, do 
spend a little more time on these kinds of educational 
activities than employed youth (Smith, 2011). 

Again, these trends may have been exacerbated 
by the Great Recession.  The salience of university 
degrees may have grown, as a strategy for bolstering 
one’s continued employability across the life course 
in more uncertain times.  Consistent with this 
argument, focusing on the supply of teenage workers, 
we again expect employment rates to have fallen 
during recession years, especially among high 
intensity workers.  In addition, this perspective leads 
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to the expectation that adolescents planning to 
complete college degrees will have reduced their 
employment more than those expecting to enter the 
labor force without such credentials.  If teenagers are 
manifesting a general disinclination to work, 
however, we would expect reduced employment to 
be evident across all ages of adolescence. 

The current study is designed to assess current 
trends in employment, as well as the average number 
of hours worked, among middle and high school 
students in the United States. We investigate the 
following research questions: 
1.  What were the trends in school-year employment 

among secondary students across the period 
immediately before, during, and after the Great 
Recession? 

2. Did these trends differ by key statuses including 
age, gender, socio-economic background (i.e. 
parent(s) education), and race/ethnicity? 

3. Were employment trends linked to teens’ 
educational goals? 

4. Was change concentrated in certain types of jobs 
available to youth? 

Methods 

The Monitoring the Future study 
Monitoring the Future (MTF) is an ongoing study 

of nationally-representative samples of middle and 
high school students in the US (Johnston et al., 2013). 
Each year, nationally representative samples of 8th, 
10th, and 12th graders from approximately 135 public 
and private high schools and 155 middle schools 
across the US are selected using three-stage 
probability sampling procedures. Students completed 
paper questionnaires during school hours. Details 
regarding data collection are available elsewhere 
(Bachman, Johnston, O’Malley, & Schulenberg, 2011). 

MTF is a school-based study.  Although the 
samples are nationally representative of adolescents 
in these grade levels, they are not necessarily 
representative of adolescents more broadly, which 
would include high school dropouts.  As US students 
are legally required to attend school until at least age 
16 (about 10th grade), drop-out rates are typically 
calculated among 16-24 year olds.  The dropout rate 
over the period between 2006 and 2011 remained 
under 10%, with a slight downward trend evident 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).  

Employment rates may be higher among dropouts; 
because dropout is more common among older 
teens, employment rates for the 12th grade sample in 
particular may underestimate overall employment 
rates at corresponding ages.  

The present analyses are based on data from 6 
recent MTF cohorts (from 2006 to 2011) of 8th grade 
(modal age 14), 10th grade (modal age 16) and 12th 
grade respondents (modal age 18). Combining the 
multiple cohorts and grades, and excluding 
respondents who did not have valid data on self-
reported employment, educational expectations, 
race/ethnicity, and parental education, reduced our 
sample size from 282,145 to 208,761 students. 
Approximately 4% of students had missing data 
regarding their school year employment, gender, and 
educational expectations. Just over 8% of students did 
not report their parents’ educational attainment, and 
almost 17% were either missing data or reported a 
race/ethnicity other than Hispanic, Non-Hispanic Black, 
or Non-Hispanic White. With the exception of Table 2 
(which was further limited to a random subset of 
employed youth who were asked questions regarding 
job type; n=74,484), all of the findings are based upon 
analyses of 208,761 students. Cases were weighted in 
all analyses to account for sampling design.     

Measures 
     Each year, 8th, 10th, and 12th graders reported in 
the Spring, whether they were employed at any point 
during the school year, and if so, the average hours 
per week they worked (ranging on a 8-point scale 
from “0” to “more than 30 hours” per week). Among 
employed youth, we distinguished those who were 
employed “intensively” (i.e., 21 or more hours per 
week) from those who worked moderately (i.e., less 
than 21 hours per week). Employed 8th and 10th 
graders, as well as a random subset of employed 12th 
grade youth, were then asked to report from a listing 
of job categories, the job that “comes closest to the 
kind of work you have done for pay.” The jobs were 
combined into five categories: (1) informal jobs 
(babysitting or lawn work); (2) restaurant jobs 
(including fast-food); (3) farm or agriculture; (4) 
office, clerical, or sales jobs; and (5) a residual 
category captured “other” and “odd” jobs. If students 
had multiple jobs, they were instructed to choose the 
one in which they worked the most hours.        
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Educational expectations indicated how likely 
respondents felt they were to graduate from a four-
year college (coded on a four-point scale from 
“definitely won’t” to “definitely will”). Given the 
steep increase in college ambitions in recent decades, 
we distinguished youth who “definitely will” graduate 
from college from the others (i.e., “Definitely won't”,” 
probably won't”, and “probably will”).  

We also considered whether trends in teenage 
employment varied by gender (coded 0=male; 
1=female), as well as parental education (coded 
0=high school degree or less, including those who 
attended college but did not graduate; 1=college 
degree or higher). The MTF data set also includes 
detailed measures of race/ethnicity. To assess 
variation in employment across the three largest 
racial/ethnic groups, we present results for 
respondents coded as: (1) Hispanic (Mexican 
American, Cuban American, Puerto Rican, or other 
Latin American); (2) Non-Hispanic Black; or (3) Non-
Hispanic White. Of the 208,761 respondents who had 
valid data on all measures, approximately 52% were 
female; 16% of respondents were Hispanic, 13% were 
non-Hispanic Black, and 71% were non-Hispanic 
White; 33% were in 8th grade, 35% were in 10th grade, 
and 32% were in 12th grade; 55% of respondents’ 
parent(s) had a college degree; and 64% of 
respondents expected that they would “definitely” 
graduate from college.      

Results 

The reduction in teenage employment during 
the Great Recession 

Figure 1 shows the percentage of 8th, 10th, and 12th 
grade students who did not work during the school 
year, as well as those who worked moderately (i.e., 
averaged 1-20 hours per week) and more intensively 
(i.e., more than 20 hours per week) from 2006 to 

2011. The cohorts are divided into three groups to 
assess employment rates in the years immediately 
before the Great Recession (i.e., 2006-2007 class 
cohorts), during the Great Recession (i.e., 2008-2009), 
and following the Great Recession (2010-2011). 
Figure 1 shows that employment rates declined 
during the Great Recession and its aftermath. For 
instance, in the years 2006 and 2007, 72% of 8th 
graders, 65% of 10th graders, and 27% of 12th graders 
did not work during the school year. In 2008 and 
2009, 75% of 8th graders, 70% of 10th graders, and 
33% of 12th graders did not work during the school 
year. The greatest changes occurred among 12th 
graders and the smallest among 8th graders. The 
percentage of non-working students continued to rise 
through the 2010-2011 period.  Approximately 78% of 
8th graders, 75% of 10th graders, and 40% of 12th 
graders in the 2010 and 2011 surveys were not 
currently employed and had not worked during the 
school year. The results suggest that teenagers have 
not returned to the workplace despite the recession’s 
official end in 2009.   

The loss of employment has been particularly high 
among 12th graders who work intensively. For 
instance, before the recession, 28% of 12th graders 
spent more than 21 hours per week working during 
the school year. By 2011, only 17% of 12th graders 
worked intensively. In contrast, the percentage of 
12th graders who worked moderately remained 
virtually unchanged (i.e., 45% in 2006 and 2007; 45% 
in 2008 and 2009; and 43% in 2010 and 2011).  
Among 10th graders, the decline in employment from 
2006/2007 to 2010/2011 was more evenly distributed 
among moderate and intensive workers (the 
percentage employed intensively declined from 6% to 
3%; moderate work declined from approximately 29% 
to 22%).  
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Who is leaving? 

     Research has long shown that racial minorities and 
youth from disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e., their 
parent(s) have low educational attainment, earnings, 
and household income) are less likely to hold jobs in 
adolescence than white youth and those from 
advantaged backgrounds.  Since some population 
subgroups are more vulnerable to economic 
downturns than others, we are particularly interested 
in whether the Great Recession, as well as other 
economic changes, has altered gaps between 
population groups in rates of teenage employment. In 
Figure 2, we first show trends from 2006 to 2011 in 
the percentage of girls and boys (combining 8th, 10th, 
and 12th graders) who reported working zero hours 
during the school year, as well as those employed 
moderately and intensively. In all years since 2006,

 
boys are more likely to be working than girls. Despite 
the high job loss among adult men in the United 
States during the Great Recession, the percentage of 
boys employed during the school years has remained 
approximately 4 to 5% higher than girls. In unlisted 
analyses, we found that this gender disparity in 
employment was most evident during the 8th and 10th 
grades of high school.  By 12th grade girls were slightly 
more likely to be employed than boys. Nevertheless, 
the gender disparity in teenage employment appears 
similar before, during, and after the Great Recession. 
Returning to Figure 2, we see little evidence that the 
overall decline in intensive and moderate 
employment varied by gender. From 2006 to 2011, 
girls and boys experienced similar drops in the 
number of hours worked during the school year.
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Figure 3 shows work hour trends during the school 
year from 2006 to 2011 separately for youth whose 
parents have some college education and those who 
do not. Before the Recession (2006-2007), as well as 
during the Recession (2008-2009), youth whose 
parent(s) had higher levels of education were only 
slightly more likely to be not working compared to 
youth from families with lower levels of education. In

 the years following the Great Recession (2010-2011), 
this slight difference in the percentage of non-
working youth had essentially disappeared (64.8% 
compared to 64.3%). From 2006 to 2011, the 
percentage of youth employed intensively in families 
with lower education declined by 6%, compared to a 
3% decline among youth in more advantaged 
families. 
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     We conducted similar analyses in employment for 
Hispanic, non-Hispanic Black, and non-Hispanic White 
youth (these trends are shown in Figure 4). At all years, 
Black and Hispanic youth are much less likely to be in the 
labor force than Whites. By 2010-2011, for instance, 62% 
of White youth were not working during the school year, 
compared to 70% of Hispanics and 72% of Blacks. Though 
less likely to be employed, at all years the percentage of 
Blacks and Hispanics employed intensively is higher than 
the percentage of whites employed intensively.   
     As mentioned in the introduction, one possible reason 
for the decline in youth employment concerns greater 
desire to attend college and greater competition to gain 
entry and scholarships into top colleges. That is, the 
strong desire for college would translate into more time 
devoted to preparing for college and less to working. 

Thus, we compared work hours between those with and 
without an especially strong desire to graduate from a 
four-year college. As shown in Figure 5, although it was 
the case that those with a strong desire to graduate from 
a four-year college had higher non-working rates than 
those without, this difference was not greater in the 
years before, during, or following the Great Recession. 
However, the trends reveal a slightly steeper decline over 
time in intensive work among those who have more 
desire to graduate from college than among those with 
less desire. In 2006 and 2007, for instance, 15% of youth 
with lower expectations worked intensively, compared to 
9% who had stronger college expectations. By 2010-2011, 
only 9% of youth with low expectations had worked 
intensively, whereas 6% of youth with high expectations 
worked more than 20 hours per week.  
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Overall, the figures provide some evidence that the 
decline in employment appears to have been highest 
among intensive workers. To more fully address this 
possibility, we estimated a multinomial logistic regression 
model including all recent MTF cohorts from 2006 to 
2011 (208,761 students) to assess the impact of grade 
level, gender, race/ethnicity, parent(s) education, and 
educational expectations on the odds of working 0 hours 
(i.e., not being employed during the school year), working 
1-20 hours per week, or working more than 20 hours per 
week. Table 1 shows odds ratios and 95% confidence 
intervals for all comparisons of the outcome variable 
(sample size = 208, 761 respondents). As shown in the 
first column (which contrasts not working from moderate 
working), the odds of not working versus moderately 
working (i.e., 1-20 hours per week) are 19% higher for 

girls than boys, controlling for the other covariates. The 
odds of not working versus moderately working are 89% 
and 60% higher for Hispanic and Black youth, 
respectively, than for white youth. Results also show that 
compared to 12th graders, 10th and especially 8th graders 
are more likely to be not working during the school year.  
Youth whose parent(s) completed a post-secondary 
degree were slightly less likely to work during the school 
year, as were youth who definitely expected to graduate 
from college. Beyond these socio-demographic 
differences overall, the multivariate analyses document 
the recent decline in youth employment. For instance, 
the odds of not working, compared to working 
moderately, are 42% higher from 2010 to 2011 compared 
to just five years earlier. 
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In columns 2 and 3, which contrast intensive workers 
with those employed moderately or not at all, 
respectively, we see that recent cohorts of teenagers 
are significantly less likely to spend long hours 
working. Compared to 2006-2007, youth in 2010-
2011 were 35% and 54% less likely to work intensively 
than moderate and non-workers, respectively. The 
results also suggest that employed Blacks and 
Hispanics were more likely than whites to average 
more than 20 hours per week on the job, though they 
were less likely than whites to be employed (either 
intensively or moderately). Furthermore, although 
youth who held high college expectations and whose 
parents had relatively high levels of education were 
less likely to be employed, they were more likely to 
limit their hours of work during the school year. Boys 
and youth in younger grades were less likely to be 

employed than girls and older youth, but when they 
did work they were more likely to spend long hours 
on the job.     
     To test whether the effects of these predictor 
variables have recently changed, in models (not 
shown here but available from the authors upon 
request) we estimated separate models for the 
cohorts before, during, and after the Great Recession, 
and then used z-tests to assess the equality of the 
estimates. We found little evidence that the 
associations between work hours and gender, 
parent(s) education, race/ethnicity, and educational 
expectations varied over the six year period. We did 
find that the association between grade level and 
employment has varied somewhat across cohorts, 
consistent with our discussion of Figure 1. Differences 
in school year employment by grade level have 

OR OR OR 

Girl (vs. boy) 1.19 [ 1.16 , 1.22 ] 0.88 [ 0.85 , 0.92 ] 0.74 [ 0.71 , 0.77 ] 

Race/ethnicity 

White 

Black 1.89 [ 1.82 , 1.96 ] 1.73 [ 1.63 , 1.83 ] 0.92 [ 0.87 , 0.97 ] 

Hispanic 1.60 [ 1.54 , 1.66 ] 1.41 [ 1.33 , 1.49 ] 0.88 [ 0.83 , 0.93 ] 

Grade 

8th graders (ages 13-14) 4.42 [ 4.29 , 4.56 ] 0.15 [ 0.14 , 0.17 ] 0.03 [ 0.03 , 0.04 ] 

10th graders (ages 15-16) 3.84 [ 3.74 , 3.95 ] 0.37 [ 0.36 , 0.39 ] 0.10 [ 0.09 , 0.10 ] 

12th graders (ages 17-18) 

Parent(s) highest education 

0.95 [ 0.93 , 0.98 ] 0.64 [ 0.61 , 0.67 ] 0.67 [ 0.64 , 0.70 ] 

Educational expectations 

High expectations (vs lower) 0.96 [ 0.94 , 0.99 ] 0.69 [ 0.67 , 0.72 ] 0.72 [ 0.69 , 0.75 ] 

Cohort 

2006-2007 

2008-2009 1.16 [ 1.12 , 1.19 ] 0.83 [ 0.79 , 0.87 ] 0.72 [ 0.69 , 0.75 ] 

2010-2011 1.42 [ 1.38 , 1.46 ] 0.65 [ 0.62 , 0.69 ] 0.46 [ 0.44 , 0.48 ] 

Sample size=208,761 

Pseudo R2=.11 

95% CI 

       Table 1. Odds ratios and 95% confidence intervals from a multinomial logistic regression model 
predicting work intensity during the school year for recent MTF class cohorts ohorts 
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converged in recent years, primarily due to the 
increase in 10th and 12th graders who are no longer 
working during the school year.     

What jobs have seen change? 
     An additional explanation regarding why teenage 
employment has declined in recent years, as 
discussed earlier, is the increasing competition from 
adult workers. If this competition hypothesis were 
true, we would expect to see youth leaving jobs that 
offer more opportunities for skill development, and 
moving more into typical teenage jobs.  We find some 
evidence in support of this conjecture. Table 2 shows 
changes in the types of jobs acquired by 8th, 10th, and 
12th graders from 2006 to 2011. Compared to the 8th 

graders, rates of employment in informal jobs (i.e., 
babysitting, yard work, etc.) are lower by the 12th and 
10th grades, but informal work has increased in 
prevalence for all grades. For instance, 70% of 8th 
graders, 57% of 10th graders, and 16% of 12th graders 
in 2010-2011 worked in an informal job, percentages 
that were one to nine points higher than in 2006-
2007. Compared to the pre-recession period, 
secondary students in 2010-2011 were less likely to 
be employed as store clerks or salespersons or in 
office or clerical jobs (dropping from 29% to 24% for 
12th graders and from 9% to 6% for 10th graders). 
Tenth graders are also less likely to be employed in 
restaurants (dropping from 15% to 9%). 

 

 
Discussion 

We set out to consider the extent to which US 
teenage employment changed during the Great 
Recession, and how these changes were moderated by 
socio-demographics, by student educational goals, and 
by type of job. What we found is that work during the 
school year is disappearing among 8th, 10th, and 12th 
grade students in the United States. Only 20 years ago, 
3 out of 4 of the nation's high school seniors worked 
during the school year, as did approximately 40% of 8th 
and 10th graders (Staff et al., forthcoming). Today, the 
corresponding rates are 60% and 25%, respectively. 
The percentage of non-working secondary students 
clearly climbed during the Great Recession, just as it 
did for adults (Grusky et al., 2011). But what is 
especially notable is that teenagers today do not seem 
to be returning to the labor market, despite the official 
end of the economic recession in 2009. 

Why are teenagers not returning to the labor 
market in these better economic times? As we 
reviewed in the introduction, Smith (2011) offered 
several reasons why teenagers could be leaving work. 
One reason is that youth, often the last hired and the 
first fired, are increasingly being squeezed out of the 
labor market due to increased competition from 
adults, who typically have more experience and are 
viewed as more dependable and trustworthy by 
employers. The concentration of employment declines 
at older ages in adolescence, and of working longer 
hours, are consistent with this crowding-out ex-
planation.  Our analysis indicates the loss of 
employment was most concentrated among 12th 
graders working more than 20 hours per week.  In our 
analyses, we also found that teenagers in recent years 
are less likely to be in the semi-skilled jobs that would 
be more attractive to adults, such as working in sales, 
as a clerk, or in an office, and are more likely to be in 
the more informal type jobs (such as babysitting or 

                       Table 2. Types of jobs secondary students are holding from 2006 to 2011 by grade 

2006-2007 2008-2009 2010-2011 2006-2007 2008-2009 2010-2011 2006-2007 2008-2009 2010-2011 

Informal 69% 69% 70% 48% 51% 57% 13% 13% 16% 

Restaurant 3% 4% 3% 15% 15% 9% 30% 33% 32% 

Farm or agriculture 4% 5% 6% 5% 5% 5% 3% 3% 3% 

Office, clerical, or sales 2% 2% 2% 9% 7% 6% 29% 27% 24% 

Other 21% 20% 19% 24% 22% 23% 25% 24% 25% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Sample size = 74,484 

8th graders 10th graders 12th graders 
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mowing lawns), typically filled by adolescents. 
Although these changes may suggest that adolescents 
are drifting more toward typical "teen-jobs" and away 
from typical "adult-jobs," it may also be true that store 
clerk jobs are less common, given the decline in brick-
and-mortar stores, the increase in self-service check-
out, and the overall drop in retail trade during the 
Great Recession (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012).  

We find less support for the notion that youth are 
leaving the labor market due to supply-side factors. For 
instance, the well-documented increase in college 
ambitions does not appear to be driving youth away 
from paid work. As we show here, youth with 
especially high educational expectations are not 
leaving work at appreciably higher rates than youth 
with lower expectations. In fact, the reduction in 
working intensively is steeper among those with lower 
educational expectations.  Moreover, we see only 
small differences in recent employment trends among 
youth who have highly educated parents (who are the 
most likely to attend and graduate from college) and 
those who do not.  These trends suggest that rising 
ambitions and educational policies designed to 
improve learning and keep youth in school are not 
necessarily driving the decline in youth work.  

These employment trends will be considered 
problematic or offering relief to scholars and policy 
makers, depending on their position in the ongoing 
debates about the consequences of employment.  Our 
analyses do not contribute to this debate directly, 
however they do provide important context.  Intensive 
employment of working 20 or more hours per week, 
which tends to be the most controversial, is declining 
more than moderate employment.  In addition, gaps in 
employment and work intensity, along with important 
status characteristics including gender, race/ethnicity 
and socio-economic background, have not changed 
with the overall pull-back from employment.  These 
gaps have not narrowed, but neither have they been 
exacerbated. 

An important question is what else young people 
are doing with their time, as working rates are 
declining. Are these alternatives for time-use any more 
or less beneficial in terms of developmental, health, 
and educational outcomes? To the extent that youth 
are interning or volunteering, providing community 
service, or getting more involved in extra-curricular 

and academic activities, this would suggest less reason 
for worry. In contrast, to the extent that youth are 
spending more time in unproductive activities and 
settings, yielding little benefit in terms of human 
capital development, then the decline in work 
becomes more worrisome. It is even more problematic 
if youth are using their increased discretionary time to 
engage in unsupervised leisure activities that engender 
trouble-making and deviance.  Thus it would be 
desirable for future research to address trends in time 
use among teenagers. 

In addition, cross-national comparative research is 
needed.  In this research, we focused on school year 
employment trends in the United States among 8th, 
10th, and 12th grade students. Worldwide there has 
been a decline in adolescent and child labor, and 
future research should assess the factors driving these 
changes in other countries, especially in developing 
economies (Staff et al., forthcoming). Future research 
should use longitudinal data and more sophisticated 
methodologies to control for the many plausible 
supply and demand side factors, as well as pre-existing 
and unobserved influences, driving these trends in 
teenage employment.  For instance, what influence do 
statewide changes in graduation requirements and 
legislation aimed at child labor have on youth 
employment? How have recent changes in parental 
employment impacted the labor market participation 
of their children?  These are important questions for 
future research. Research should also chart changes in 
the quality of youth employment. Here we showed 
recent shifts in job type among teenagers, but research 
has not assessed whether learning and vocational 
development opportunities have also diminished in 
recent years. Perhaps many youth are not working 
because the jobs available to them have little career 
relevance and lack potential for skill development.     

In summary, it is clear that youth employment in 
the United States declined during the years of the 
Great Recession and its aftermath. For many 
teenagers, these early employment experiences can 
have a powerful influence in the life course. 
Understanding the long-term developmental, 
educational, vocational, and social implications of this 
broad departure from youth work will be a focus of our 
future research endeavors.     
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In the first decade of the 21st century, youth 
transition research in Europe (Buchmann & Kriesi, 
2011) and in North America (Crosnoe & Johnson, 
2011) made a great leap forward.  This progress is 
largely attributable to continuing panel studies and 
advances in data analysis, but also to the pressing 
need to understand the dramatic changes in labour 
markets and the rising costs of education in the UK 
and USA, that impact families and their offspring’s 
transition to adulthood. In the fall of 2013, 7.8% of 
15-24 year olds were unemployed in Germany, 15% 
in the USA (16-24), and 20% in Great Britain.  The 
situation was much worse in Portugal with 36.5%, 
and in Spain with 57% of young people 
unemployed.  

The papers in this Special Section study the 
effects of the Great Recession on youth transitions 
in three countries, by analysing longitudinal data 
and asking the following questions:  

 

What are the effects of changing labour markets on 
employment opportunities of young people?  

Did youth, who were confronted with economic 
hardship in their families and more demanding 
educational pathways as well as employment 
risks, lower their aspirations and adjust their 
educational and job expectations?  

Does social class background become more 
consequential for growing up in poverty and for 
poverty risks in young adulthood?   

To what extent are contemporary adolescents’ and 
young adults’ ambitions affected by their 
parents’ employment history and their changing 
economic conditions; do they rewrite their life 
scripts and alter their plans for the future?  

Do changing economic circumstances intervene in 
young people’s identity development when they 
lack resources for investing in their futures?  
 
While the focus here is on individuals and 

families, to fully understand the effects of the Great 

Recession on youth transitions one must consider 
social policy arrangements at the macro-societal 
level - the manner in which societies respond to the 
economic hardships of their citizens. Systematic 
comparative analysis, focusing on institutions and 
social pathways, is sorely needed.  

Due to economic globalization and the financial 
crisis, a climate of uncertainty in regard to future 
life paths has been spreading (Blossfeld, Klijzing, 
Mills, and Kurz, 2005; Heinz, 2009) in the last 
decade. In their review of youth studies, Buchmann 
and Kriesi (2011, 491) drew a sober conclusion: 
“Anxiety about the future, low life satisfaction, and 
uncertain employment prospects have been shown 
to lead to postponement or forgoing of child 
bearing plans and to affect educational decisions.”  

Young people who have to navigate their 
multiple transitions to adulthood are confronted 
with rising skill demands in highly competitive 
education and employment markets. This is a 
competition in which youth from disadvantaged 
families have few chances to succeed, or even 
participate, without parents who stress high 
educational aspirations and promote self-
confidence, as the papers in this issue show. 
However, in addition to good parenting, families at 
risk need material and social resources for 
preparing their children to become self-reliant 
agents of their multiple transitions, by directing and 
accompanying them towards promising pathways.  

It is an often repeated insight, a truism by now, 
that structured opportunities and constraints, as 
well as individual motivation and competence, 
determine the outcomes of transitions. Moreover, 
micro-social factors, actors’ social and psychological 
characteristics and their family backgrounds, play a 
crucial role in transitions, as individuals encounter 
the institutions and the social policy regimes that 
structure education and labour markets and define 
the responsibility of families. 

mailto:walter.r.heinz@web.de
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It is quite a challenge to study transitions as a 
process in a theoretical framework that takes into 
account more than one dimension of the life course 
and the interaction of social structure, markets, 
institutions and individual actors across time. For 
example, the timing of leaving home varies by 
country and by gender and has become a reversible 
status passage with diverse destinations – studying, 
looking for work, employment and unemployment 
episodes,  cohabiting, and forming a family. And, 
youth unemployment rates vary by country and 
within countries as well as by the vocational and 
academic pathways of graduates. For explaining 
such differences, educational pathways, family 
resources, labour markets, and public policy on the 
one hand, and young people’s abilities, aspirations 
and orientations on the other hand, must be related 
to each other, as direct and indirect determinants 
of transition outcomes. 

The complexity of analysing transitions across 
the life course was aptly characterized  recently by  
Crosnoe and Johnson (2011, 440) when they called: 
“lives as a tapestry of three threads – 
developmental trajectories, social pathways, and 
social convoys – situated in settings of daily life, 
larger structures of society, and the broader sweep 
of history.”  

Youth research in a life course framework 
examines how life conceptions and future plans are 
transmitted by parents and how they affect the 
transition to adulthood. The contextual approach 
adds to the analysis the impacts of the structure of 
social inequality, family resources, and the 
accessibility of social pathways on the outcome of 
transitions. 

In all three countries, educational expectations 
are rising: staying-on in the UK; entering the post-
secondary tracks after high school in the USA, 
including enrollment in community colleges and 
four year colleges; and in Germany, university 
entrance, “dual studies,” or vocational education 
and training (VET). But, aspirations tend to be 
higher than actual attainment; many young adults 
are dropping out because of financial pressures and 
return to college in evening classes. Since school 
and training pathways and transfer options vary by 
the respective educational cultures and labour 
market regulations that interact with institutional 
arrangements, young people are confronted with 
different transition regimes. 

Given diverse institutional arrangements and 
changing opportunity structures, it is becoming 
essential that parents provide material and 
emotional support beyond adolescence and 
attempt to assist their children in negotiating the 
process of growing up, together with the influence 
of siblings, friends, and peer groups.  There are no 
solo transitions; instead they are embedded in 
social convoys, overlapping relationships, and 
sometimes competing attachments.  

Parental education and employment histories 
are reflected in their world views and socialization 
practices and shape their responses to changing 
economic circumstances and sudden income loss 
due to unemployment. As shown in many years of 
socialization research and more recently by Lareau 
(2004) for example, it is mainly middle-class parents 
who provide activity spaces and opportunities that 
promote their offspring’s cognitive and social 
competencies which are useful for navigating 
pathways and dealing with institutions. It is likely 
that this parenting style transmits a social-class 
based portfolio of ambitions and self-efficacy that 
creates long-term advantages for the life course. 

The four papers cover a lot of ground concerning 
the transition of young people in a period of 
economic uncertainty and rising unemployment.  
Key overarching questions connect the papers: how 
do the consequences of unemployment and 
poverty extend, via family life, to the next 
generation? To what extent do ambitions and 
achievement orientations mediate the impact of 
economic hardship and disadvantage on the future 
planning of young people? 

The inter-generational transmission of individual 
orientations and structural locations, with a focus 
on poverty risks, is a central theme. These papers 
invite the reader to compare the impacts of the 
Great Recession on the socialization and life 
chances of youth in the UK, USA, and Germany, 
illuminated by sophisticated modelling of 
longitudinal data on transitions and outcomes. 

First, let us look at the restructuring of 
opportunities in the school-employment nexus: in 
all three societies, changes in school-to-work 
pathways and post-secondary education occurred 
before the onset of the Great Recession; the 
‘vanishing youth labour market’ and the expansion 
of higher education have greatly affected the timing 
and duration of transitions. 
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The nationally representative “Monitoring the 
Future Study” provides data that document how 
teenage employment has been declining in the USA 
since 2006 and during the period of the Great 
Recession. Staff, Johnson, Patrick and Schulenberg 
(this issue) show with six cohorts of 8th, 10th, and 
12th graders that the reduction of part-time jobs 
(which used to be largely teenage-jobs) in the USA 
has reduced students’ chances to gain work 
experience that contributes to their vocational 
development and to build connections with 
potential employers (for consideration of the 
meaning of work for growing up in America, see 
Mortimer, 2003). Self-reported employment 
experiences of youth in the age group between 13 
and 18 documented that they tended to obtain 
more or less informal jobs in restaurants, farming, 
offices, or retail sales, instead of working in 
manufacturing and construction industries. 

These changes in school-to-work pathways 
result from the rising learning demands in high 
school and rising ambitions to go to college on the 
one side, and changing employers’ preferences for 
adult workers, who want to escape from 
unemployment, on the other. 

Staff et al ask whether minority adolescents are 
more affected than whites and whether social class 
and gender matter? The decline of jobs especially 
hurts those adolescents who are weary of school 
and drop-outs, and thus young people at risk, 
because work experiences tend to stabilize their 
transition to adulthood, providing an alternative to 
hanging around in shopping malls and deviant 
behaviour.  

This study suggests that young people did not 
withdraw from jobs voluntarily; instead, 
contemporary youth cannot find employment 
anymore that can easily be combined with school. 
The teens at the end of high school are competing 
with adults who are looking for work. US youth are 
not really leaving the job market, they are rather 
squeezed out by employers’ changing preferences 
for temporary adult workers. Staff et al conclude 
that there is no decline of interest in work among 
high school students in the past 30 years; 
moreover, those who do find work are employed in 
informal instead of semi-skilled jobs. The desire to 
find some employment persists despite the trend 
toward higher education. 

Thus, for a growing number of high school 
students in the United States, anticipating college 

overrides the preparation for employment.  In 
contrast, German high level school (“Gymnasium”) 
graduates are increasingly diversifying their 
pathways: most pursue the traditional university 
pathway, while others embark on vocational 
education and training (VET) or enter the new 
pathway of “dual studies” that combines the BA 
with an occupational certificate, a joint venture of 
employers and colleges.  Staff et al (this issue, p. 
176) conclude: “The salience of educational degrees 
may have also grown, as a strategy for bolstering 
one’s continued employability across the life course 
in more uncertain times.”  

Did the Great Recession reinforce changes in the 
transition process that resulted from ongoing 
demographic transformation, labour market shifts 
to service jobs, and the trend toward post-
secondary education? Teenage employment 
declined further during this period and fewer 
students had jobs after the official end of the Great 
Recession. 

Surprisingly, parents’ education did not matter 
in regard to the teenagers’ employment rate, a 
finding that contradicts the assumption that 
adolescents look for work because of economic 
incentives. They rather regard this activity as a 
component of their transition. The lack of jobs, 
however, hurts the young people from 
disadvantaged families and neighbourhoods who 
need an occupational perspective, social skills and 
contacts from teenage work. 

This is becoming a serious issue for life course 
policy reforms, which must focus on mentoring 
students and connecting schools with the local job 
market. 

Turning to the German experience, the living 
circumstances for a growing number of young 
people have declined in recent years despite that 
country’s successful coping with the consequences 
of the Great Recession. Economic growth, driven 
more by export than consumption, and a low 
unemployment rate could not narrow the gap 
between the well-to-do and the lower class that has 
been deepening in Germany since the beginning of 
this century. There is employment growth, 
however, with an expanding low-wage sector and 
temporary employment. As Groh-Samberg and 
Voges (this issue) document, based on the German 
Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP), children and 
youth growing up in low income families and those 
receiving public assistance are highly vulnerable. 
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Focusing on the social class structure of Germany, 
they analysed the causes and consequences of 
youth poverty in a life course framework. SOEP 
household panel data are used to answer two 
questions: first, the extent to which parents support 
their children when leaving home; second, life 
course consequences of growing up in a poor 
family. There are different mechanisms of parental 
support, depending on the transition requirements 
and the families’ capacities. Which ones are used? 

This study is remarkable, as it offers a wide 
window of observation - the data cover the period 
from 1995 to 2011, the official end of the Great 
Recession, and it maps transitions in three main life 
course spheres, family formation, educational 
attainment, and labour market allocation. 

Instead of regarding young people as self-
supporting actors, the authors present a novel 
approach to estimating youth poverty. By taking 
into account the income of the family of origin, the 
rate of young people’s poverty is reduced 
substantially. Thus, the determination of parents’ 
support (transferred income) is based on the 
concept of independent, but financially linked 
households (“virtual family reunification”). 

Age groups are differentially affected: 
adolescents between ages 15 and 19, most of them 
still living at home, have the highest risk of poverty.  
Poverty risk is also high for young adults (age 26-30) 
who are struggling for an independent living 
arrangement in the labour and housing markets. An 
explanation is indicated, as the rates of leaving 
home differ by social class: youth from poor and 
rich families leave earlier, though for different 
reasons, than from middle class households.   

There is a long-term trend of increasing social 
disparity in Germany, a spread of disadvantage in 
the risk zone of the working poor. The poverty rate 
increased during the Great Recession as recent 
figures (WZB “Social Report” 2013) document from 
2007 (15. 2%) to 16.1% in 2011. The age groups 
between 18 and 24 and between 55 and 64 years 
are confronted with a higher risk of poverty, with 
19% and 20.3%, respectively, than the middle age 
groups. There are vast regional differences; 
migrants and young people living in East German 
regions are more affected because of a depressed 
labour market. 

Is youth poverty a prelude to a disadvantaged 
adulthood? Results suggest that the earlier stages 
of the life course have profound consequences later 

in life. As Groh-Samberg and Voges show, social 
background, measured by parental education, 
became more important as a source of poverty in 
young adulthood. This is an interesting result: The 
transition to an independent way of life seems to 
initially weaken the impact of social origin, but 
social class effects are returning when 
independence is reached. My guess is that the 
institutionalized transition pathways in Germany 
provide a temporary stability but then deliver their 
graduates into a stratified occupational market.  

Since we do not know enough about the social 
mechanism of the inter-generational transmission 
of poverty, we must speculate whether there is a 
new culture of poverty (Valentine, 1968) or of 
worklessness (Shildrick, MacDonld, Furlong, Roden, 
and Crow2012) or even a new social class of the 
precariat (Standing, 2011) emerging, driven by the 
lack of secure employment and a decline of 
achievement orientations, when the number of 
neighbourhoods with families who raise their 
children in a context of economic hardship from 
generation to generation is increasing.   

This issue is taken up at least in part by Schoon’s 
paper (this issue). There were over one million 
workless households with dependent children in 
the UK in 2011. Does growing up in a jobless family 
extend its influence into volatile educational 
attainment and precarious employment, which 
result in becoming a client of the social security 
system? Previous research shows that sons of 
fathers who were jobless in their childhood were 
over twice as likely to have workless spells 
themselves. Therefore, it is important to find out 
how unemployed parents are communicating this 
situation to their children. Does their experience 
influence the way young people see their own 
futures, do they continue with high achievement 
orientations or do their financial restrictions block 
initiative and aspirations? 

Schoon’s analysis uses data from the 
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England 
(LSYPE), a large sample of more than 10,000 
respondents. She illuminates the process by which 
young people carry the experience of parental job 
loss into the precarious pathway of NEET (Not in 
Education, Employment or Training), with special 
attention to gender differences. The study is set in 
the theoretical framework of a “developmental-
contextual perspective” with a focus on the 
mediating role of educational aspirations and 
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expectations. Schoon asks, to what extent do 
ambitions remain alive in disadvantaged living 
circumstances and economic uncertainty and how 
do they moderate the effects of parental 
worklessness?  

In view of the dramatic increase in the 
unemployment rate among 16-24 year olds to 20% 
in England, we must consider the reasons for being 
(stuck) in NEET and the ways to get out of this 
predicament. Does NEET become a temporary 
pathway in the transition to adulthood for school-
leavers who live in a workless household? 

 Schoon also examines whether the child’s 
agency (educational optimism and expectation to 
enter higher education) mediates and moderates 
the consequences of parental worklessness for their 
own employment in young adulthood. The 
assumption derived from status attainment 
literature is a strong one: optimism toward the 
future and educational aspirations are pro-active 
resources that may reduce the detrimental effects 
of parental social and economic hardship on the 
young person’s transition. 

However, when confounding factors are 
introduced, like the parent’s education, living 
circumstances, household composition, and socio-
geographic area (as measured by the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation), the effect of parental 
worklessness on NEET status diminishes. 
Furthermore, among young people with ethnic 
minority background, the accumulation of 
disadvantage and of risk factors can be moderated 
by high educational aspirations. This result may 
apply primarily to second-generation Asian 
immigrants, but ethnic background was not 
differentiated. 

The study also analyses the duration of parental 
unemployment and of being NEET (between ages 
16 and 20). Three family employment patterns are 
distinguished - parents who are continuously 
working; temporary jobless; and persistently jobless.  

Between 2004 and 2006, i.e. before the onset of 
the Great Recession, 10% of the young people lived 
in a persistent jobless family, and 5% in a context 
determined by temporary worklessness; there were 
no gender differences. The young people were 
characterised by ethnic background, school 
performance at age 11, and achievement 
orientation. 

As shown in models 1 and 2 (Tables 2 and 3), the 
association between parental worklessness and 

young people’s achievement orientation can largely 
be explained by the families’ socio-demographic 
characteristics. A closer look, however, suggests 
interaction effects, as young people’s individual 
characteristics matter (model 4, Tables 2 and 3), 
too: young men and women from persistently and 
temporarily workless families do not benefit as 
much from high levels of prior educational 
achievement as do those from stable working 
families.  

In regard to NEET, the association between 
family worklessness and NEET is largely due to the 
families’ social and economic circumstances for 
boys and girls. Schoon’s Model 4 (Tables 4 and 5) 
indicates that the risk of offspring NEET in a 
persistently workless family is reduced when the 
young person has a high level of achievement 
orientation, though the risk factors of single 
parenthood (for males only), rented 
accommodation, and area of multiple deprivation 
matter too. 

Worklessness alone does not seem to explain 
why young people are trapped in NEET and its 
duration; instead, the level of parental education, 
lack of home ownership, large family size, single 
parenthood, and living in an area with multiple 
sources of deprivation are driving factors. The 
neighbourhood seems to have an important effect 
on becoming NEET, maybe because the peers share 
disappointing school experiences and potential 
employers read the  area’s reputation with a 
concentration of high risk youth as a negative 
signal.  School attainment, the intention to stay-on, 
and ethnic minority status reduce the risk of being 
long-term NEET.  

An encouraging result is that most of the 
adolescents in workless families want to stay on an 
educational pathway (75% boys, 91% girls); 
however, the proportion aiming for university drops 
to 42% for males and 58% for females, compared to 
61% of boys and 72% of girls who live in a working 
family. A recent British study, based on the LSYPE 
(Micklewright & Anders, 2013) confirms this result: 
20% of students who were good in school at age 11 
did not apply to university by age 20. A strong social 
class effect was observed:  only 66% of able 
children of less advantaged families, but 85% from 
the more advantaged homes applied. 

Unfortunately, Schoon’s analysis does not 
extend into the period effects of the Great 
Recession on the youth’s achievement orientation. 
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Moving on to the USA, Mortimer, Zhang, 
Hussemann and Wu (this issue)  analysed how 
children’s achievement orientations are affected by 
economic hardship in their family in the period of 
the Great Recession, based on the longitudinal 
Youth Development Study (YDS).  The YDS began 
in1988, when 14-15 year olds were contacted for 
the first time; they were followed through the 
transition to adulthood, and in 2008, their children 
too became part of the study.  In this unique inter-
generational study, 345 available parent-child pairs 
were reduced to a sample of pairs who completed 
surveys in 2009 and 2011, when the parents were 
37 and 38 years old and their children 11 years and 
older.  

The theoretical approach is a fine-grained social 
psychological model of status attainment, assuming 
that the sense of economic efficacy and educational 
and work-related plans are affected by changing 
economic circumstances. Following Elder’s (1974) 
“Children of the Great Depression tradition, the 
authors ask how the economic hardship of the 
Great Recession” has impacted children’s plans for 
the future. 

The results are consistent with the UK study: 
achievement orientations of adolescents who are 
growing up in families with low education and 
unemployment experiences are more strongly 
affected by declining economic conditions, with 
boys more vulnerable than girls. 

Mortimer et al focused on the children’s sense 
of economic efficacy and educational aspirations 
and examined their association with household 
income in 2011. They also investigated the impacts 
of changing (declining) family economic resources 
between 2009 and 2011 on children’s efficacy and 
aspirations.  Are parent’s unemployment history, 
their achievement orientations and educational 
attainment related to the way the children dealt 
with hardship?  

Mortimer et al highlight, as a main result of their 
study, that the parents’ efficacy when they were 
adolescents themselves is reflected in their 
children’s economic efficacy. This inter-generational 
transmission of achievement orientation is also 
visible in the way changes in household income 
affected change in children’s efficacy.  Moreover, 
parents with at least a BA, stress education and 
guide their kids toward an academic pathway. They 
seem “to encourage their children in ways that spill 
over to their children’s confidence in a manner that 

is protective, irrespective of the immediate 
economic situation of the family” (Mortimer et al, 
this issue, p.122). 

Four potential moderators of the effects of 
family hardship were examined: 

Parental work/employment career stability (52% 
were not jobless from 1997 to 2007; 24% were 
unemployed more than one month per year); the 
meaning of achievement in the family; children’s 
gender (55% female), and age (mean age 15.8). 

The potential effects of experiencing hardship 
are discussed at the family and the individual level. 
Adaptive response to economic woes may trigger 
new skills and forward looking ideas, and the family 
may have found strategies of coming to terms with 
less money that absorb the shock effects on the 
children. If families have prior experience of cutting 
back, then they are better prepared to meet the 
consequences of the Great Recession.  Such prior 
experience is indicated by the parent’s long-term 
employment history since 1997 (as measured by a 
monthly record of employment status).  In contrast, 
there is also the likelihood that already 
disadvantaged families, as a result of problematic 
work histories, become more vulnerable as current 
financial problems increase if their belief in their 
own efficacy diminishes.  At the individual level, a 
core assumption is that when parental biographies 
are characterised by strong achievement 
orientations in adolescence then it is likely that 
these attitudes are transmitted to their offspring, 
instilling confidence in the future. 

The measure of economic efficacy is rather 
limited, consisting of three items concerning the 
future: getting a job that pays well, being able to 
own one’s own home, and having a job one enjoys 
doing; educational aspirations are just measured by 
one item: What is the highest level of education 
that you plan to obtain in the future? 
Unfortunately, there is no item asking how realistic 
these aspirations were. 

When the parents were 15 to 16 years old their 
educational aspirations and efficacy were measured 
and, in adulthood, their educational attainment 
recorded. More than 20 years later, parents’ 
economic efficacy, as adolescents, had a positive 
effect on their children’s sense of efficacy (Table 2). 
This suggests a continuity of achievement 
orientation in the family and respective 
socialization practices.  Children became more 
efficacious when parental confidence was high and 
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incomes were rising (Figure 1). The more highly 
educated parents seem to succeed in protecting 
their children’s sense of efficacy as financial 
problems increase (Figure 2). 

Their parents’ history of joblessness seems to 
have sensitized children to diminish their 
aspirations to the shifts in household income 
(Figure 3).  Interestingly, the findings do not feature 
main or additive effects of recent economic 
hardships in the Great Recession on children’s 
achievement orientations; instead, children’s 
responses depended on parental achievement 
orientations, work histories, and attainments. 

 

Discussion  
These papers are embedded in a life course and 

social inequality framework: life chances are 
unequally distributed. It is hard for parents to break 
or divert this structured inter-generational 
relationship if they did not succeed in the education 
systems, live in a neighbourhood of multiple 
deprivations, work in non-standard jobs, and must 
come to terms with episodes of unemployment. 
Their efforts to instil educational and job aspirations 
and to promote their children’s transitions that 
reach beyond the family’s history of struggling with 
hardship, require a social policy that provides the 
resources for improving the family-school-labour 
market nexus. 

As socialization research has shown over and 
over again, educational aspirations are class related 
and they are likely to change in response to 
transition outcomes. The subjective response to 
school and job experiences reflects young people’s 
assessment of opportunities and results, which 
leads in most cases to increasing realism. 

As the papers document, the Great Recession 
did not seem to have had a strong impact on youth 
transitions, however, social inequalities loom larger 
than at the end of the last century. The 
consequences of the Great Recession for youth 
transitions have been filtered by the respective 
social and political fabrics of the UK, USA, and 
Germany. Again, though this is a truism, it should 
forewarn us against premature causal assumptions 
about the impact of globalization and financial and 
economic crises, since policy interventions differed 
by the paths of social market economies and (neo) 
liberal market societies. 

Twenty-five years ago, the effects of the 
declining economic status of young people in the 

USA on their pathways to education and work were 
analyzed in the report the “Forgotten Half” (William 
T. Grant Foundation, 1988). Ten years later, the 
forgotten half was revisited (Halperin, 1998) with an 
outlook for 2008. The results are discouraging: 
though more are starting post-secondary education, 
youth who do not succeed to start, or do not finish 
college, face living circumstances worse than ten 
years ago, and young men are more often affected 
than women. Youth who come from lower social 
backgrounds often lack the awareness and the 
means necessary for entering college. These early 
career decisions restrict employment opportunities. 
The effect of pursuing a higher education pathway 
on later earnings was greatest for students who 
were the least likely to go to university, as Brand 
and Xie (2010) showed. 

For disadvantaged youth, access to the means of 
competence production (from kindergarten to 
lifelong learning), labour market opportunities and 
community life, depends more and more on formal 
and informal policies of inclusion. The family’s 
vulnerability in times of economic uncertainty 
increases with the parent’s lack of post-secondary 
education and unemployment episodes; these 
cumulative disadvantages exacerbate the negative 
effects of the Great Recession. Therefore, social 
policy must strengthen parents’ agency by 
providing educational resources and job training 
and creating self-confidence in children by tutoring 
and mentoring practices. 

When we ask the crucial question of how social 
inequality is reproduced in the transition to 
adulthood, several layers of contributing factors 
and processes must be taken into account: Family 
background, gender and living circumstances, but 
especially institutions, pathways and opportunity 
contexts, matter. For example, in labour markets 
with a low unemployment rate, the transmission of 
joblessness from father to son did not occur 
(Macmillan 2010). 

Another dimension of social inequality is gender. 
As the papers suggest, young men are more 
affected by their families’ economic hardship and 
especially their fathers’ unemployment than young 
women. Where the male norms of becoming 
prepared for the breadwinner status still prevail, it 
is likely that boys take a loss of family resources 
more seriously than girls, who will not reduce their 
education and job aspirations. One explanation is 
that young women leave home earlier and that 
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young men may identify with the role of the male 
family provider, which is threatened by their 
fathers’ (persistent) unemployment. 

A more general comment concerns the 
challenge of explicating macro-micro links.  

The papers in this Special Section apply 
advanced methods of longitudinal data analysis, but 
reflect the lack of theory, which is characteristic of 
life course and youth research. Research would gain 
validity with a framework that could explicate the 
linking mechanisms (Elder. 1995) of social structure 
and personality. A distinction between empirical 
models and conceptual models of causality should 
be made. The former test statistical relationships, 
the latter enable asking questions and interpreting 
results in a theoretical framework 

 In my view an important candidate for 
theoretical development is the concept of agency, 
which can help to delineate a crucial social and 
psychological mechanism that mediates the effects 
of individuals’ contextual history on transition 
outcomes. The notion of agency has become a 
catch-all term, characterizing the person’s 
engagement in constructing their biography. It 
refers to the capacity to mobilize resources for self-
monitoring of decisions and their outcomes. This 
competence depends on the individual’s contextual 
history   (characterising biographical transitions and 
events), which is related to, but not determined by, 
social origin.  

Depending on theoretical perspectives, agency is 
associated with dispositions, motives, abilities, 
creativity, habitus, imagination, competence, and 
the knowledge of cultural scripts, all of which are 
mobilized at transitions and tuning points (see 
Sewell, 1992). 

The notion of agency has been used more like a 
treasure chest for importing the actor’s subjectivity 
into life course analysis. It is time for putting agency 
into a tool-box for transition research by delineating 
its characteristics. What are the components of 
agency? In order to answer this crucial question, a 
heuristic micro-sociological approach integrating 
the developmental and social psychology of 
personality and identity construction is sketched. 

I suggest drawing on the concept of personality 
factors in the context of quantitative life course 
study and on the concept of reflexivity for 
qualitative biographical studies. 

Personality is well represented by the “big five”, 
a descriptive cluster of interdependent factors: 

Open mind (imagination), Conscientiousness, 
Extraversion (socially engaged) Agreeableness 
(empathy), and Neuroticism, abbreviated OCEAN 
(see Fleeson, 2001; Roberts, Wood & Smith, 2005). 

The role of selected personality dispositions like 
self-regulation, control beliefs, and self-esteem 
seem to vary by opportunity structure and cultural 
norms of individual responsibility for 
unemployment and social mobility. Diewald, Solga, 
Goedecke (2006) have illustrated these complex 
relationships during the restructuring of the life 
course after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Dispositions 
seem to be affected by dramatic life course events – 
turning points – rather than the other way around. 

Especially for youth research, agency should be 
explicated by reference to the actor’s reflexivity and 
capacity to mobilize a set of resources for the 
purpose of navigating transitions (see Sewell, 1992; 
Archer, 2012). Reflexivity is an important 
component of agency, presuming inter-
relationships among identities, life scripts, oppor-
tunities, and institutions. Biographical reflexivity 
implies contextual sensitivity and a time-horizon: 
thinking back for getting ahead. Aspirations are 
reflections about the future: “Agency is exerted 
differentially depending on the actor’s salient time 
horizon” (Hitlin & Elder, 2007, 171). In a temporal 
perspective, agency refers to three levels: Getting 
things done (present), remembering past decisions 
and outcomes (subjective causality: memory), and 
life projections (enacting a script). 

To examine the contribution of the reflexive 
component of agency to decision-making about 
pathways and the biographical shaping of 
transitions, qualitative longitudinal case studies are 
the adequate procedure.  

Another theoretical problem is to explain how 
“an endogenous developmental path” is unfolding 
when, for example, the risk zone of poverty 
diminishes with increasing age (Groh-Samberg (this 
issue) p. 163). The developmental path is based on 
agency, which means coming to terms with 
changing contexts and creating subjective con-
tinuity, an achievement that requires a self-reflexive 
mobilization of resources.  For example, as the 
papers by Schoon and Mortimer et al suggest, 
parental unemployment hardship triggers young 
people’s active responses that may reduce long-
term life course consequences only when parents 
are well educated and promote high aspirations. 
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As Dannefer and Uhlenberg (1999) pointed out, 
young adults have to translate their formative 
experiences in childhood and adolescence into 
action contexts of the contemporary social 
structure. The discrepancy between short-term 
transition outcomes and long-term returns, results 
from the contingency of life courses. The social 
structuration of life courses implies the individual 
shaping of one’s biography by taking or evading 
risks (O’Rand, 2003), constructing and rewriting life 
scripts, investing time and resources for achieving, 
maintaining or improving one’s standard of living.  

What Archer (2012) called “contextual 
incongruity” poses the question, to what extent can 
values, aspirations, and orientations really be 
transmitted from parents to their offspring? Youth 
have to shape their transitions from education to 
employment in economic and socio-cultural 
contexts that differ from their childhoods and from 
their parents’ experiences. Over the last decades, 
“socialization has been decreasingly able to 
‘prepare’ for occupational and life style 
opportunities” (Archer, 2012, 82). For example, 
fathers did not need the BA and had stable 
employment, and mothers were part-timers, 
whereas both their sons and daughters study for 
the BA and expect flexible employment and 
unstable careers.  

Micro-social models must be linked with 
concepts specifying patterns of development in 
context. Moreover, there is no direct link between 
macro-level structures and micro-level processes: 
the meso-level of institutions intervenes. This 
complexity must be considered in cross-national 
comparisons of youth transitions.   A complete 
analysis of causes of disadvantage in adolescence 
and young adulthood would require a conceptual 

multi-level framework that captures the entire 
macro-meso-micro link: time-dependent decision-
making and action in changing social and 
institutional contexts and varying economic circum-
stances.  

Furthermore, for comparative analyses a sound 
theoretical model is required that includes 
institutional arrangements and the changes in such 
arrangements resulting from the impact of 
globalization – a model more specific than the 
popular concept of welfare regimes (see Mayer, 
2009). The standard multi-country comparisons like 
the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) are lacking the specifications 
that are essential for deriving sound conclusions 
about the life course outcomes of various 
“transition regimes”. The transition to young 
adulthood is contextualized by institutionalized 
pathways in education and employment, which 
provide resources and guidance. However, without 
parental support and employment prospects young 
people are at a loss in predicting their returns on 
investment in education. 

To better understand and explain how the 
relationships between family, school, neigh-
bourhood, labour markets, and institutions unfold, 
and how they promote or restrict the timing, 
duration and outcome of transitions to adulthood, 
more qualitative longitudinal case studies to 
supplement large scale life course study would be 
desirable. Such an approach would improve our 
capacity to explain why youth living in different 
social contexts decide to embark on academic, 
vocational or precarious pathways and how they 
are coming to terms with the intended and 
unintended biographical consequences. 
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Commenting on the plight of young people during 

the Great Recession, economist Richard Freeman 
remarked (Estes, 2011), “These people will be 
scarred, and they will be called the ‘lost generation’.”  
These words are quite stark, but they speak to the 
gravity of the situation at hand, the high stakes 
involved—not just for young people but for society as 
a whole.  

Whether today’s youth are indeed scarred and lost 
(or not) has generated a great deal of social and 
behavioral research in the last several years.  This 
attention is certainly not surprising.  How young 
people fared during this economic downturn is of 
great importance to policy and practice; for example, 
economics research can quantify who has been 
hardest hit, who is the most vulnerable in the future, 
who needs the most help, and what the price tag 
might ultimately be.  At the same time, this issue has 
broad theoretical significance across disciplines.  
Capturing the interplay of macro-level societal trends 
and micro-level personal experiences, it embodies the 
very core of the sociological imagination, life course 
theory, human ecology, and many other perspectives 
in sociology, demography, developmental science, 
and economics (Grusky, Western, & Wimer, 2012).   

The four articles in this Special Section are part of 
a new tradition of Great Recession research focused 
on children, adolescents, and young adults.  They 
grew out of a series of activities and meetings (of 
which I was a part) funded by the Society for 
Research in Child Development, the Economic and 
Social Research Council (UK), and other organizations 
across several countries, as part of the growing 
concern over the very possibility that we might have a 
lost generation (or lost generations) on our hands.  
Like so many studies of the effects of social change on 
the individual life course (Silbereisen, 2005; Elder, 

1999), the story emerging from these four articles is a 
complicated one.  Yes, the Great Recession has been 
bad for young people in general, but it has been far 
worse for some than others.  Moreover, the risks of 
the Great Recession can only be understood at the 
intersection of contextual variation (in terms of 
current circumstances and past histories) and 
individual differences.   

From this highly general conclusion, I want to 
draw out several themes for further discussion from 
this notably interdisciplinary and cross-national 
enterprise.  The first set of themes concerns what 
was found in the four studies, and the second set of 
themes concerns where these four articles are 
pointing us to go in the future.  In doing so, I 
recognize just how difficult studying the effects of 
something like the Great Recession on young people 
can be.  It is a true challenge.  Because no one (well, 
almost no one) predicted the Great Recession 
beforehand, we have to rely on “accidental data”, or 
data collections that just happened to be underway 
when the Great Recession unfolded.  By definition, 
then, these data collections were not actually 
designed to study the Great Recession.  The implicit 
cross-cultural comparisons in this collection of four 
articles adds another layer of complexity, as 
comparing and contrasting the findings of four sets of 
accidental data with different measurement and 
sampling strategies is a tall order indeed. 

What was found 
Reviewing the findings of the four studies and 

looking for commonalities, several things stick out to 
me. 

First, the Great Recession hit young people hard, 
but it was not necessarily a complete disaster across 
the board.   
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The researchers and research teams featured in 
this Special Section assessed recession effects in 
different ways, both in terms of the economic 
hardships of individual families (e.g., Schoon in the 
United Kingdom) and through broader comparisons 
of historical timing before and after the Great 
Recession (e.g., Staff and colleagues in the United 
States).  In general, both the direct and indirect 
effects of the Great Recession, however measured, 
on young people were significant, but they could best 
be characterized as moderate in magnitude—
sizeable, yes, but not as big as might have been 
expected or feared.  This generalized attenuation of 
recession effects across the studies, likely reflects the 
fact that sample averages subsumed substantial 
variability in effect size.  The Great Recession and its 
associated family hardships mattered a great deal in 
some segments of the population and less so in 
others.  For example, boys appeared to be more 
vulnerable than girls in the United Kingdom (Schoon) 
and Minnesota (Mortimer et al.).  As another 
example, in Germany, young adults who were single 
appeared to be more vulnerable than those who 
were partnered (Groh-Samberg et al.).  These 
patterns of variability bring to mind Elder’s (1999) 
pioneering study of children growing up during the 
Great Depression of the 1930s in the United States.  
His influential work, which is a clear foundation of the 
studies in this Special Section, revealed how both 
inequality and resilience converged to inject diversity 
into (and ultimately mitigate) the overall effects of 
the economic crisis on children. 

Second, how young people experienced the Great 
Recession was deeply rooted in their family histories, 
especially parents’ pasts.   

Mortimer and her colleagues reported that the 
negative association between family economic 
problems and recession-era youths’ future aspirations 
in Minnesota was exacerbated when parents had 
histories of unemployment.  This finding suggests that 
parents became sensitized to hard times through 
their own personal histories of hardship in ways that 
might have allowed pessimism to filter down to their 
children.  Similarly, Schoon found that growing up 
with persistently unemployed parents increased the 
odds of young people being out of work and school 
during the Great Recession in the United Kingdom, 
and Groh-Samberg and colleagues found that 

seemingly independent young adults’ “real” 
experiences of poverty — before and after the Great 
Recession in Germany — were predicated on how 
much they could draw on their parents’ financial 
resources.  The connected socio-economic 
trajectories of parents and youth in these articles 
represent linked lives, to borrow a term from life 
course theory.  Of course, the ability to delve into 
these linked lives was constrained by the availability 
of data, as measurement of family histories was 
limited across the data sets.  Finer-grained family 
histories — encompassing parents work, education, 
financial, relationship, and residential statuses and 
transitions — need to be considered, but such 
histories put great demands on data collection. 

Third, some of the variability in the consequences 
of the Great Recession for young people resulted from 
psychological buffers.   

The perceptions, attitudes, and general 
orientations of young people seemed to condition 
how they lived through the Great Recession and any 
associated family economic troubles, evidence of 
individual differences within contextual variation.  We 
saw an example of such buffering in the academic 
expectations of young people in the study by Schoon 
and colleagues in the United Kingdom.  When young 
people held onto more positive dreams of the future, 
their parents’ economic troubles posed less risk to 
their socioeconomic functioning as young adults.  The 
study by Mortimer and colleagues in Minnesota 
revealed an interesting twist to this buffering pattern 
within families.  The academic orientations of parents 
in Minnesota, back when they had been adolescents 
themselves, appeared to be a buffer protecting their 
children from the risks of their economic troubles 
many years later.  Something that they developed as 
young people helped their own children later on.  
These findings drive home the fact that individual 
people may react to the same situation in very 
different ways, another way that the four studies in 
the Special Section align with life course theory and 
other developmental perspectives. 

Fourth, recovery is coming slow and will likely take 
a while.   

Technically, the Great Recession ended in the late 
2000s (2009 in the U.S. according to the National 
Bureau of Economic Research, which decides such 
things).  Yet, the “felt” recession has lingered far 
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longer and continues even today.  Significantly, none 
of the longer-term studies in this Special Section 
indicated any real improvement in young people’s 
fortunes as the Great Recession supposedly faded.  
The findings by Staff and colleagues in the U.S. that 
teen unemployment did not rebound when the 
economy rebounded were particularly striking in this 
regard.  When will the recovery happen?  To answer 
this question, we can look at studies of the 
consequences of past recessions on socio-economic 
attainment by economists in the U.S., Canada, Japan, 
and other countries.  These studies generally show 
that young people who enter adulthood during 
recessionary times generally do not make up their 
lost earnings and job statuses for many years or even 
decades; some do not at all (Oreopoulos, von 
Wachter, & Heisz, 2012; Genda, Kondo, & Ohta, 2010; 
Kahn, 2010).  That the Great Recession was so much 
more severe than these past recessions, therefore, is 
sobering indeed. 

Where to go now 
The four studies in this Special Section did have 

some limitations, and they also leave many open 
questions.  In these ways, they offer suggestions 
about where future research on the Great Recession 
(and any future recessions) can take us. 

First, the Great Recession is an economic event but 
one with non-economic outcomes that need to be 
explored.   

Because any economic downturn, especially one 
as dramatic as the Great Recession, are so deeply 
relevant to the short- and long-term socio-economic 
circumstances of families, there is an understandable 
tendency to view recession effects on young people 
through the lens of human capital, occupational 
status, and other markers of socio-economic 
functioning.  Despite many differences in focus, 
setting, and approach, all four of the studies 
conceptualized youth outcomes in such terms, 
considering aspects of educational attainment, 
income and earnings, and employment.  Certainly, 
these outcomes are important, even crucial, but they 
do not represent the only ways in which young 
people might be vulnerable.  Mental health is clearly 
a concern during a major (and cataclysmic) historical 
event like the Great Recession, as are other aspects of 
socio-emotional functioning that may change in or 

out of sync with changing economic fortunes.  I would 
also encourage more consideration of how the effects 
of the Great Recession have gotten under the skin; in 
other words, using biomarkers and other 
physiological data to understand the residue of the 
Great Recession within the body (McDade, 2001). 

Second, the Great Recession can also be thought of 
as a local phenomenon.   

The four studies in this section captured the Great 
Recession in a macro-level way (e.g., historical timing 
in the studies by Staff and colleagues in the United 
States and by Groh-Samberg and colleagues in 
Germany) or in a micro-level way (e.g., parents’ 
unemployment and financial problems in the studies 
by Mortimer and colleagues in Minnesota and Schoon 
in the United Kingdom).  The meso-level middle 
ground of local economic conditions (broadly defined 
as states or provinces or more narrowly defined as 
metropolitan areas or neighborhoods) was not taken 
into account in any of the articles.  In the U.S., for 
example, the Great Recession was a highly regional 
and state-specific phenomenon.  The upper Midwest 
and states with strong energy industries weathered 
the storm well (e.g., South Dakota and Texas), but 
many states that are dependent on heavy 
manufacturing and/or had real estate bubbles fared 
poorly and have continued to struggle after the 
recession officially ended (e.g., Nevada and 
Michigan).  Even within states, rural, suburban, 
exurban, and urban areas fared differently (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2012).  That kind of variation is lost 
when state-, city-, and zip code-level economic 
indicators are not used to study recession effects on 
young people and their families. 

Third, valuable country-level comparisons of young 
people in the Great Recession can be taken deeper.   

Essentially, the four articles in this Special Section 
line up three country-specific pictures of young 
people during the Great Recession that readers can 
then compare to each other.  This cross-national 
comparison could be made more direct and 
systematic in the future by harmonizing data sets 
across countries through new statistical techniques 
(e.g., integrated data analysis, or IDA;  see Curran & 
Hussong, 2009), pooling all data across countries into 
the same sample, interacting country-specific 
identifiers in this pooled sample with recession 
markers (e.g., cohort timing, economic conditions), 
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and then including various country-level character-
istics as mediators of any observed differences in 
recession effects across countries.  Through such an 
approach, we can better understand why youth in 
one country fared better (or worse) during the Great 
Recession than youth in another country, paying 
attention to how countries might differ both prior to 
and during the Great Recession, that would shape 
how it was experienced by young people.  Of course, 
this approach also requires that a more substantial 
number of countries be included, not just the three 
featured here.  It also requires some sacrifice of the 
depth of data and scope of sampling, as many 
differences in the extant data sets would have to be 
addressed.  In other words, there are extant data to 
be harmonized after the fact, but the ideal scenario 
would be to coordinate data collections across 
countries moving forward, to avoid some of these 
limitations to systematic and in-depth cross-country 
analyses. 

Fourth, policy relevance should be assessed when 
studying both risk and resilience in young peoples’ 
experiences of the Great Recession.   

As already noted, some of the most interesting 
protective factors (i.e., something that buffers against 
the negative effects of a risk factor) in the four 
studies in this Special Section were psychological or 
attitudinal in nature.  Theoretically, these factors are 
important to the life course, but thinking about how 
they might be manipulated (e.g., developed, 
enhanced) through policy intervention is challenging.  

If academic orientation matters, how do we promote 
academic orientation?  This question is a challenging 
one, realistically.  Compared to more concrete 
contextual factors like school organization, social 
services, or community resources, these more 
psychological or interpersonal buffers do not seem 
altogether policy amenable.  Yet, the practical value 
of Great Recession research will be increased if we 
seriously consider policy amenability when building 
our conceptual models—not just what matters to 
youth outcomes but also what we can do something 
about.  Policy relevance is not the only value of a 
study, of course, but it is a value that warrants 
attention. 

Conclusion 
To end, I want to go back to the beginning, to that 

economist’s prediction that today’s youth are scarred 
and could very well be a lost generation because of 
the Great Recession that they have endured during 
such a critical phase of life.  The truth is that we do 
not yet know if this dire prediction is true, but we will 
know in the future if studies like those by Mortimer, 
Schoon, Groh-Samberg, Staff, and their colleagues 
continue and go deeper.  They give us a window into 
the ramifications of a specific historical event (one 
that likely will repeat itself in the future if history is a 
guide) while also opening up a window into far more 
general life course dynamics.  As such, they are simply 
good social science. 
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Abstract 
For the previous generation, the typical housing tenure pathway in Australia was more 
clearly defined, with young adults leaving the family home to marry and experience the 
birth of the first child while residing in a rental home, before entry into home ownership. For 
the first time in Australia, longitudinal data is available that allows the examination of 
housing tenure transitions along with other life events, in particular the birth of children, 
marital transitions and changes in employment. Sequences of tenure transitions and life 
events were derived for a large sample of individuals using ten waves of data (2001-2010) 
from the longitudinal Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, 
with a focus on families with children or of childbearing age. The statistical method of multi-
channel sequence analysis was used to identify a typology of housing pathways from these 
data sequences. Half of all individuals in the sample do not experience any transitions in 
housing tenure status during the period of the survey and these people record notably fewer 
transitions in marital status. The main typologies identified were related to transitioning 
into home ownership, with the birth of a child occurring either before or after the transition. 
Previously, some individuals also entered home ownership before the birth of their first child 
rather than after, but it was not acknowledged as a major housing pathway as it is now. In 
this study, the majority of housing tenure and life event sequences showed that individuals 
were already married by the time of transitioning into home ownership. Pathways are now 
more diverse with transitions into home ownership often occurring both before and after 
the birth of a child, with marriage preceding the decision to buy a home. 

  

Keywords: Housing tenure, pathways, sequence analysis, multi-channel, life course, family, children, 

longitudinal survey data 

Introduction 
Existing literature assumes that there is an 

appropriate order and timing for transitions of key 
life-events and it has been hypothesised that 
diverting from this order will lead to negative 
outcomes later on in life (George, 1993; Harley & 
Mortimer, 2000; Hogan & Astone, 1986). The 
traditional Australian family life cycle in the 1950s 
was clearly defined as entering into marriage, the 
birth of the first child while remaining in a rental 
home, followed by an entry into home ownership, 
the birth of more children and then remaining in 
this same home until old age (Kendig, 1981; Kendig, 

1984; Winter & Stone, 1999). This was challenged 
by the concept of ‘choice’, which led to the 
loosening of traditions and resulted in a diversity of 
life styles (Clapham, 2005; Giddens, 1991). Many of 
these changes are associated with changing life 
course patterns, for example, individuals are now 
spending more time in further education, which can 
explain delayed entry into the labour force; union 
formation that may or may not result in marriage, 
and timing for the birth of a first child that has been 
pushed back within a person’s life course in the 
twenty-first century (Beer & Faulkner, 2009). 
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Employment is one factor that characterises a 
household and influences housing demand, as 
housing needs to be paid for and for many, 
employment provides the income (Clapham, 2005). 
Specifically for dual income families, the decisions 
on employment, fertility and housing are inter-
connected.  

The trends examined in this paper have taken 
place against a background of increasing difficulty 
for young individuals and families to attain home 
ownership. In Australia the main pathway into first 
home ownership is via the private rental market. In 
contrast, social housing is a small, residualised 
sector, which for many years has played little role in 
home ownership attainment by young families. 
Many Australians in their 20s and 30s, after leaving 
the family home, rent in the private sector while 
saving for a deposit to attain a mortgage and begin 
the process of paying off their 'own home'. 
Between the 1950s and mid-1970s the predominant 
housing career of young Australians was clear: after 
living with parents or in the private rental market, 
they married, had their first child and then entered 
home ownership (Yates, 2007). This pattern 
underpinned Australia's high rate of home 
ownership (approximately 70 percent of all 
households) since the late-1950s. However, since 
the mid-1970s, younger households have found it 
increasingly difficult to make this transition from 
renting in the private market into home ownership. 
Yates has documented the steady decline in age 
specific home ownership rates for younger 
households from the mid-1970s to the early twenty-
first century. Using Census data, she records that 
between 1976 and 2001, home ownership rates for 
those in the 25-29 year old age group declined by 
11 percentage points (from 54 per cent to 43 per 
cent), by 10 percentage points (from 67 per cent to 
57 per cent) for those in the 30-34 year old age 
group, and by 6 percentage points (from 72 per 
cent to 66 per cent) for those in the 35-39 year old 
age group (Yates, 2007). This decline has led many 
observers including Yates (2007) to ask, 'Has the 
great Australian dream (of home ownership) 
ended?'  

A number of explanations have been suggested 
for the increasing difficulties faced by young 
Australians in attaining (and retaining) home 
ownership (Yates, 2007, 2008). Of particular 
significance is the increase in the deposit gap to 
income ratio, which in the 2000s was 3 to 4 times 

greater than it had been in the 1970s (Yates, 2007). 
This was exacerbated by a spike in house prices in 
the early 2000s, which resulted in a doubling of the 
house price to income ratio from its long run 
average. Generally, house prices have remained at 
high levels throughout the study period (2001-
2010); Australia did not experience a marked fall in 
house prices associated with the Global Financial 
Crisis (GFC) as happened in several other countries. 
The capacity of young families to obtain a deposit 
and meet repayments has also been impacted 
negatively by long-term trends towards less secure 
employment, and increases in separation and 
divorce. These factors resulting in the decline in the 
proportion of young households who have attained 
home ownership is the backdrop to the data 
reported in this paper, which provides detailed 
evidence concerning the impact of family formation 
(and dissolution), fertility and related factors on the 
transition to first home ownership in the 2000s. 

Understanding the pathways through housing 
transitions is of particular importance in Australia, 
as the Australian Age Pension is set at a lower rate 
compared to other countries, assuming outright 
home ownership and hence low housing costs at 
the time of retirement (Yates & Bradbury, 2010). 
This has long term implications for families that do 
not attain home ownership, making them 
vulnerable to poverty in retirement. The concept of 
linking housing transitions to life events was first 
developed by Rossi (1955), who concluded that 
housing transitions are a result of adapting housing 
needs to changes that have occurred throughout 
the life course. From around the period 1970-1980 
this concept received more attention, and the 
associated body of literature reported a correlation 
between housing and key life events (Kendig, 1984; 
Payne & Payne, 1977). In fact, it was reported that 
households ascend three separate but related 
ladders, namely the employment, the life stage 
(including relationship formation and birth of first 
and consecutive children) and the housing ladder, 
referred to as a housing ‘career’.  

The term 'career', however implies an upwards 
notion, and Kendig (1982) defined housing careers 
as uniform, meaning most of the population follow 
the same career with the common aim of home 
ownership. But recent literature (Beer & Faulkner, 
2009; Clapham, 2005) on housing pathways in 
Australia has emphasised the increasing diversity 
and discontinuity of housing pathways and the 
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emphasis has been on changes to housing 
‘pathways’ rather than housing ‘careers’. Badcock 
and Beer (2000) have found that housing careers do 
not only move upwards. They acknowledged the 
falling out of home ownership, and furthermore, 
that not everyone is making the desirable transition 
to home ownership. Hence, the expression "housing 
pathways" appears to reflect the current diverse 
sequence of housing transitions more 
appropriately. 

Sociological research using retrospective life 
histories (Baizan, Aassve & Billari, 2004; Beer, Paris, 
Faulkner & Clower, 2011; Boyle, Kulu, Cooke, Gayle 
& Mulder, 2008; Feijten & Mulder, 2002; Kulu, 
2008; McDonald & Merlo, 2002; McLeod & Ellis, 
1982) has previously shown how life course 
transitions such as entering marriage, birth of a 
child, getting a new job, all influence the likelihood 
of a change in housing tenure status. Relationship 
formation and birth of children were identified as 
the primary triggers for a housing transition. In 
recent times, these life-events have become less 
predictable due to underlying changes related to 
the acceptance of social circumstances: the social 
expectation to marry has declined, and there are 
now several other socially acceptable alternatives 
to traditional marriage, including cohabiting, single 
life and same sex relationships (Hunt, 2005). In 
Australia, the birth of the first child is no longer a 
primary trigger for a housing transition, with one 
third of Australian women predicted to be childless 
in the future, while on the other hand divorce is 
increasingly associated with tenure transitions (Beer 
& Faulkner, 2009). 

The decision to undertake a tenure transition is 
also based on opportunities in terms of availability 
and accessibility of suitable housing and financial 
resources. Housing requires payment, and 
therefore it is important that a family has the 
financial capacity to pay for it, which in turn is 
strongly linked to income, education, employment 
status and finance, as well as household type and 
lifestyle choices (Clapham, 2005; Giddens, 1991). 

Most recent Australian research on housing 
pathways has been conducted taking a qualitative 
approach or by using primarily quantitative cross-
sectional data, focussing on transitions between 
tenure states at a point in time (Beer & Faulkner, 
2009; Beer et al., 2011). However, to fully 
understand the inter-relationships among housing 
transitions and life course events, longitudinal data 

is required (George, 1993). During the twenty-first 
century there has been an increase in the number 
of studies analysing the interaction between life-
events and housing transitions using longitudinal 
quantitative survey data and most of these have 
been conducted by international researchers (Clark, 
Deurloo & Dieleman, 2003; Clark & Huang, 2003; 
Kulu, 2005; Kulu & Milewski, 2007; Michielin & 
Mulder, 2008; Mulder, 2006; Mulder & Lauster, 
2010; Pollock, 2007). 

Many authors have previously used event 
history analysis to analyse time until an event 
occurs (Feijten, 2002; Ginsburg, Steele, Richter, & 

Norris, 2010), such as time until birth of a child or 
time until a change in tenure status. However, the 
focus with this type of analysis is on the transition 
itself, detaching it from past and future events. 
Sequence analysis on the other hand considers the 
whole sequence of events, putting the transitions 
into context. In sociology research, sequence 
analysis is used to address questions such as “Do 
people share a common (life) trajectory, and if so, 
how is it defined?” In reality, people deal with 
multiple roles simultaneously and one single 
sequence cannot capture an actual insight into the 
life course (Elder, 1985, 2003). Hence, more than 
one sequence should be observed in parallel over 
the same period of time to explain an individual’s 
life experience (Stovel & Boland, 2004). To better 
understand patterns of housing tenure transitions, 
it is crucial to also examine the inter-relationships 
with transitions in other key life events such as 
marital status, presence and age of children and 
employment status. This acknowledges the 
principle of linked lives which emphasises that 
individuals are making active decisions and active 
choices based on opportunities and so create their 
own pathway, which is the basic principle of the life 
course approach (Elder, 1978; Neugarten & Datan, 
1973). Some writers have referred to the approach 
that analyses multiple inter-related pathways as 
'holistic' pathways (Pollock, 2007).  

Australian research in this area has been 
extremely limited. The HILDA panel survey is the 
only source of longitudinal data on housing 
transitions in Australia and with more than ten 
waves of data it is now possible to analyse 
sequences of life events in a ten year window to 
identify housing tenure pathways for families of 
childbearing age with and without children under 
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the age of 18 years, as defined in the following 
Section 2.1. 

In this paper, housing tenure pathways were 
investigated using Australian longitudinal panel 
data over the time period from 2001-2010 and in 
the context of life experiences of Australian families 
of childbearing age. Three research questions are 
addressed: 
1. What are the main housing pathways in relation 

to tenure status that can be identified? 
2. What are the inter-relationships between 

housing pathways and marital status, 
employment and birth? 

3. When do families enter or exit home ownership 
in relation to the other life-events? 
 

In Section 2 the selection criteria of the analytic 
sample are described, followed by the list of 
variables included in the analysis in this paper. 
Section 3 informs the analytic strategy and results 
are presented in Section 4 followed by a concluding 
discussion in Section 5. 

2. Analytic Sample and Variables 
2.1 Sample 
     For this research, data from ten successive waves 
of the HILDA longitudinal survey were analysed. 
HILDA is a nationally representative household-
based panel study that has been collecting data 
annually since 2001. HILDA provides a rich source of 
data on economics, well-being, labour market and 
family dynamics over the life course. A total of 
7,682 households were interviewed at wave one, 
which resulted in 13,696 interviewed individuals 
aged 15 years and older. More information about 
the study design can be found online in the first 
report of the HILDA discussion papers series by 
Wooden and Watson (2001).  

The analytic sample is restricted to families with 
children or who are of childbearing age, covering 
the time period from 2001-2010. Families of 
childbearing age include individuals with own 
children under the age of 18 years either living in 
their household or elsewhere, independent of the 
individuals’ marital status at wave one. With this 
definition, couple families, as well as single parent 
families, both male and female, are included in the 
sample. Additionally, individuals without children 
but of childbearing age were included if they were 
males aged 44 years or less and females aged 41 
years or younger at wave one. These age limits 
were chosen, as the occurrence of a birth decreases 

beyond this age. A sequence analysis of data across 
all ten waves requires a dataset that is balanced, 
with observations at each wave for all individuals. 
Hence, only individuals who were interviewed at 
each wave from 2001 to 2010 were included. The 
final analytic sample included 4,345 individuals of 
childbearing age and who had a complete interview 
pattern; hence all individuals included in the sample 
were followed through for ten years, regardless of 
their experiences. 

 

2.2 Variables 
The main focus of this study is housing 

pathways, particularly related to tenure change. 
Housing pathways can be translated into sequences 
of housing tenure states. Specific life events were 
also examined in parallel to changes in tenure 
status, in particular changes occurring between 
waves in marital status, age of youngest child in the 
household and changes in employment status. A 
state or status records basic information about an 
individual, and in our research this information is 
four dimensional, covering information on housing 
tenure status and demographic information. 
Housing tenure status was categorised into [1] 
paying off/owning a home (n=2,453 at wave 1, of 
which n=443 had achieved outright home 
ownership), [2] renting (private sector) (n=1,024), 
[3] renting (public sector)(n=142), [4] other (n=81) 
and [5] living with parents (n=645). The housing 
tenure status ‘renting (private sector)’ was defined 
as renting from a private landlord/real estate agent, 
a caravan park owner/manager, an employer, or 
from a manager of a complex/village, whereas the 
housing tenure status ‘renting (public sector)’ was 
defined as renting from a government housing 
authority, or a community/cooperative housing 
group. Housing tenure status categorised as ‘other’ 
included rent free tenure arrangements and renting 
arrangements where it was not further specified 
who the household rents from. Marital status was 
categorised into [1] legally married (n=2,266 at 
Wave 1), [2] de facto (n=550), [3] separated, 
divorced and widowed (n=314) and [4] never 
married and not de facto (n=1214). Age of youngest 
own child was grouped into four categories, with [0] 
indicating no own children present in the household 
(n=1,935 at Wave 1), [1] own child aged five and 
under present in the household (n=1,305), [2] own 
child in the household aged 6-18 years (n=1,099), 
and [3] representing own adult child(aged 18 and 
above) are present in the household (n=6 at wave 
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one, but consistently increases to n=281 at wave 
10). Regarding employment status, three main 
groups were considered, [1] employed (n=3,308), 
[2] unemployed (n=203) and [3] not in the labour 
force (n=834).  

3. Analysing Sequences 
In this paper, we consider four life event 

sequences, with transitions in housing tenure of 
primary interest. Sequences of transitions in marital 
status, employment status, and age group of 
youngest own child in the household were 
considered as potentially motivating events for a 
transition in housing tenure. Before analysing the 
transitions as sequences, transition probabilities for 
housing tenure and life events were explored 
separately. Transition probabilities represent the 
overall probability of moving from one state to 
another or remaining in the same state. In our 
paper we refer to wave to wave transition 
probabilities, as these probabilities are not based 
on individual longitudinal characteristics and are 
neither linked to a point in time (Gabadinho, 
Ritschard, Muller & Studer, 2011). This step of 
analysis allowed the identification of transitions 
that were more likely to occur than others. The 
distributions of sequences were then explored 
separately by examining the ten most frequent 
sequences for each of the corresponding transition 
variables, that is, housing tenure status, marital 
status, employment status and age group of 
youngest child. Furthermore, for each of these 
demographic variables, transversal state frequency 
plots of tenure status were produced. Details for 
the ten most frequent sequences as well as the 
transversal state frequency plots (Figures A.5-A.8) 
are shown in the Appendix.  

3.1 Defining multi-channel sequences  
Multi-channel sequence analysis (MCSA) 

(Gauthier, Widmer, Bucher & Notredame, 2010; 
Pollock, 2007) using the Optimal Matching 
algorithm as applied in Pollock (2007), was used to 
identify patterns of inter-relationships among 
housing tenure pathways, marital transitions, the 
birth of a child and changes in participation in the 
labour market. To represent an individual’s 
combined status across all four variables at each 
wave, a four digit number was used. The first digit 
refers to the individual’s housing tenure status, the 
second digit refers to the marital status, the third 
digit refers to the employment status and the 
fourth digit represents responsibility for children by 
age group. For example, the combined status 1211 
at one point in time identifies an individual who is 
paying off/owning the home [1…], is in a de facto 
relationship [.2..], is employed [..1.], and has an 
own child younger than 5 years in the household 
[…1]. Table 1 illustrates combined sequences for 
four pre-selected individuals in the sample. The first 
sequence describes the pathway of an individual 
who lives with his/her parents, has never been 
married, is employed and has no children at wave 1 
in 2001 [5410]. From wave 1 to wave 2 this 
individual leaves the parental home and transitions 
to a rental home, enters a de facto relationship, 
remains employed and still has no children [2210]. 
Between wave 4 and wave 5 this individual 
transitions from a de facto relationship to marriage 
[2110], and transitions into home ownership in the 
following wave [1110]. A large number of different 
transitioning patterns can be observed (there are 
180 possible combinations to explain a single state 
using these four digits) and therefore the 
probability that two individuals follow exactly the 
same ten year trajectory is small. 

 
Table 1. An illustration of four combined sequences of events over ten years 

 Wave-to-wave sequence 

Person 2001-2002-2003-2004-2005-2006-2007-2008-2009-2010 

1 5410-2210-2210-2210-2110-1110-1110-1110-1110-1110 

2210-2210-2210-2210-2211-2211-2111-2111-1111-1111 

2220-2210-2210-2210-2211-2211-2111-2111-1111-1111 

5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-1210-1210-1110 

2 

3 

4 

Digit 1= tenure status, digit 2=marital status, digit 3=employment status, 4=age group of youngest child 
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3.2 Approach to Analysis 
Sequence analysis is based on establishing 

dissimilarities between sequences. It provides 
information about which sequences are more 
similar to one another compared to others, by 
comparing every possible pair of sequences and 
calculating the ‘cost’ of transforming one sequence 
into another. Several algorithms have been used to 
calculate these transformation costs; these include 
Optimal Matching, Hamming, and Dynamic 
Hamming (Gabadinho et al., 2011). For our multi-
channel sequence analysis, we employed the 
commonly used Optimal Matching (OM) algorithm 
to calculate the cost to transform one sequence 
into another (Abbott & Tsay, 2000; Martin & 
Wiggins, 2011). OM allows three different 
operations for the transformation process, insertion 
and deletions (where a state is inserted or deleted) 
collectively referred to as indel operations, and 
substitutions or replacements, where one state is 
substituted by another. Every operation has a cost 
assigned. Setting the cost for operations is not 
straightforward and the decision is generally based 
on known or observed relationships between the 
states. By transforming one sequence into another, 
the overall cost is calculated by summing each of 
the relevant substitution and indel costs. The 
smallest overall cost to transform one sequence 
into another is then referred to as the distance 
between two sequences.  

The substitution costs for this analysis were 
defined as the inverted transition probabilities. Less 
likely transitions resulted in higher substitution 
costs, and more common transitions were assigned 
lower costs. Indel costs were set to 1.5, which leads 
to the algorithm favouring substitutions over 
insertions (Allison, 2009). When the distances were 
established in terms of costs, Ward’s method for 
hierarchical clustering was used to group individuals 
with the most similar sequences together, reducing 
the data to a group of homogenous clusters 
(Kaufmann & Rousseeuw, 2005). The most frequent 
representative sequence for each cluster, was 
extracted according to a specified representative 
criterion to characterise the most common 
sequence of life experiences of individuals within 
each cluster. The representative criterion applied 
was a redundancy threshold of 10%, meaning that 
one sequence x is redundant to another sequence y 
in one cluster, if x is within a 10% neighbourhood 
radius of sequence y. The redundancy threshold of 

10% refers to 10% of the maximum possible 
distance between two sequences within one 
cluster, as it would be calculated by the OM 
algorithm. Sequences are then sorted in decreasing 
density order and the sequence with the highest 
density was extracted as the representative 
sequence for each cluster (Gabadinho et al., 2011). 
The different clusters were further examined by 
exploring the transversal state frequencies, 
separately for each variable of interest, housing 
tenure status, marital status, employment status 
and age of youngest own child in the household. 
Transversal state frequency plots show frequency 
distributions of one variable at every wave and 
were chosen over the more standard sequence 
index plots, because they show the overall changes 
and characteristics in a cluster.  

The multi-channel sequence analysis using 
Optimal Matching algorithm was conducted in R (R 
Core Team, 2013) using the package TraMineR 
(Gabadinho et al., 2011; Studer, Ritschard, 
Gabadinho & Mueller, 2011).  

4. Results 
The wave to wave transition probabilities 

indicate that individuals remained in the same 
tenure between waves with a high probability. 
Since the focus of this paper is to learn more about 
these people but to also investigate those who do 
change tenure and how this relates to changes in 
other life events, the sample was further classified 
and considered as two groups being individuals or 
stayers with stable tenure across all ten waves, and 
movers who experienced a transition between 
tenure types at least once during the ten waves of 
the survey. The 2,295 individuals in stable tenure 
types (stayers) are comprised of 1,818 (79.2%) 
individuals being home owners, 309 (13.5%) 
individuals renting (private), 55 (2.4%) individuals 
renting (social), 5 (0.2%) individuals in other tenure 
and 108 (4.7%) individuals living with their parents 
for the entire period from 2001-2010. The stayers 
(mean age 36.9 years) were also characterised by 
being on average eight years older at wave one 
than the movers (mean age 28.9 years). The stayers 
tend to already have children (70.5%) compared to 
38.7% of movers and are more likely to be married 
(66.7%) compared to 35.9% of movers.  

 

4.1 Transition Probabilities 
As our focus was on the individuals who 

experienced at least one tenure transition 
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throughout the observed time period from 2001-
2010, we produced transition probabilities for 
housing tenure states, marital status, employment 
status and age group of youngest own child 
separately for stayers and movers (Table 2). A 
comparison of the transition probabilities for 
demographic characteristics indicated differences 
between stayers and movers. Staying married 
between consecutive waves was dominant in both 
groups, however, moving into a de facto 
relationship was more likely amongst the movers 
(previously never married: 0.11, previously 
separated/married/divorced: 0.09) than amongst 
the stayers (previously never married: 0.04, 
previously separated/married/divorced: 0.05 ). 
Remaining in a de facto relationship was less likely 
amongst movers (0.77) compared to stayers (0.87), 
with individuals either transitioning into being 
married (0.13), or ending the relationship (0.10). 
The transition probabilities for employment status 
were relatively equally distributed with a higher 
probability of individuals transitioning into the 
labour force amongst movers (0.35) compared to 
stayers (0.26). The transition probabilities related to 
age of youngest child in the household were very 
similar for stayers and movers: not having children 
in the household for two consecutive waves had the 
highest probability of 0.94 in both groups. Having 
older children (aged 6 to 18 years) in the household 
for two consecutive waves was also high (stayers: 
0.95; movers: 0.91) (Table 2). 

Despite being defined as movers (having at least 
one tenure transition throughout all ten waves), the 
probability of staying in home ownership between 
two consecutive waves was still predominant with a 
probability of 0.86. This is equivalent to concluding 
that not staying in home ownership, hence ‘falling 
out’ of home ownership between two consecutive 
waves has a probability of 0.14. Most between 
wave tenure transitions had an ‘upward’ notion, 
such as transitioning from renting (private) to 
owning with probability 0.18, from renting (social) 
to renting (private) with probability 0.17, from 
other tenure to renting (private) with probability 
0.30, or to owning with probability 0.23, and from 
living with parents to renting (private) with 
probability 0.17 (Table 2).  

The substitution costs (derived from the 
transition rates) are then used within the Optimal 
Matching algorithm to calculate the dissimilarity 
matrix between the multi-channel sequences of 
housing tenure status, marital status, employment 
status and age of youngest child in the household. 
This final matrix includes the ‘distances’ between 
every possible sequence, which relates to the 
similarity of the multi-channel sequences. The 
dissimilarity matrix is then subject to a cluster 
analysis in order to group similar sequences 
together and define a typology for housing 
transitions and life events. For the reasons 
described above, this analysis was undertaken 
separately for movers and stayers.  
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Table 2. Wave to wave transition probabilities for movers and stayers 
 Individuals with stable tenure Individuals with changing tenure 

Tenure OWN RTP RTS OTH PAR OWN RTP RTS OTH PAR 

OWN 1 0 0 0 0 0.86 0.10 0.00 0.03 0.01 

RTP 0 1 0 0 0 0.18 0.73 0.02 0.05 0.02 

RTS 0 0 1 0 0 0.07 0.17 0.72 0.03 0.01 

OTH 0 0 0 1 0 0.23 0.30 0.02 0.43 0.02 

PAR 0 0 0 0 1 0.08 0.17 0.01 0.02 0.72 

Marital 

Status 

MAR DEF SDW NM  MAR DEF SDW NM  

MAR 0.99 0.00 0.01 0.00  0.96 0.00 0.04 0.00  

DEF 0.08 0.87 0.01 0.03  0.13 0.77 0.02 0.08  

SDW 0.02 0.05 0.93 0.00  0.04 0.09 0.87 0.00  

NM 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.95  0.02 0.11 0.00 0.87  

Employment 

Status 

EMP UNE NIL   EMP UNE NIL   

EMP 0.96 0.01 0.03   0.93 0.02 0.05   

UNE 0.50 0.26 0.24   0.52 0.27 0.21   

NIL 0.22 0.04 0.75   0.27 0.08 0.65   

Age of 

youngest 

child 

None  0-5 6-18 >18  None 0-5 6-18 >18  

No children 0.94 0.04 0.01 0.01  0.94 0.05 0.01 0.00  

0-5 0.01 0.84 0.15 0.00  0.02 0.89 0.09 0.00  

6-18 0.02 0.01 0.95 0.03  0.04 0.02 0.91 0.03  

>18 0.20 0.00 0.00 0.79  0.26 0.00 0.00 0.74  

OWN=owning; RTP=rent(private); RTS=rent(social); OTH=other tenure; PAR=living with parents. 
MAR=married; DEF=de facto; SDW=separated/divorced/widowed; NM=never married and not de facto 
EMP=employed; UNE=unemployed; NIL=not in the labour force 
0-5=youngest child aged 0-5 years; 6-18=youngest child aged 6-18 years; > youngest child aged >18years. 
 

4.2 Multi-channel sequence analysis - Results 
Stayers 
The results from the multi-channel sequence 
analysis followed by the cluster analysis for 
grouping similar multi-channel sequences (Table 3), 
identified two distinct clusters for the stayers 
(52.8%, n=2,295), that are each represented by the 
following two multi-channel sequences: 1111-1111-

1111-1112-1112-1112-1112-1112-1112-1112 
(79.4%, n=1,823) and 5430-5430-5410-5410-5410-
5410-5410-5410-5410-5410 (20.6%, n=472). For the 
remainder of the paper, sequences will be 
represented in this State Permanence Sequence 
(SPS) format for easier recognition of transitions; if 
a state does not change over a few waves, it will be 
stated only once followed by a number in brackets, 
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which identifies the number of waves the individual 
has been in this state. Hence, the two 
representative sequences can be displayed as 
1111(3)-1112(7) and 5430(2)-5410(8). The 
transitions are now apparent, the first sequence 
cluster represents individuals who own their home, 
are married, are employed and have children under 
the age of 5, transitioning to having children from 
ages 5 to 18 years as the children continue to grow 
older. The second sequence cluster identifies 
individuals living with their parents, not married 
and not in a de facto relationship, not in the labour 
force and with no own children in the household. 
The transition occurring here is in the labour force 
status, changing from not being in the labour force, 
perhaps because of full-time study, to being 
employed.  
 

4.3 Multi-channel sequence analysis – Results 
Movers 

The results from the multi-channel sequence 
analysis and subsequent clustering procedure for 
the movers (47.2%, n=2050) are shown in Table 3.  
Five distinctive clusters were selected to gain in-
depth information on housing transitions and 
interrelated life events (Figures 1-4). The first 
representative sequence for cluster one was 
2112(1)-1112(9) identifying married individuals, 
employed, with children aged 5-18 transitioning 
from renting (private) into home ownership (29.3%, 
n=601). This cluster was described as late home 
owners, post school-aged children. Compared to the 
other clusters of ‘movers’, these individuals were 
oldest at wave one (mean: 34.7 years, SD 6.7). The 
representative sequence for the second cluster 
(13.8%, n=282) was 2410(9)-1410(1), embodying 
individuals that have never been married and are 
not currently in a de facto relationship, are 
employed and have no children, transitioning from 
renting (private) into home ownership. The mean 
age in this cluster was 29.1 (SD 9.2). This cluster was 

described as single renters to owners, no children. 
The third cluster, referred to as home owners, pre-
children was represented by the sequence 2110(1)-
1110(2)-1111(7) (27.0%, n=554). This group is 
characterized by married individuals, employed 
with no children, transitioning into home 
ownership, followed by having children under the 
age of 5 a few years later. The average age in this 
cluster is 27.6 years (SD 7.4). Cluster four 
represents individuals  who have never been 
married and are not currently in a de facto 
relationship, are employed and do not have 
children, moving out from their parents’ home into 
a private rental. The representative sequence for 
this cluster is 5410(8)-2410(2) (17.1%, n=350). This 
cluster embodies the youngest individuals (mean 
19.0 years, SD 5.2) and is described as parental 
home leavers to renters, no children. The fifth 
cluster, 2110(2)-2111(5)-1111(2) (12.8%, n=263), 
characterizes individuals that start off as renting a 
private property, being married, employed and do 
not have children. These individuals first have 
children and then transition into home ownership 
later on and are hence referred to as traditional 
home owners, post-pre-school children. The mean 
age in this cluster is 31.7 years (SD 8.6). 

These results show that multiple pathways are 
followed along the way to home ownership. The 
fifth cluster being the smallest (17.1%), represents 
the traditional pathway of being married and having 
the first child in a rental property before entering 
home ownership when children are still of pre-
school age. Cluster one is similar, however the 
individuals do not enter home ownership until the 
youngest child is of school age. The two pathways 
identified, different to the traditional pathway, are 
characterised by individuals who have children after 
they enter home ownership, and individuals who 
enter home ownership as a single person. 
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Table 3. Representative sequences for each cluster, separated for stayers and movers 
 

Stayers (52.8%, n=2295) Movers (47.2%, n=2050) 

Representative sequences for each cluster 

1. 1111-1111-1111-1112-1112-1112-1112-
1112-1112-1112  
(79.4%, n=1823) 
 

2. 5430-5430-5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-
5410-5410-5410  
(20.6%, n=472) 

1. Late home owners,  
post-school-aged children 
2112-1112-1112-1112-1112-1112-1112-
1112-1112-1112  
(29.3%, n=601) 

2. Single renters to owners, no children 
2410-2410-2410-2410-2410-2410-2410-
2410-2410-1410  
(13.8%, n=282) 

3. Home owners, pre-children 
2110-1110-1110-1111-1111-1111-1111-
1111-1111-1111  
(27.0%, n=554) 

4. Parental home leavers to renters,  
no children  
5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-5410-
5410-2410-2410  
(17.1%, n=350) 

5. Traditional home owners,  
post-pre-school children 
2110-2110-2111-2111-2111-2111-2111-
2111-1111-1111  
(12.8%, n=263) 

 

4.4 Transversal state frequency distributions 
of housing tenure states, marital status, 
employment status and age of youngest child 
in the household by cluster of movers 

Transversal state frequency plots for every 
demographic variable within each cluster of movers 
were produced, to visualize the trends of states 
across ten waves and to understand the 
characteristics of each cluster.  

For brevity we refer to clusters by the number as 
defined in Table 3. Figure 1 shows that cluster three 
and cluster four were associated with the greatest 
change in the distribution of housing tenure states 
over ten waves. In cluster three, at wave one, there 
were 25.1% (n=139) home owners and 46.8% 
(n=259) renters (private); these percentages reverse 
over time with 85.9% (n=476) home owners and 
8.7% (n=48) renters by wave ten. This group 
represents individuals who transitioned into home 
ownership. Cluster four has the greatest proportion 
of individuals living with their parents at wave one 

(93.1%; n=326). This number steeply decreased to 
10.0% (n=35) by wave ten, with 30.1% (n=105) 
home owners and 48.7% (n=170) renters (private). 
Obviously, this cluster represents individuals 
moving out of the parents’ home. The remaining 
clusters do not show a great change in housing 
tenure distributions over time, however they differ 
in their characteristics. Cluster one had consistently 
high rates of home owners, slightly increasing over 
time (wave one: 60.1%, n=361; wave ten: 72.1%, 
n=433). Clusters two and five show similar patterns, 
with a large and relatively stable proportion of 
renters (private) (cluster two, wave one: 47.9%, 
n=135; cluster five, wave one: 43.0%, n=113). Note 
that both clusters show an increase in renters 
(private), peaking around the middle of the survey, 
and again decreasing towards the end of the 
survey. Complementing this pattern for the same 
clusters, the proportion of home owners decreases 
in the first half of the survey, increasing again in the 
second half of the survey.This indicates that within 
the first half of the survey, individuals were leaving 
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home ownership. Cluster five has consistently the 
highest rates of both renters (social) (wave one: 
16.7%, n=44) and other tenure (wave one: 10.7%, 
n=28).  

Further, the clusters were examined by the 
transversal state frequencies of marital status, 
shown in Figure 2. In clusters two, three and four, 
changes in the distribution of marital status can be 
observed. Cluster two, which also consistently 
shows the greatest proportion of renters (private) 
at each time point, shows a decrease in the 
proportion of individuals who have never been 
married and were not in a de facto relationship, 
from 60.3% (n=170) at wave one to 33.7% (n=95) at 
wave ten. At the same time, the proportion of 
married individuals increased (wave one: 12.8%, 
n=36; wave ten: 26.2%, n=74), whereas the 
proportion of individuals in a de facto relationship 
or being separated, divorced or widowed remained 
stable (de facto, wave one: 11.4%, n=32; 
separated/divorced/widowed, wave one: 15.6%, 
n=44). Cluster three, which showed a steady 
increase in the proportion of home owners, also 
shows a steady increase in married individuals 
(wave one: 17.2%, n=95; wave ten: 63.5%, n=361). 
In cluster four, which is associated with individuals 
leaving their parental house, most individuals have 
never been married at wave one (98.6%, n=345). By 
wave ten, 44.6% (n=156) are in a relationship 
(14.6%, n=51 married; 30.0%, n=105 de facto). 
Cluster one and five show stable proportions of 
marital states across time, however cluster one has 
a higher proportion of individuals being married 
(wave one: 76.9%, n=462), compared to cluster five 
(wave one: 54.0%, n=142). 

Employment status distributions were also 
examined by clusters and showed a stable 
distribution of individuals being employed (around 
75-90%), unemployed (around 4-10%) and not in 
the labour force (around 6-20%) for clusters one 
two and three, across all waves (Figure 3). Cluster 
four, relating to individuals leaving the parental 
house, and forming relationships, additionally show 
an increase of individuals being employed (wave 

one: 56.3%, n=197; wave ten: 86.6%, n=303). 
Cluster five, wich shows a consistently highest 
proportion of individuals in other tenure or rental 
(social), also consistently demonstrates the highest 
rate of individuals not being in the labour force  
(wave one: 36.9%, n=97; wave ten: 33.8%, n=89).  

Next, the distributions of age of youngest child 
in the household were observed at each time point 
separately for each cluster (Figure 4). Cluster one, 
which is characterized by high proportions of home 
owners and married individuals, shows also a high 
proportion of individuals with children aged five 
and below (55.9%, n=336) and individuals with 
children aged 6-18 years (30.5%, n=183). This 
proportion was reversed by wave ten (individuals 
with children aged five and below: 19.3%, n=116; 
individuals with children aged 6-18 years: 54.6%, 
n=328). The main increase in individuals with 
children aged 6-18 years occurs in the first three 
quarters of the survey and is parallel to the increase 
in home owners. Cluster three, which reflects 
individuals entering home ownership and getting 
married, shows a decrease in the proportion of 
individuals not having any children (wave one: 
94.0%, n=350; wave ten: 47.1%, n=261); and a steep 
increase in the proportion of individuals with 
children aged 5 years and under (wave one: 2.9%, 
n=16; wave ten: 49.3%, n=273). Interestingly, the 
steep increase in the proportion of home owners 
(Figure 1) occurs relatively early on and towards the 
middle of the ten waves, whereas the steep 
increase of individuals having children aged five 
years and under, occurred from the middle of the 
survey towards the end. Clusters two and four 
consisently show high proportions of individiuals 
with no children (cluster two, wave one: 78.7%, 
n=222; cluster four, wave one: 100.0%, n=0). In 
cluster four, the proportion of individuals with no 
children slightly decreases to 89.1% (n=312) by 
wave ten. Cluster five shows a relatively stable 
proportion of individuals with children aged 5 years 
and under (wave one: 46.0%, n=121; wave ten: 
39.9%, n=569) indicating the birth of children over 
the ten years. 
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Figure 1. Transversal state frequencies of tenure type by clusters one to five for movers 

 
Figure 2. Transversal state frequencies for marital status by clusters one to five for movers 
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Figure 3. Transversal state frequencies for employment status by clusters one to five for movers 

 

Figure 4. Transversals state frequencies for age group of youngest child by clusters one to five for movers 
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5. Conclusions 
This research set out to answer questions 

regarding the main housing pathways of adult 
Australians and the inter-relationships with other 
life events. The traditional interaction of life events 
and housing transitions as they were experienced in 
previous decades, getting married, having a child 
and then entering home ownership while children 
were still of pre-school age, have been challenged 
by life style changes and increasing opportunities to 
make choices and hence determine one’s pathway, 
as supported by the ‘choice’ theory, which resulted 
in different life experiences and pathways. The 
empirical analysis aimed to identify any evidence 
for this differentiation by developing a typology of 
housing pathways and life events for Australian 
families of childbearing age, with and without 
children.  

For housing tenure pathways in isolation, the 
analysis revealed that over half of the individuals in 
the sample (52.8%) did not change housing tenure 
over ten years of the survey and 41.8% of all 
sequences were represented by stable home 
ownership. Although the majority of individuals 
who did not change housing tenure over time 
already have transitioned into home ownership 
(79.2%), it is important not to ignore those 
remaining individuals, around one fifth, who do not 
enter home ownership during a ten year period. 
The most frequent sequences including a tenure 
change showed transitions into home ownership, 
hence an ‘upwards’ transition from other tenure 
categories. However, even within the group of 
individuals experiencing a housing tenure change, it 
needs to be acknowledged that there will be 
individuals who do not enter home ownership, for 
example switching between renting (private) and 
renting (social). These pathways were not discussed 
in this paper as the analysis did not identify them as 
major pathways in the typology.  

Although previous Australian research (Beer & 
Faulkner, 2009) indicates that the number of people 
experiencing a first birth before entering home 
ownership is decreasing, no other studies support 
this finding with empirical evidence using 
longitudinal data. With the availability of ten waves 
of the HILDA survey, it was possible to examine a 
window of ten years of housing tenure transitions 
and life experiences for individuals, acknowledging 
that a complete housing transition sequence over 
the life course is three or four times longer than 

current data allows for. The technique of multi-
channel sequence analysis has been utilised to 
produce a typology of typical pathways of housing 
transitions, intertwined with other significant life-
events identifying five distinct types of pathways.  

The representative pathways for each of the 
five clusters can be summarised as follows (where 
total n is the number of individuals in the sample 
who experienced a housing tenure transition):  
Late home owners, post school-aged children 
(cluster one, 29.3%, n=601): oldest individuals at 
wave one (on average mid-thirties), transitioning 
into home ownership with children aged 6 to 18 
years. Most individuals in this cluster were 
employed and already married. The representative 
sequence indicates that these individuals 
transitioned into home ownership when married 
with school-aged children.  
Single renters to owners, no children (cluster two, 
13.8%, n=282): aged on average in the late twenties 
at wave one, mainly renters (private), some 
transitioning into home ownership, they were 
starting relationships. The proportion of individuals 
who were separated, divorced or de facto in this 
cluster remained relatively constant over the ten 
waves. The majority was employed and had no 
children. The representative sequence explains this 
cluster as individuals who have never been married, 
with no children, transitioning into home ownership 
(out of renting (private)). 
Home owners, pre children (cluster three, 27.0%, 
n=554): aged on average in the late twenties at 
wave one, this cluster incorporates the main 
transitions into home ownership in the first five 
years of the survey, as well as the greatest increase 
in the proportion of individuals getting married 
overall. These individuals were mainly employed 
and the cluster demonstrated an increase in the 
proportion of individuals with children aged five 
years and under in the second five years of the 
survey. The representative sequence characterises 
this cluster as individuals first transitioning into 
home ownership, and then experiencing the birth of 
a child. The individuals were already married by the 
time of the tenure transition. 
Parental home leavers to renters, no children 
(cluster four, 17.1%, n=350): youngest individuals 
aged late teens to early twenties in wave one, 
leaving the parents’ house and starting 
relationships in the last five years of the survey. 
These individuals were also beginning to transition 
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into the labour force. Most individuals had no 
children. The representative sequence summarises 
this cluster as individuals leaving their parents, 
moving into a private rental property. 
Traditional home owners, post pre-school children 
(cluster five, 12.8%, n=263): aged around thirty 
years, contains a large proportion of renters 
(private), but also the largest (compared to other 
clusters) group of individuals in renting (public) and 
other tenure.  
     The proportion of individuals in home ownership 
is increasing in the last three years of the survey. 
Around half of the individuals were married, with 
little change in the distribution of marital status 
over time. One third of individuals were not in the 
labour force at any point in time. The main increase 
in the proportion of individuals with children aged 
five years and under occurred during the first five 
years of the survey. Based on the representative 
sequence for this cluster, the main characteristics of 
these individuals are being married and employed, 
and they first had a child and then entered home 
ownership, which is the traditional pathway.  

The main findings demonstrate that for all 
individuals who experienced a change in tenure in 
the sample, one group of individuals entered home 
ownership first, before the arrival of children in the 
family, while a smaller group of individuals entered 
home ownership when children were of pre-school 
age, this being the previous typical traditional 
pathway. In both scenarios, marriage precedes 
transition to home ownership and birth of a first 
child. Note that previously, some individuals would 
also enter home ownership before their first child 
was born, but it was not acknowledged as a major 
housing pathway as it is now. Similarly, findings 
presented in this paper did not include pathways 
characterised by adverse housing tenure transitions 
associated with marital dissolution or 
unemployment. Although these pathways were 
indeed present, they were not frequent enough to 
be defined as a typical pathway in our five clusters, 
but they did emerge with increasing separation of 
the clusters. Previous research suggests a 
disconnectedness of entry into home ownership 
and fertility events (Badcock & Beer, 2000; Winter 
& Stone, 1999), however this analysis suggests that 
the inter-relation of housing pathways, in particular 
entry into home ownership and marriage and birth, 
is still present, but the previously ordered 
sequences of these events have become less clear. 

It is important to be aware that there is also a 
significant group of individuals who enter home 
ownership on their own, without being in a 
relationship, which is a pathway that was not likely 
to be followed in previous decades. 

This research has methodological strengths in 
the use of sequence analysis and longitudinal 
survey data over ten years; however, there are 
several limitations. First, the research focus is on 
major life transitions that occurred primarily in 
early adulthood, and therefore it was necessary to 
identify and extract a sub-sample of individuals for 
whom these transitions were observed. Clearly, the 
selection of the sample has a strong impact on the 
major pathways emerging from the analysis. The 
sample was further restricted to individuals with a 
complete interview pattern. Given that individuals 
in unstable housing tenure types are more likely to 
show incomplete interview patterns, housing 
pathways that do not include home ownership may 
be under-represented. There is indeed scope to 
explore a greater range of pathways, by selecting 
more clusters to identify other important but less 
frequently occurring pathways. Second, the 
availability of ten waves of the HILDA survey data 
made it possible to analyse a window of housing 
pathways in Australia; however, identifying an 
individual’s housing tenure in the HILDA survey is 
not straightforward, as this measure was captured 
on a household rather than an individual level. A set 
of rules and assumptions were developed based on 
relationship statuses within the household. Finally, 
the timing of some of the transitions is linked to the 
survey waves, rather than to a date. This leads to 
assumptions that marriage and entering home 
ownership, for example, occurred at the same time, 
although there could have been a gap of up to 
twelve months between the transitions. The impact 
of this on the current findings is unclear, but we 
acknowledge that the exact timing of events is 
important when the order of events is of interest. 

The housing pathways in Australia are 
undergoing change, and particularly entry into 
home ownership is of great concern considering the 
risk of poverty in retirement for families and 
individuals who did not enter home ownership. 
More in-depth research is needed to further 
understand the relationships among the trigger life 
events, in particular union formation and 
dissolution, and birth of the first and any successive 
child, and whether these life events occur within 
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five years of the transition to home ownership. This 
will be particularly important for future analysis of 
home ownership transitions that also examines 
relationships with health and well-being, as well as 
income and wealth related outcomes based on 
previous life experiences. Data over a longer period of 
time are required to investigate timing of life events 
within five years of transitions into home ownership. It 
is promising that the HILDA survey has been extended 

to continue data collection over sixteen waves 
allowing extensions to this research.  

Multi-channel sequence analysis is an exploratory 
technique, which provided information on the order 
of several processes occurring in early and mid-aged 
adulthood that are defining major pathways in 
housing tenure. Future research will use this 
information to model these processes simultaneously 
in a multilevel multi-process framework.  
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Appendix 
Examining the ‘top-ten’ sequences for housing 

tenure status, marital status, employment status and 
age of youngest own child in the household for the 
entire sample of families with children or of childbearing 
age. 

For each of the four variables of interest, the 
sequences were firstly examined separately, starting 
with the sequences for housing tenure status. For 
housing pathways over ten waves of data with five 
possible tenure states, and given that all tenure 
transitions are possible between waves, there are 510 = 
9,765,625 possible unique sequences, with the five 
housing tenure states being: owning, renting (private), 
renting (social), other, and living with parents. 
Examining the sequences of housing tenure sequences 
for the 4,345 individuals in the analytic sample across 
ten waves of HILDA data, showed that there are 876 
unique sequences, with the most frequent sequence 
being ‘owning the home’ for all ten waves. The stable 
home ownership sequence explained 41.8% (n=1,818) 
of all housing tenure experiences. Other sequences for 
which housing tenure did not change include renting 
their homes from a private landlord (7.2%, n=309), 
living with parents (2.5%, n=108) and social tenure 
(1.3%, n=55). More than half of the individuals (52.8%) 
did not change their tenure status over the period of 
ten waves. The remaining ‘top ten’ sequences start 
with one, two, three, four, six or eight waves of renting 
their home in the private sector and then transition into 
home ownership for the remaining waves (6.3%, 
n=270). Furthermore, ‘owning’ as the tenure state was  

 
the most frequent state at each time point, consistently 
increasing from 56% at wave one to 69% at wave ten. 
This trend can be explained by higher rates of home 
ownership with older age (Yates, 2007). A higher 
percentage of home owners in the sample at the end of 
the survey in 2010, compared to the beginning of the 
survey in 2001, suggests that individuals were 
transitioning into home ownership sometime 
throughout these ten years. 

Focussing now on sequences of marital status 
across ten waves, there were 492 unique sequences 
explaining marital status transitions. The four most 
frequent sequences correspond to a consistent marital 
status throughout the ten waves, with 43.7% (n=1897) 
being married, 11.5% (n=499) have never been married 
and are not in a de facto relationship, 3.9% (n=171) 
being separated, divorced or widowed and 3.4% 
(n=148) are in a de facto relationship for all ten waves. 
The remaining six most frequent sequences start with 
being in a de facto relationship for one, two or four 
waves and then entering  marriage (3.2%, n=134), being 
single for eight or nine waves and then transitioning 
into a de facto relationship (1.75%, n=76), and getting 
divorced between waves nine and ten (0.8%, n=36). 
The ten most frequent sequences for marital status 
explain 68.2% of all possible sequences for marital 
status. 

Summaries for employment status showed 712 
unique sequences. Being employed consistently was 
the predominant sequence (54.5%, n=2366). This was 
followed by not being in the labour force for ten waves 
(3.6%, n=155). The remaining eight most frequent 
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sequences can be explained as follows: 3.1% (n=134) of 
individuals were not in the labour force for one or two 
waves and then transitioned to being employed, 1.1% 
(n=47) were employed for nine waves, transitioning out 
of the labour force, 2.8% (n=121) were employed in the 
first wave followed by 1-3 waves of not being in the 
labour force and then taking up employment again. 
Finally, 1.0% (n=45) were unemployed in the first wave 
and employed in the last nine waves and 0.7% (n=31) 
were employed in the first wave, unemployed in the 
second wave and employed for the last eight waves. 
The sequences for employment status show more 
variability amongst the ten most frequent sequences 
compared to the sequences of other statuses. The ten 
most frequent sequences for employment status 
explain 66.8% of all possible sequences.  

The sequences relating to age of youngest child in 
the household demonstrate the least number of unique 
sequences (312). Of all individuals in the sample 26.8% 
(n=1166) did not have children, 10.4% (n=451) had a 
youngest child aged 6-18 years and 3.2% (n=138) had a 
youngest child under the age of five throughout all ten 
waves. The remaining seven sequences within the ‘top 
ten’ account for 20% (n=866) and are characterised by 
individuals who had children who were growing up, 
hence these sequences start with individuals who had 
children under the age of 5 for varying numbers of 
waves, transitioning to having children aged 6-18 years 
old. The ten most frequent sequences explain 57.2% of 
the sequences related to age of youngest child in the 
household. 

 

Transversal tenure state distribution plots 
A useful way of examining sequences is by 

visualising the distribution of the state, in this case 
housing tenure status, at each wave. These plots are 
referred to as transversal state distribution plots 
(Gabadinho et al., 2011). Housing tenure status 
distributions are plotted by age group of the individual 
at wave one, marital status, employment status and the 
age of youngest child in the household. The transversal 
housing tenure states by age group in Figure A5 
showed that the group corresponding to the largest 
percentage of individuals living with parents at wave 
one (59.9%) was in the age category of 25 years or less 
at wave 1. This percentage consistently decreased 
across the time span of ten waves to 12.9% at wave 10. 
As expected, this is also the group with the lowest 
proportion of home owners compared to all other age 
groups (wave 1: 10.6%; wave 10: 41.1%). The group 
aged 30-35 years at wave 1 continued to move into 
home ownership (wave 1: 42.5%; wave 10: 65.6%) and 

move out of the parental home  (wave 1: 9.8%; wave 
10: 2.5%) over the ten year period. Individuals renting 
their homes are equally represented at each time point 
for this age group (wave 1: 24.9%; wave 10: 26.9%). For 
the age groups 30 years and over, home ownership is 
the dominant tenure state at each wave, slowly 
increasing, but not as steeply as for the younger age 
groups (wave 1: 62.0%; wave 10: 71.8%). 

Figure A6 shows transversal housing tenure states 
by marital status at wave one. Individuals legally 
married at wave one were dominantly home owners, 
with 81.2% owning their homes. This percentage was 
stable throughout the ten waves. On the contrary, 
home owners were only represented by 15.5% of 
individuals who were never married and not in a de 
facto relationship at wave one. The dominant housing 
tenure for this marital status at wave one was living 
with parents (52.2%). By wave ten, this trend is 
reversed; with only 13.0% of individuals living with their 
parents and 44.4% being home owners. Individuals 
who were in a de facto relationship or 
separated/divorced/widowed at wave one had a 
relatively stable proportion of approximately 50% in 
home ownership at each wave, and a 30%-40% of 
individuals renting in the private sector. The group of 
individuals that were separated, divorced or widowed 
at wave one were consistently the highest proportion 
of individuals renting in the public sector (wave 1: 9.9%; 
wave 10: 9.6%).  

Housing tenure pathways grouped by the 
individuals’ employment status at wave one showed 
clear differences in the state distributions for 
individuals employed, unemployed or not in the labour 
force at wave one. For individuals employed at wave 
one, the proportion of home owners increased from 
61.4% at wave one to 74.3% at wave 10. A proportion 
of 23.2% and 44.8% of individuals unemployed or not in 
the labour force at wave one, respectively, were home 
owners. This percentage increased by roughly 10% in 
both groups by wave ten. The group of individuals who 
were unemployed at wave one show consistently the 
largest proportion of individuals renting in the private 
sector (wave 1: 35.0%; wave 10: 41.4%) and a 
consistent proportion of 8% renting in the public sector 
(Figure A7).  

Figure A8 shows that 31.9% of individuals with no 
children at wave one were in home ownership; this 
proportion increased to 56.6% at wave ten. The 
proportion of individuals renting in the private sector 
stayed stable at around 30% and the proportion of 
individuals living with their parents decreased from 
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32.8% at wave 1 to 8.5% at wave ten for individuals 
with no children at wave one. Individuals with children 
aged five and under and with children aged 6-18 years 
had a similar and stable tenure state distribution 
across all ten waves: at wave one 75.2% and 81.6% 
are home owners, 18.8% and 14.0% are renters 
(private), 3.5% and 2.6% are renters (social), 2.0% and 
1.3% are in a another tenure, and 0.5% living with 
parents, for individuals with children aged five and 
under and for individuals with children aged 6-18 
years respectively. Individuals with children older than 
18 years are only represented by 6 individuals at wave 
one, however, at wave ten there are 281 individuals 
who have adult children in the household and the 
majority are home owners (84%). 

In summary, almost half of the housing tenure 
sequences (48.1%) are home owners already and have 
been for the whole period from 2001 to 2010, or are 
transitioning sometime throughout this period into 
home ownership. Examining the transversal state 
frequencies of tenure status by various demographic 
characteristics shows distinctive changes in the 
frequencies of tenure status over time, particularly for 
individuals who are under the age of 30 at wave one, 
have never been married and are not in a de facto 
relationship, are either unemployed or not in the 
labour force and have no own children in the 
household.  

 

              Figure A5. Transversal state frequencies of tenure status by age group at Wave 1 
 

 

 

 
 
 



Melanie Spallek, Michele Haynes, Andrew Jones               Holistic housing pathways for Australian families… 

223 

Figure A6. Transversal state frequencies of tenure status by marital status at Wave 1. 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

Figure A7. Transversal state frequencies of tenure status by employment status at Wave 1.
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Figure A8. Transversal state frequencies of tenure status by age of youngest child at Wave 1. 
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Abstract 

Childhood evacuation during World War II was reported by a recent Finnish study to be 
associated with lower intelligence at follow-up into early and late adulthood (Pesonen et al., 
2011, 2013). Opportunities of conducting such natural experiment studies are rare, and yet 
they contribute to understanding impacts of the early life environment on cognitive 
development and ability. We investigated the association between evacuation and later 
cognitive ability in a different national sample. This included 6,082 pre-school boys and girls, 
768 of whom were evacuated from their homes in Scotland between 1939 and 1945. The 
mean duration of evacuation was 14.8 months (SD = 17.8, Mdn = 7.0). Cognitive ability was 
measured at age 11, in 1947, using the Moray House Test (No. 12). Evacuated children 
scored on average 1.5 points higher on intelligence test scores relative to their non-
evacuated peers (Cohen’s d = 0.10, p = .038).  The p value was .070 after controlling for 
potential confounders, including socio-economic status. These findings, in contrast with 
those from Finland, raise the possibility that evacuation in Scotland may have had a small 
positive effect on children’s cognitive ability scores, due to a difference in educational and 
environmental exposures. However, analysis of a subset of results using sibling intelligence 
data, could not rule out selection bias, potentially caused by higher intellectual-ability 
parents’ being more likely to volunteer their children for evacuation. Nevertheless, any 
supposed adverse effect of evacuation on children in Scotland was not reflected in 
subsequent intellectual performance 

 
Keywords: cognitive ability, evacuation, intelligence, IQ, Scottish Mental Surveys, socio-economic status, 

World War II 
 

‘The bomber will always get through’ 
Stanley Baldwin, speech in the House of Commons, 10 November 1932 

Introduction 
     Cognitive ability, or intelligence, is an important 
developmental trait, increasing in performance 
level throughout childhood, and individual 
differences show quite high stability from 
adolescence to old age (Deary, Whalley, Lemmon, 
Crawford, & Starr, 2000; Gow et al., 2011). The 
population variance in intelligence, as measured by 

psychometric cognitive tests, is known to have both 
genetic and environmental causes (Deary, Johnson, 
& Houlihan, 2009). However, in early childhood, 
when cognitive development is rapidly increasing, 
the greater of these influences is the environment. 
This is strongly evidenced by studies of twins in 
which the genetic influence on a trait can be 
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measured alongside shared and unique 
environmental effects. In early childhood, the 
shared environment (e.g. that which is common to 
both members of a twin pair) explains around 50% 
to 70% of variance in intelligence test scores, 
whereas genetic effects (or heritability) explain 
around 25% (Bartels, Rietveld, Van Baal, & 
Boomsma, 2002; Davis, Haworth, & Plomin, 2009). 
In later childhood, the role of the shared 
environment diminishes, as heritability becomes 
more prominent in explaining population 
intelligence differences (Deary, Johnson, & 
Houlihan, 2009; Haworth et al., 2010). It is the early 
childhood period, therefore, that provides the most 
fertile period for studying how cognitive ability 
might be influenced, favourably or unfavourably, by 
a child’s social and physical environment, and the 
significant events that he or she encounters during 
that narrow time frame. These dynamic effects may 
influence behavioural and/or biological systems 
(including gene expression; see Johnson, 2010) to 
shape intellectual performance. Identifying the 
environmental factors that act on developmental 
processes to affect intelligence is of interest in 
suggesting early life interventions, or preventative 
strategies, aimed at optimising cognitive and 
learning outcomes. 

The early environment and cognitive 
development 
     Social deprivation, or socio-economic status, has 
been identified as a potent environmental factor 
related to neuro-developmental processes and 
subsequent intelligence (Hackman & Farah, 2009; 
Lawlor et al., 2005). The specific targeting of the 
learning disadvantages of low income groups has 
been the subject of an extensive research literature, 
in which studies have manipulated early life psycho-
social exposures, including cognitive stimulation, 
with the aim of enhancing cognitive development  
(Hackman, Farah, & Meaney, 2010; Walker et al., 
2011). Evidence from meta-analyses of these early 
education intervention studies, frequently involving 
socio-economically-disadvantaged pre-school 
children, show statistically significant aggregate 
effect sizes for higher average cognitive ability 
among children in early life intervention 
programmes, versus controls (Camilli, Vargas, Ryan, 
& Barnett, 2010; Gorey, 2001). Although one of the 
longest-running intervention studies ‒ the U.S. 
Government’s Head Start programme of 
educational, health, and social service support 

interventions ‒ has reported that with longer-term 
follow-up, the effects on cognition fade with time 
(Barnett & Hustedt, 2005), a more time-intensive 
intervention to promote cognitive stimulation, the 
Carolina Abecedarian Project, has revealed longer-
lasting IQ gains. In this randomised prospective trial, 
104 pre-school children assigned to a five-year 
intervention or control group from early infancy 
were followed up to age 21 years, with assessments 
of intelligence and academic skills (Campbell, 
Ramey, Pungello, Sparling, & Miller-Johnson, 2002). 
Those who experienced the early life intervention 
scored an average of 0.5 of a SD higher than 
controls on the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-
Revised at follow-up. However, this strong and 
lasting intervention effect has not yet been 
reported elsewhere.  
     One problem with generalising from the 
literature on early education interventions is that 
studies predominantly based on these highly 
selected groups do not tell us about the full range 
of possible environmental influences on cognitive 
development and the effects on individuals across 
the socio-economic strata. Natural experiment-type 
studies can provide important observational 
evidence for potential impacts of early life events 
on cognitive development and ability across a 
population. These can be based upon events which 
some individuals experience, while others do not, 
and where there are no strong social-selection 
effects.   

Early adverse events and later cognitive 
abilities 
Opportunities to investigate the impact of early life 
events on intelligence outcomes within a natural 
experimental context, and utilising a general 
population sample, are rare. Yet some research has 
been conducted into the effects of such events 
during World War II on subsequent cognitive 
performance. Records relating to the Dutch famine 
of 1944-45, caused by a food supply blockage to 
Western urban areas of the Netherlands, for 
example, provided the opportunity for a series of 
studies that tested the outcomes of in utero 
nutritional deficiency on a regional population 
group (Roseboom, Painter, van Abeelen, 
Veenendaal, & de Rooij, 2011). An early study of 
this cohort found that mean intelligence test 
performance in early adulthood was unrelated to 
the very low calorie intake (400 to 800 per day) of 
mothers during pregnancy when compared to other 
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mothers who had been unaffected by the famine 
(Stein, Susser, Saenger, & Morolla, 1975). However, 
a more recent study with longer follow-up of the 
cohort, demonstrated detrimental cognitive effects 
of the famine by older age (De Rooij, Wouters, 
Yonker, Painter, & Roseboom, 2010); thus there 
was a link between poor in utero nutrition and 
cognitive ageing, but not mean cognitive test 
performance.  
     Another wartime event which provided the 
opportunity for investigating a natural experiment-
type intervention on cognitive outcome is childhood 
evacuation. A recent study reported on 2,725 young 
Finnish men who served in the country’s Defence 
Forces after the war, and who completed general 
cognitive ability tests on entry when they were 
approximately 20 years of age. The authors found 
that those who had been evacuated during the 
conflict as children (12% of the sample and mainly 
to foster families in Denmark and Sweden) had 
significantly lower IQ test scores than their peers 
who had not been evacuated (Pesonen et al., 2011). 
The difference was equivalent to 0.2 SD units, 
although the effects were more pronounced for 
those evacuated between the ages of 2 and 4 years, 
and more so on a test of verbal ability. Within this 
age group, the difference in the verbal ability 
subtest score was equivalent to 0.4 of a SD. A much 
longer follow-up study of this Finnish cohort, to age 
70, revealed the same effects: a lower performance 
on the same cognitive tests with a magnitude of 
one third of a standard deviation (Pesonen et al., 
2013). Again, the strongest effect was in verbal 
reasoning. This latest study provides one of the 
lengthiest follow-ups of an intervention affecting 
cognitive ability, far exceeding the time periods so 
far reported from controlled educational 
intervention studies, and suggests the potent 
effects of early life evacuation on cognition 
throughout a life time.   
     The Finnish study’s findings relate to those from 
quasi-experimental design studies of early life 
stressors in childhood and subsequent cognitive 
ability. For example, adverse childhood pre-
adoption circumstances, as well as post-traumatic 
stress disorder, have been linked to lower cognitive 
performance at follow-up, particularly of verbal 
components, relative to matched controls 
(Odenstad et al., 2008; Saig, Yasik, Oberfield, 
Halamandaris, & Bremner, 2006; Yasik, Saigh, 
Oberfield, & Halamandaris, 2007). The study of 

evacuated children, however, may provide one of 
the most population-representative of samples, 
given evacuation affected families across the entire 
social strata of society (Lloyd, 1979) and across a 
wide range of cognitive abilities (Boyd, 1944).  
Furthermore, although the sample is not entirely 
self-selected if we allow for indirect self-selection 
via parental choices – and this is taken into account 
in our analysis – it may nevertheless provide one of 
the least self-selected samples in this field. 
     In the present study we largely replicate the 
methods of the Finnish study, using a similarly-aged 
cohort of evacuees and non-evacuees, but using a 
representative sample from Scotland. We examine 
the association between evacuation and general 
intelligence as measured in later childhood. As in 
Finland, the wartime evacuation of Scottish children 
was organised by the government, but was non-
obligatory. It is therefore necessary firstly to 
describe the Scottish evacuation process in order to 
understand how the children became evacuees and 
the potential for heterogeneity between groups 
when comparing evacuated and non-evacuated 
children.   

Wartime evacuation in Scotland 
During the late 1930s the British government made 
preparations for the evacuation of the civilian 
population from areas considered to be the 
principal industrial and military targets for German 
bombers in the event of war.  Under the official 
evacuation scheme drawn up for Scotland, the 
classes of persons for whom evacuation 
arrangements were made included children of pre-
school age and their mothers, children of school-
age and their teachers, and expectant mothers. 
Various districts of Scotland were classified as 
‘sending areas’ (mainly urban areas regarded as 
being especially vulnerable to attack and with an 
average population density of 14,000 per square 
mile) and others as ‘receiving areas’ (more rural 
areas considered to be relatively safe and with an 
average density of 100 per square mile) (Boyd, 
1944, pp. 1-5; Stewart & Welshman, 2006, pp. 104-
106). 
     On the commencement of hostilities in 
September 1939, the evacuation scheme was put 
into operation in Scotland. It is estimated that some 
175,000 people were evacuated during that month. 
This figure included 62,000 unaccompanied 
children, 99,000 mothers and accompanied 
children, 13,000 teachers and ‘helpers’, and 1,000 
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‘other adults’ (Titmuss, 1950, p. 562). Furthermore, 
families were free to make their own private, 
unofficial arrangements for evacuation – perhaps 
staying with relatives or friends who lived in safer 
areas of Scotland – and a considerable number of 
mothers and children moved out of the target areas 
having made their own plans (Boyd, 1944). 
Nevertheless, the number of evacuees was fewer 
than those anticipated. In Edinburgh, for example, 
just 32,000 people, equating to one third of the 
eligible evacuees, departed from the city (Boyd, 
1944). Moreover, during the subsequent weeks and 
months, with little bombing of Scotland during the 
so-called ‘phoney war’, many evacuees drifted back 
to the sending areas. By January 1940 the number of 
official evacuees across Scotland had fallen to 50,000 
(Titmuss, 1950). 
     In the spring of 1941 the west of Scotland was 
heavily blitzed. On the clear moonlit nights of 13-14 
and 14-15 March the Luftwaffe mounted devastating 
attacks on Glasgow and Clydeside. Over 1,200 people 
were killed in these raids and very many houses 
damaged or destroyed (Crang, 2012). In the wake of 
the bombing, a further wave of evacuation took 
place. In September 1941 it was estimated that the 
number of evacuees across Scotland had risen to 
142,000. They included 27,000 unaccompanied 
children, 85,000 mothers and accompanied children, 
1,000 teachers and ‘helpers’, and 30,000 ‘other 
adults’ (Titmuss, 1950, p. 562). Yet, with the 
attention of the Germans now increasingly on the 
war against the Soviet Union, and the bombing 
relenting, many drifted back home once again. By 
September 1942 there were 55,000 evacuees in 
Scotland. Thereafter, the number steadily declined 
so that by March 1945 there were just over 16,000 
evacuees (about 11,000 of whom were in fact from 
English areas but billeted in Scotland) north of the 
England-Scotland border (Titmuss, 1950). 
     The dispersal of mothers and children from the 
large industrial towns and cities of Scotland to the 
more thinly populated, rural and suburban areas of 
the country was a massive civic experiment, that 
incorporated many social and cultural complexities. 
There were, for example, problems over dialects, 
with evacuees from Glasgow and the west of 
Scotland having trouble in being understood in 
certain regions (Boyd, 1944). There were difficulties 
in re-locating town dwellers to isolated country 
districts where they were deprived of their urban 
social amenities and, as one woman evacuee 

grumbled, ‘there’s too much grass about’ (Boyd, 
1944, p. 71). There were tensions arising from the 
billeting of Roman Catholics in heavily Protestant 
areas. And there were antagonisms resulting from 
the placement of working-class evacuees with 
middle- or upper-class householders (Boyd, 1944). 
The cultural divide that existed between some 
evacuees and their hosts was reflected in complaints 
from the receiving areas about dirty and verminous 
city children who seemed to have little concept of 
modern sanitary habits. One Glasgow mother 
allegedly told her six-year old child: ‘You dirty thing, 
messing the lady’s carpet. Go and do it in the corner’ 
(Titmuss, 1950, p. 122). It is evident, therefore, from 
the anecdotal evidence that evacuation in Scotland 
was a wide-scale intervention with the potential to 
cause disruption and distress to the lives of the 
children involved.  

Aim 
     The aim of the present study is to investigate the 
impact of wartime evacuation on the average 
cognitive ability of Scottish pre-school children as 
measured in later childhood. The study uses the 36-
Day Sample, a representative subgroup of the 
Scottish Mental Survey of 1947: a nationwide 
exercise that tested the intelligence of nearly every 
11-year-old child attending school on a single day in 
1947. Given previously reported differences in 
average intelligence test scores between regions of 
Scotland (Deary, Whalley, & Starr, 2009; Scottish 
Council for Research in Education, 1949) - findings 
that could explain any intelligence difference 
between evacuees and non-evacuees, if these 
groups originated from different places – an 
important aspect of the present study is to consider 
the association between evacuation and intelligence 
of children living within the Scottish sending areas 
only. In a secondary analysis, a sibling comparison 
study is conducted using a subset of the cohort – the 
6-Day Sample – to test whether or not the associated 
results are biased by confounding (or reverse 
causation) of familial intelligence, given the self-
selected nature of evacuation.  

Method 

36-Day Sample 
     The Scottish Mental Survey 1947 (SMS1947) was 
a nationwide exercise, conducted under the 
auspices of the Scottish Council for Research in 
Education (SCRE), to investigate the average 
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intelligence of Scotland’s children (Deary, Whalley & Starr, 2009; SCRE, 1949). Carried out on 4th June 
1947, the survey involved the testing of 70,805 
Scots born in 1936, of mean age 11, who completed 
a general cognitive ability test at their schools. The 
SMS1947 also collected additional data on 
subsamples. The ‘36-Day Sample’ is a 
representative subgroup of the SMS1947 (SCRE, 
1953), whose members were selected on the basis 
of being born on the 1st, 2nd and 3rd days of each 
month in 1936. The head teachers of these selected 
children completed a detailed 25-item Sociological 
Schedule on their pupils. The total sample with 
completed Sociological Schedules was n = 6,301 
(3,184 girls and 3,117 boys).  

6-Day Sample and siblings 
The 6-Day Sample is an even more select subgroup 
of the SMS1947 than the 36-Day Sample. It 
comprised those children born on the first day of 
the even-numbered months of 1936. Again, this 
sample was carefully selected in order to achieve 
social and geographical representativeness of the 
entire population of 11 year-old schoolchildren 
living in Scotland in 1947 (MacPherson, 1958). As 
well as completing the group-administered 
SMS1947, this cohort completed an individual 
intelligence test and the same test was given to the 
members’ younger siblings as and when they 
reached 11 years of age. The 6-Day Sample 
comprises 1,208 individuals, including 618 girls and 
598 boys; intelligence data exist for 1,592 of their 
siblings. 

Research design 
The study is of a natural experiment-type design, 

assessing differences between an intervention 
(evacuated) and control (non- evacuated) group on 
observed variables. The selection of the evacuation 
group was to a large extent determined by the 
geographical location of the children’s family homes. 
The government-initiated scheme requested families 
to organise their children for assembly at local 
schools, for the evacuation, although attendance was 
non-obligatory. Figure 1 shows the allocation data of 
the 36- and 6-Day Samples for evacuated and non-
evacuated groups. In the Sociological Schedules of 
the 36-Day Sample, evacuation status was completed 
for 6,082 sample members (96.5% of the cohort) 
and, among these, 768 (12.6%) were evacuated 
during World War II.  In the 6-Day Sample, of the 
cohort of 1,107 with complete evacuation data 
(91.6%), 160 children (14.5%) were evacuated. 

Among these, 91 had one or more sibling with an 
age 11 intelligence score and, of these, 73 had one 
or more sibling who was indicated as less likely to 
have been evacuated.  

Sociological Schedule and cognitive ability 
measures 

Evacuation status was recorded for each child as 
a ‘Yes’ or a ‘No’ in the Sociological Schedule. For 
those evacuated, even for a few days, head teachers 
were asked to report the education authority to 
which the child had been evacuated and the length 
of evacuation in months. The minimum period of 
evacuation (e.g. two or three days) was re-coded as 
0.1 month.   

The schedule incorporated other types of 
personal data, some of which have associations with 
intelligence test performance that could be used as 
control variables in the analysis. Geographical 
information included the place of residence at birth, 
which would indicate where the child was evacuated 
from (with the caveat that a very small proportion 
might have moved from their locale by the time of 
evacuation). Family particulars incorporated size of 
family in 1947; the mother’s date of birth which was 
used to calculate maternal age at birth; and the 
number of rooms in the home, as well as the number 
of people living in the home in 1947, which were 
utilised to estimate an occupancy rate (or 
overcrowding) variable, i.e. n rooms/n people. 
Father’s occupation (or that of the main guardian) in 
1947 was also recorded. This was re-coded to a five-
level categorical variable, using the 1951 
Classification of Occupations (General Register 
Office, 1956), with higher values indicating greater 
socio-economic status (SES): professional (5), 
intermediate (4), manual or non-manual skilled (3), 
semi-skilled (2), and unskilled (1). School class size 
has been included as an education variable in the 
analysis, given that overcrowded classrooms may 
have impeded attention and learning (Blatchford, 
Bassett, & Brown, 2011; Blatchford, Bassett, 
Goldstein, & Martin, 2003). This was calculated from 
the ratio of number of pupils to full-time teachers in 
the participating schools. Physical characteristics of 
the child were further recorded, including height (in 
inches) and weight (in pounds). If the child had any 
physical disability these were reported too. These 
included defective vision, deafness, epilepsy, 
meningitis, chorea, encephalitis, and congenital 
paralysis.  
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General intelligence was measured using the 
Moray House Test (No. 12), which was group-
administered within schools by teachers across the 
whole of Scotland in the SMS1947. This began with 
an eight-item practice test, followed by the actual 
test which incorporated 71 items. These assessed a 
range of verbal and non-verbal reasoning skills and 
used a combination of different types of questions. 
For example, verbal items included same-opposites, 
word classification, analogies, proverbs, mixed 
sentences, and reasoning. Non-verbal aspects 
featured arithmetic, spatial items, and cypher 
decoding (see Deary, Whalley, & Starr, 2009, for the 
full list). Teachers read out verbal instructions and 
children then completed as many items as possible 
within a 45-minute session. The maximum possible

 score for the test was 76. Cases were excluded 
from the analysis if scores were recorded zero (n = 
53). 

The individually-administered intelligence test 
given to the 6-Day Sample, and their younger 
siblings, was the Terman-Merill version (Form L) of 
the Stanford Binet test (Terman & Merrill, 1937). 
The testers were trained volunteers, largely 
comprising educational psychologists (Maxwell, 
1961). The Terman-Merill test included 129 
questions relating to verbal and non-verbal 
reasoning. Individual performance scores were 
converted to standardised scores, where M = 100 
and SD = 15.  These data are used to assess possible 
selection bias in our main results (see the statistical 
analysis section for further details). 

 
 

Figure 1. Sample selection and assignation to evacuated and non-evacuated groups 
 

 

Note. Secondary analysis, to account for confounding by familial intelligence, included evacuated 6-Day    
Sample members (n = 160) and their siblings who were not evacuated (n = 127). 
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Statistical analysis 
Independent samples t-tests and chi-square 

tests were used to investigate group differences 
between evacuated and non-evacuated children on 
continuous and categorical variables respectively. 
These were conducted for the entire sample and 
then repeated for only those children born within 
evacuation sending areas given the socio-
demographic differences between sending and non-
sending areas. Linear regression was carried out to 
test whether evacuation status predicted 
intelligence test scores independently of potentially 
confounding factors. Covariates included in the 
model were those measures from the Sociological 
Schedule that significantly correlated with the 
Moray House test score (p < .05). Models were 
tested for multi-collinearity. These analyses were 
conducted in IBM SPSS Statistics Version 19.  

The above analyses looked upon cognition as the 
outcome and evacuation as a possible cause. 
However, for genetic and environmental reasons, 
the intelligence of children and their parents is 
correlated. It is possible that the decision to 
evacuate could have tapped into parents’ 
intelligence and that any evacuation-intelligence 
link might in part be reverse 
causation/confounding. So, to test this likelihood, 
we used data from the 6-Day Sample and their 
siblings. Those younger siblings born after the main 
evacuation years (1939 to 1941) were less likely to 
have been evacuated during World War II, 
compared to those born before or during this 
period. A comparison of the mean intelligence test 
score of evacuated 6-Day Sample members with 
that of their siblings, who were unlikely to have 
been evacuated, would formally test whether 
confounding by parental intelligence influenced an 
evacuation-intelligence association. If no difference 
was to exist between the mean IQ performance 
score of evacuees, relative to their non-evacuee 
younger siblings, then parental selection bias, or 
other selection bias operating at the level of the 
family, remained plausible.  

To test whether there was a difference in the 
mean IQ of evacuated and non-evacuated siblings, 
multilevel modelling was applied in MLwiN 2.26 to 
take account of clustering of siblings within families, 
thus implicitly allowing for genetic and 
environmental correlations within families.  

The model to be fit was: 
                    IQ = a + b.S + u + e 

where a and b are regression coefficients to be 
estimated, and S is a dichotomous indicator of not 
having been (‘1’) or having been (‘0’) evacuated: 
that is, ‘1’ means a sibling and ‘0’ a 6-day sample 
member. Thus b is the coefficient of interest. The 
term u varies randomly at the family level: Normal, 
mean 0, variance Var(u). The term e varies 
randomly at the individual level: Normal, mean 0, 
variance Var(e). The terms u and e are 
uncorrelated. 

Var(u) and Var(e) are to be estimated. The 
within-family correlation is: 

                    Var(u)/[Var(u) + Var(e)] 

 

Results 

Description and comparison of evacuated and 
non-evacuated groups 
     Table 1 shows the differences between all 
evacuated and all non-evacuated children according 
to the Sociological Schedule variables and Moray 
House Test scores. The ratio of girls to boys was 
slightly higher among evacuated children (52.8 vs 
47.2%) relative to non-evacuated children (50.1 vs 
49.9%), but this difference was not statistically 
significant (χ2 = 2.10, df = 1, p = .147). The 
evacuated children scored on average 1.3 points 
higher (SE difference = 0.6) on the Moray House 
test compared to their non-evacuated peers, which 
was statistically significant (t = -2.15, df = 929.3, p = 
.03) albeit a low effect size (Cohen’s d = .08). This 
apparent boost in performance was recorded 
despite the fact that in 1947, at age 11, the 
evacuated children were of significantly lower 
average socio-economic status according to their 
father’s occupational code (χ2 = 29.6, df = 4, p < 
.001) and had a higher room occupancy rate in the 
home (t = -4.47, df = 985.5, p < .001); they were in 
larger school classes  (t = -12.7, df = 1097.1, p < 
.001); they were lighter in weight, by one pound on 
average, relative to non-evacuated children (t = 
2.57, df = 6002, p = .01); and they showed a greater 
incidence of physical disability (χ2 = 16.5, df = 1, p < 
.001).The evacuated children were born in specific 
Scottish localities and it is possible that regional 
trends may have produced some of the sociological 
differences, and indeed the intelligence difference, 
between the two groups. For example, more than 
half of evacuated children were born in Glasgow 
(58%) and the rest were mainly born in Edinburgh 
(14%), Dundee (7%), Clydebank (5%), and Greenock 
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(3%). In contrast, non-evacuees were more evenly 
distributed across a range of urban and rural areas 
of Scotland, with only 20% and 7% born in the 
major cities of Glasgow and Edinburgh respectively. 
Table 2 reports differences between evacuated and 
non-evacuated children born in Scotland’s 
evacuation sending areas only. A noticeable 
difference from Table 1 is that within sending areas 
there were no longer socio-economic differences 

between the two groups. Yet the higher mean 
intelligence score of evacuated children persisted: a 
1.5-point mean (SE = 0.7) advantage relative to non-
evacuees (t = -2.08, df = 1186.9, p = .038). 
Furthermore, evacuees still ended up in larger 
classes after the war (t = -4.41, df = 1302.8, p < 
.001) and showed a significantly greater incidence 
of physical disability compared to their non-
evacuated peers (χ2 = 7.33 (1), p = .007).  

 
 

Table 1. Comparison of evacuated and non-evacuated children in the 36-Day Sample 

  Evacuated Not evacuated M (and SE) difference; 

significance value   n (%) M (SD) n (%) M (SD) 

            

Intelligence score  688 37.5 (14.5) 4,810 36.2 (15.5) -1.27 (0.60);    p = 

.032  

Maternal age at birth 751 28.4 (5.9) 5,107 28.8 (6.1) 0.35 (0.24);    p = .142  

Height (inches) 763 53.8 (2.9) 5,258 54.0 (2.9) 0.14 (0.11);    p = .198  

Weight (pounds) 763 68.6 (10.3) 5,241 69.7 (10.9) 1.08 (0.42);    p = .010  

Family size  768 3.71 (2.00) 5,279 3.89 (2.31) 0.17 (0.08);    p = .028  

Occupancy rate 769 2.30 (1.18) 5,266 2.10 (1.13) -0.20 (0.04);    p < 001  

School class size 772 33.8 (5.7) 5,300 31.0 (6.6) -2.85 (0.22);    p < 001  

           

Fathers’ occupation 

professional 

intermediate 

skilled 

semi-skilled 

unskilled 

  

10   (1.3) 

43   (5.6) 

420 (54.8) 

114 (14.9) 

179 (23.4) 

    

     52   (1.0) 

459   (8.8) 

2,613 (50.1) 

1,091 (20.9) 

1,002 (19.2) 

  χ2 (df);  

significance value  

 

 

 

χ2 = 29.6 (4), p < .001 

      

Female  408 (52.8)   2,660 (50.1)   χ2 = 2.10 (1), p = .147 

Physical disability 94 (12.2)   417   (7.9)   χ2 = 16.5 (1), p < .001 

Notes. Intelligence data were missing for 588 individuals (9.6%) of the sample for whom evacuation status 
was recorded. There was no significant difference in the rate of evacuation among those with IQ data (14.3%) 
and those without (16.7%): Pearson chi-squared = 1.506(1), p = .220. 
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Table 2. Comparison of evacuated and non-evacuated children born within sending areas of 
evacuation 

 Evacuated Not evacuated M (and SE) difference; 

significance value  n (%) M (SD) n (%) M (SD) 

            

Intelligence score  603 37.5 (14.5) 1,571 36.0 (15.9) -1.48 (0.71);    p = .038  

Maternal age at birth 658 28.5 (6.0) 1,658 28.9 (6.3)  0.41 (0.28);    p = .152  

Height (inches) 668 53.7 (2.9) 1,719 53.7 (2.9) -0.08 (0.13);    p = .553  

Weight (pounds) 668 68.3 (10.1) 1,720 68.0 (10.2) -0.29 (0.46);    p = .535  

Family size  673 3.78 (2.00) 1,728 3.80 (2.19)  0.01 (0.09);    p = .885  

Occupancy rate 673 2.36 (1.19) 1,723 2.36 (1.29) -0.02 (0.06);    p = .685  

School class size 675 34.0 (5.4) 1,737 33.0 (5.7) -1.11 (0.25);    p < .001  

            

Fathers’ occupation 

professional 

intermediate 

skilled 

semi-skilled 

unskilled 

  

7   (1.0) 

32   (4.8) 

363 (54.2) 

107 (16.0)   

161 (24.0) 

    

16   (0.9) 

109   (6.4) 

888 (52.1) 

261 (15.3) 

430 (25.2) 

                   χ2 (df);  

significance value  

 

 

 

 χ2 = 2.99 (4), p = .560 

      

Female   355 (52.6)    863 (49.6)     χ2 = 1.71 (1), p = .191  

Physical disability  84 (12.5)     153   (8.8)     χ2 = 7.33 (1), p = .007  

 

 

Duration and destination of evacuation 
     The duration of evacuation was recorded for 731 
evacuees, leaving only 4.8% of the sample with 
missing data. Figure 2 shows the positive skew of 
evacuation duration for the sample, as well as its 
wide distribution (M = 14.8 months, SD = 17.8). It is 
clear that some children were evacuated for a short 
period of a few days or weeks, whereas others 
spent the entire duration of the war in the receiving 
homes.  The average duration of evacuation did not 
differ significantly for boys and girls (Mann Whitney 
U Test: p = .340). Moreover, duration of evacuation 
as a continuous variable was not associated with 
intelligence test score (rs = .054, p = .165). In 
categorising the evacuated sample into five groups, 
ranging from <1 month to >1 year, the average 
intelligence test scores increased incrementally 
with longer duration of evacuation (see Table 3). 
However, this was not close to reaching a level of 

statistical significance in an ANOVA test (F = .493, df 
= 4, p = .741).   
     Among the 741 evacuees on whom there were 
data on the education authority of their evacuation 
destination, 96.6% were accommodated within 
Scotland, while the remainder went (presumably 
privately) to England, Wales or Ireland. The Scottish 
council region to receive the most evacuated 
children was Argyll and Bute, taking in over 10% of 
the sample. Other popular regions were 
Aberdeenshire, Perth and Kinross, South 
Lanarkshire, and Dumfries and Galloway, each 
receiving 6% to 7% of the sample. Given the 
geographical dispersion of evacuees in this sample 
within these receiving areas, as well as the lack of 
data on the receiving homes and the host families, 
this aspect of evacuation can only be reported on, 
and is of limited value in statistical analysis.     
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Figure 2. Distribution of evacuation duration in the 36-Day Sample 

 

                     Notes. n = 731; Mdn = 7.0 months 
 
 
 
 

Table 3. Mean intelligence test scores by evacuation duration group 

 
n M SD 

Not evacuated 1,571 36.04 15.86 

< 1 month 33 35.45 14.61 

One to 3 months 94 36.85 15.16 

3 to 6 months 123 37.24 15.11 

6 to 12 months 104 38.11 14.69 

>1 year 249 37.94 13.89 
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Regression analysis 
Regression analyses were carried out using data 
only from those children born within the World War 
II sending areas, and who had completed data on all 
variables (n = 2,091). The positive association 
between evacuation and intelligence, when 
evacuation status was the only independent 
variable in the regression model, reached a trend 
level of statistical significance in this slightly 
reduced sample (B = .088, CI 95% -.006 to .183, p = 
.067). In models adjusting for single additional 
covariates in turn, no variable was found to 
attenuate the magnitude of this trend effect 
(results not shown), suggesting a lack of potential 
confounding or mediation by our observed 
covariates. There was no evidence either that socio-

economic status moderated the association 
between evacuation and intelligence; that is, the 
relatively higher mean IQ performance score for 
evacuees was apparent across socio-economic 
groups (see Figure 3). By adjusting for physical 
disability, however, the effect of evacuation on 
intelligence test score increased slightly and 
became statistically significant (B = .097, CI 95% 
.003 to .192, p = .044). Therefore, without 
accounting for the higher frequency of physical 
disability among evacuees, the association between 
evacuation and intelligence would have been less 
evident. Nevertheless, it was still detectable and 
not wholly suppressed by the difference in 
frequency of physical disability. 

  

Figure 3. Mean intelligence by socio-economic status and evacuation group 

 

Notes. Moray House intelligence test mean performance score (maximum 76) according to socio-economic 
status and evacuation status groups. Black and grey error bars represent evacuated and non-evacuated 
groups respectively. Evacuees perform above non-evacuees across the social strata, with the exception of the 
professional groups that have very low sample sizes.    
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     Table 4 shows the beta coefficients and their 
95% confidence intervals, in multivariate regression, 
of evacuation status and covariates in predicting a 
one SD increase in Moray House test score. The 
model accounted for 18.4% of the variance in the 
dependent variable. The results show that, after 

controlling for highly significant predictors of 
intelligence, including socio-economic status 
indicators, physical disability, and family size, the 
association between evacuation status and higher 
intelligence test score was a non-significant trend (B 
= 0.80, 95%CI -.006 to -.166, p = .070).  

 
 

Table 4. Beta coefficients in a multiple regression model to predict a one SD change 
 in intelligence test score 

 B CI 95% Partial r sig. 

Female .090 .013,  .168 .050 .022 

Fathers’ SES .124 .082,  .167 .124 <.001 

Occupancy rate -.103 -.139, -.068 -.125 <.001 

Evacuated .082 -.004,  .168 .041 .062 

Disability -.156 -.285, -.027 -.052 .018 

Height .073 .054,  .091 .164 <.001 

Weight .002 -.003,  .007 .018 .419 

School class size -.003 -.010,  .004 -.017 .441 

Family size -.075 -.095, -.055 -.161 < .001 

Notes. Analysis restricted to sample members born in sending areas (n = 2091). Model excluded maternal 
age, which was not associated with intelligence in the sample (p > .05). 
A weighted variable was included in the model to account for potential bias from missing intelligence data. 
This was calculated from logistic regression with data on the full cohort, and used the inverse probability of 
each case having valid intelligence data, as predicted by evacuation status, physical disability status, height, 
weight, class size, and family size. This made negligible difference to the coefficients as compared to a model 
without it.   

 

Sibling analysis 
     In the subgroup comparison between 6-Day 
Sample members and their siblings, the non-
evacuation status of siblings (n = 127), relative to 
the evacuation status of 6-Day Sample members (n 
= 160), was significantly associated with lower 
mean scores on the Terman-Merrill intelligence test 
(B = -5.013, SE = 2.177, p = .02). However, it was 
important to redo the analysis allowing for the 
clustering of data points within families. This is 
because it is known that, within the 6-Day Sample, 
larger families had lower mean IQ scores (see 
Deary, Whalley, & Starr, 2009, p. 22). In this 
comparison, therefore, whereas any sibling from a 
6-Day Sample evacuated member in a two-child 
family adds one IQ score to the control group, those 

with more siblings add a greater number, and these 
will tend to be lower, thus spuriously reducing the 
mean of the sibling control group. In other words, 
this analysis is sub-optimal because the control 
group is more biased towards the mean IQ of larger 
families than the 6-Day Sample evacuated group. 
The within-family correlation on intelligence score 
was r = 0.53. The beta coefficient in the multilevel 
model for the difference was -2.024 (SE = 1.794). 
Although the non-evacuated status of siblings, 
relative to the evacuated status of 6-Day Sample 
members, was still associated with lower mean IQ 
scores, this effect was no longer statistically 
significant once family clustering of intelligence test 
scores was accounted for (p = 0.26).   
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Discussion 
An analysis of a representative sample of 

Scottish schoolchildren, including boys and girls, in 
the 1940s reveals that, in contrast to a previous 
study of a Finnish male cohort, those evacuated 
during World War II scored on average 1.3 points 
above non-evacuated children (or 10% of a SD) on 
the Moray House Test: a small but statistically 
significant difference. This effect was evident 
despite the fact that the wartime evacuees were 
from more disadvantaged backgrounds, suffered 
from a greater proportion of disabilities, and were 
being educated in schools with larger class sizes 
after World War II, and might thus be expected to 
have had lower, rather than higher, IQ levels than 
their contemporaries. What is also relevant is that, 
given that the bulk of Scottish evacuations took 
place in 1939-1941, it is likely that most of the 
evacuated children in the 36-Day sample would 
have been between the ages of 3 and 5 years when 
they were billeted in receiving areas. This is the age 
band of the Finnish evacuees who later performed 
particularly poorly in their IQ tests (Pesonen et al., 
2011).  

In seeking to explain these Scottish results, it 
should be acknowledged that there are variables on 
which the 36-Day sample does not provide 
information. We do not know, for example, which 
children were evacuated under the official 
government scheme or under private 
arrangements; whether or not they were 
accompanied by their mothers or other siblings; in 
what types of households in the receiving areas 
they were accommodated; whether they drifted 
back home and then returned to a receiving area in 
the wake of the heavy bombing; and the precise 
ages at which they were evacuated. 

With these provisos, the association between 
evacuation status and age-11 IQ test performance 
was unlikely to be explained by differences in the 
sending areas versus non-sending areas: a 
comparison of the test results of evacuees and non-
evacuees born within the same sending areas found 
a 1.5-point mean advantage in IQ to evacuees. Nor 
can the differences be explained by length of 
evacuation, given that duration was unrelated to 
intelligence test score, whether measured as a 
continuous or categorical variable.  

We are thus left to consider other explanations. 
Results from our sibling analysis suggest we cannot

 rule out the possibility of self-selection bias, 
because although evacuated children scored above 
the average of their non-evacuated siblings, this 
was not a statistically significant difference. 
Parental intelligence may have confounded the 
association between evacuation and IQ we 
observed, just as maternal intelligence has 
previously been shown to confound the 
associations between childhood intelligence and 
birth weight (Deary, Der, & Shenkin, 2005), 
breastfeeding (Der, Batty, & Deary, 2006), and 
smoking (Batty, Der, & Deary, 2006). Such an 
explanation of self-selection is consistent with the 
absence of any differential effect of differing 
lengths of time of having been evacuated. Given the 
self-selecting nature of the evacuation scheme, the 
judgements that had to made by parents about the 
nature of risk and the efficiency of government 
arrangements, as well as the practical steps they 
had to take to arrange evacuation (whether under 
the official scheme or privately), it is conceivable 
that the better performance of evacuated children 
might be in some measure due to the fact that they 
were the children of parents with higher IQs, and 
the results could therefore relate in part to 
heritable intelligence. There is also a chance that 
parents did not randomly select their siblings for 
evacuation and might have selected only those 
children who they believed had the greatest ability 
to cope with a new home environment.  Of course, 
there are other plausible confounders - including 
differences in social and/or economic resources 
between evacuated and non-evacuated children, 
which also happen to be correlates of IQ - but such 
differences were not observed in the main analysis 
of children within sending areas, at least according 
to parental socio-economic status and home 
overcrowding. Another interpretation of our sibling 
results is highlighted by the authors of a previous 
sibling comparison study who suggested that “spill-
over effects” from children receiving specialist 
educational intervention onto their siblings not 
receiving the intervention may occur and produce 
conservative treatment effects on intelligence 
(Currie & Thomas, 1993). Therefore, it is possible 
that within our sample any positive effects of 
evacuation on children’s cognitive abilities were 
transmitted, in turn, to their younger siblings who 
were not evacuated, perhaps via general 
knowledge, approaches to learning, and/or 
engagement with the environment.  
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Whereas self-selection at evacuation might be a 
likely explanation for the evacuees having higher 
mean intelligence, one must consider the 
alternative: that experiences specific to the 
evacuees, or indeed non-evacuees, could have 
caused this group difference. To deal with the 
experience of the 11 year-old non-evacuees first, it 
is conceivable that the lower test results among 
some of them – especially those who remained in 
Scottish cities – were associated with dislocations to 
their family lives as a result of long hours of 
parental war work, disruptions to schooling in the 
sending areas (Rutter, 1985), and the traumatic 
impact of bombing on subsequent learning 
(Stermac, Clarke, & Brown, 2013). In March 1940, 
for example, 96% of all primary schools in receiving 
areas were open full-time, whereas in the sending 
areas, 5% only were running full-time (Lloyd, 1979). 
Furthermore, how successful the attempt was to 
minimise educational disruption in sending areas 
varied between cities. Dundee suffered 
comparatively longer school closures than other 
cities, whereas Edinburgh, a model city for the 
whole of Britain, demonstrated “speedy restoration 
of her educational service” (Lloyd, 1979, pp. 69). 
The discrepancy between mean intelligence test 
scores of evacuated and non-evacuated children in 
the present sample did appear to be greater in 
those children from Dundee (3.45 points), relative 
to Glasgow (1.94 points) and Edinburgh (0.95 
points) (data not presented), which could support 
this hypothesis. However, given that most school 
disruption came at the beginning of the war in 
Scotland (Lloyd, 1979), it is not clear how the 36-
Day Sample non-evacuees from these cities would 
have been affected by insufficient schooling, given 
that most were of pre-school age at the time.  

Conversely, we must also consider the possibility 
that the test results were partly the result of the 
positive impact of evacuation (even if experienced 
only for short periods) on the children concerned. 
Although the absence of cumulative environmental 
effects of being placed in a billeted home were 
shown in the data, ‘early life stresses’ of evacuation 
might have had a beneficial impact on average 
cognitive ability since they acted as a stimulant to 
mental development through a shift in physical 
and/or social environments. In this regard, a period 
spent in an unfamiliar billet in a Scottish receiving 
area, at a formative age, might have encouraged 
greater communication skills and problem-solving 

behaviour. It may also be the case that the children, 
and the parents who accompanied them, were 
introduced to a wider range of stimuli, to the ‘ways’ 
of the educated middle classes, and potentially 
greater social and economic resources. For 
example, a shift to the dietary patterns of more 
affluent/rural host families may have brought with 
it nutritional benefits which enhanced early infant 
cognitive development. That such factors might 
have outweighed any potential adverse effects of 
evacuation may only have been possible given that 
many Scottish pre-school children, while separated 
from their fathers, were evacuated with their 
mother and/or siblings (Boyd, 1944). This would 
surely have buffered the trauma of leaving home. In 
contrast, in the previous Finnish study, the 
evacuation experience may have been a greater 
‘stressor’, given that children were routinely 
separated from both parents and billeted in a 
foreign country where a different language might 
have been spoken by the hosts (Pesonen et al., 
2011).  Compared to that experience, the relevant 
linguistic variation within Scotland was less, being 
that of dialects rather than (for example) the 
difference between Finnish and Swedish noted by 
Pesonen et al. (2011: 337): the official evacuation 
scheme operated outside the areas where Gaelic 
was the dominant language. Furthermore, the 
mean length of evacuation was slightly longer for 
the Finnish (1.7 years) compared to Scottish (1.3 
years) children. The hypothesis that Scottish 
evacuation stimulated cognitive development is 
reminiscent of the intensive pre-school intervention 
programmes to boost intellectual outcomes, 
particularly among socio-economically disad-
vantaged children (Campbell et al., 2002; Currie & 
Thomas, 1993). Hunt (2010) suggests that the 
micro-environment of the home has ‘a substantial 
influence on intelligence during the early childhood 
years’ and it is possible that the wartime evacuation 
of thousands of Scottish children to temporary new 
homes increased their average IQ performance. To 
support this, a very small study by Boyd (1941) in 
the immediate aftermath of the first Scottish 
evacuees returning home, in which ten 10-14 year-
old children who were evacuated were compared 
to 46 of their peers not evacuated, found that 
among evacuees, improvements were shown in 
speech, obedience and general good behaviour, and 
there was less quarrelling and grumbling, whereas 
among those not evacuated, these behaviours 
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appeared to have deteriorated. Although this was 
not the age group under investigation in the 
present study, it does suggest positive outcomes for 
some older children evacuated during World War II 
in Scotland and perhaps was the result of examples 
of better behaviour and conduct, set in the 
receiving homes.  

If we accept the notion of the positive impact of 
evacuation on cognitive performance, in wider 
historical terms the fact that 11 year-old former 
Scottish child evacuees performed better in their IQ 
tests than non-evacuees may give some credence to 
the so-called levelling effects of the Second World 
War on British society (Marwick, 1970). It has been 
argued that pre-war Scottish educational policy and 
practice, though widening opportunity significantly 
compared to earlier times, still tended to favour the 
children of middle-class homes, and that the war 
accentuated this divide (Lloyd, 1992, p. 334). 
However, given that evacuees included individuals 
from urban working-class backgrounds, and from 
some of the most deprived areas of Scotland, the 
experience of war might appear to have benefited 
these children cognitively. Indeed, while the poor 
condition of many of the evacuees arriving in the 
reception areas, is claimed to have helped inspire a 
wartime reformist consensus in Britain that paved 

the way for improved welfare provision (Titmuss, 
1950), perhaps evacuation also helped in a small 
manner to boost the life chances of Scotland’s 
disadvantaged children in more cerebral ways.   

Without data on baseline cognitive ability of 
evacuees and non-evacuees in this natural 
experimental-design study, we can only speculate 
as to the extent to which evacuation (or non-
evacuation) affected cognitive performance, if at 
all, or whether the groups differed before 
intervention. One relevant observation was the 
greater frequency of individuals with childhood 
physical disability in the higher cognitive 
performance group (evacuees), when one would 
have expected their presence to reduce mean 
cognitive performance relative to non-evacuees, all 
other factors being equal. Indeed without adjusting 
for physical disability there was no statistically 
significant difference in mean group intelligence. 
Nevertheless, although there are certain 
understandable attractions to the positive impact 
case, given that our sibling-analysis results could 
not confidently rule out self-selection effects, 
perhaps the likelihood that evacuees and non-
evacuees started out with different mean cognitive 
abilities should remain as our most cautious 
explanation for this study’s findings.  
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