
eleven chapters that compose this volume, emphasizing what we know
and what we do not know about the interplay between economic
changes and changes in the transition to adulthood.

Trends in Marriage and Living
Arrangements Among Young Adults

Marriage has always been a key marker of adulthood. In recent years,
young women, who are now more likely to attend college and almost as
likely as young men to enter the labor force, are postponing marriage
and childbearing to complete their schooling and establish their careers
(Furstenberg, Rumbaut, and Settersten 2005). Figure 1.1 documents
long-run trends in the median age at first marriage for men and women
from 1890 to 2004. The median age at first marriage for both women and
men followed a U-shaped pattern over the twentieth century. At the turn
of the twentieth century, the median age at first marriage for women was
about twenty-two. It fell to about twenty-one in 1920, rose slightly dur-
ing the Great Depression, and then fell to about age twenty between 1950
and 1960. By 2004, the median age at first marriage had risen to an un-
precedented twenty-six.

Introduction 3

Figure 1.1 Estimated Median Age at First Marriage for U.S. Males and
Females, 1890 to 2004

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (2005).
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One aspect of the delayed transition to adulthood that has captured
the attention of the media and many parents is the increased likelihood
that young adults are living with their parents. This trend is evident in
the United States and in other countries. However, its importance in the
United States has been exaggerated. The most striking trend in living
arrangements among unmarried young adults is the greater percentage
that live on their own or with persons other than a spouse, not the in-
creased percentage who are living with parents. For example, over the
last four decades the percentage of women age nineteen to twenty-four
living with a spouse declined from 57 to 22.5 percent (34.5 percentage
points). Those living on their own or with other (unrelated) persons in-
creased by 25.5 percentage points, from 17 to 42.5 percent, while those
living with parents increased by 9 percentage points, from 26 to 35 per-
cent. Among those between the ages of twenty-five and twenty-nine, the
percentage living with parents increased by only 3 percentage points for
men between 1960 and 2000 (to 18 percent) and by 3.5 points for women
(to 14 percent) (Matsudaira 2006). Overall, living arrangements have in-
deed changed for young adults, but the increase in the percentage of
those living with their parents has been modest; the greatest shift among
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Figure 1.2 Women Who Are Childless at Age Thirty-five, by Race and Birth
Cohort

Source: Wu and Li (2005, 122).
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the percentage of low earners tends to fall as they age into their mid-thir-
ties. For women, this pattern holds in the later cohort, but not in the ear-
lier one. These patterns and additional analyses (not shown) suggest that
as individuals age they are better able to support a family regardless of
educational attainment. However, the figures also suggest that it is tak-
ing longer for young men to achieve self-sufficiency.

Consider males between the ages of twenty-one and thirty-five (figure
1.4). In 1969, 23.1 percent of twenty-five-year-olds earned less than the
poverty line. In 2004, it was not until age thirty that this age group’s
poverty rate fell to 23.2 percent. In 1969, between the ages of thirty and
thirty-five, only about 10 percent of men were low earners; in 2004 more
than twice as many in this age range, about 23 percent, remained low
earners.

In contrast, over these thirty-five years a decreasing percentage of
women earned too little to support a family, and an age gradient devel-
oped (figure 1.5). In 1969 there was virtually no age gradient for young
women. At any age between twenty-one and thirty-five, about 75 to 80
percent were low earners. In 2004, 75 to 80 percent of twenty-one- to
twenty-two-year-olds still had low earnings, but at age twenty-six, that
had declined to about 50 percent. These numbers remain high, however,

8 The Price of Independence

Figure 1.3 Hourly Wages of Twenty-five- to Sixty-five-Year-Olds, by
Education Group, Relative to 1980 Hourly Wages

Source: Barrow and Rouse (2005), based on data from the 1980 to 2004 (even years only)
Current Population Survey Outgoing Rotation Group (ORG) files available from Unicon.
The sample is limited to individuals between twenty-five and sixty-five years of age, and
drops observations with wages less than half of the minimum wage or above the ninety-
ninth percentile of the distribution.
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Figure 1.4 Males with Earnings Less Than the Poverty Line for a Family of
Four in 1969 and 2004, by Age

Source: Authors’ calculations from March Current Population Survey files provided by
Unicon.
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Figure 1.5 Females with Earnings Less Than the Poverty Line for a Family
of Four in 1969 and 2004, by Age

Source: Authors’ calculations from March Current Population Survey files provided by
Unicon.
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Table 1.1 Years of College Attended and Bachelor’s Degree Receipt by High School Graduates, by Year of Birth

Average Average Proportion Proportion Proportion
Number of Number of Who Have Who Have Who Have 

Years Enrolled Years Enrolled Proportion Proportion Proportion Attended Attended Attended
in College by in College by with a BA with a BA with a BA College  College  College  

Year Age Thirty-five, Age Thirty-five, by Age by Age by Age by Age by Age by Age 
of Birth Males Females Twenty-two Twenty-five Twenty-eight Twenty-two Twenty-five Twenty-eight

1950 2.10 1.36 0.15 0.22 0.25 0.44 0.48 0.50
1955 1.70 1.46 0.14 0.19 0.23 0.44 0.43 0.48
1960 1.68 1.63 0.12 0.19 0.23 0.45 0.45 0.47
1965 1.81 1.83 0.12 0.20 0.25 0.47 0.49 0.52
1970 2.21 2.38 0.12 0.27 0.28 0.54 0.57 0.56
1975 2.25 2.43 0.12 0.26 0.29 0.56 0.58 0.57

Source: Computations by Maria Fitzpatrick from the October Current Population Surveys
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Figure 2.1 Young Males Who Are Household Heads, by Age, 1995 to 2000

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS database.
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Figure 2.2 Young Females Who Are Household Heads, by Age, 1995 to 2000

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS database.
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transition to independence must, however, be the topic of separate
analysis (for more on recent issues related to EU immigration, see Par-
sons and Smeeding 2006).

An optimistic interpretation of our findings is that young adults
have postponed the formation of independent households because
they are accumulating more education than earlier generations did. By
spending more time in school, they are delaying financial independ-
ence and temporarily giving up labor income, but they are improving
their capacity to earn good wages in the future. Figures 2.3 and 2.4
compare school completion rates in the six countries among twenty-
five- to thirty-four-year-olds (triangles) and thirty-five- to forty-four-
year-olds (squares). As the figures reveal, in all countries except Ger-
many and the United States, younger adults (the twenty-five- to
thirty-four-year-old cohort) are indeed accumulating more education
than their older peers.13 However, additional education is not driving
the earnings losses in either Germany or the United States, given that
education levels have not been rising and may even be falling in Ger-
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Figure 2.3 Population in Six Countries That Has Attained at Least Upper
Secondary Education, 2002 to 2003
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many. Although an education-based interpretation of the trends in em-
ployment, earnings, and the age of financial independence may be
valid for youth in Belgium, Canada, the United Kingdom, and (mar-
ginally) Italy, it does not appear to explain the “failure to launch” in
Germany or the United States.

Appendix

Young adults are divided into four overlapping age groups in table 2A.1.
The top panel of the table shows the percentage of men and women in
each age group who were household heads or spouses in the 1980s wave
of the LIS surveys, while the middle panel shows identical tabulations of
headship status in the later LIS survey. The bottom panel shows the dif-
ference between headship rates in the 1995 to 2000 period and the mid-
1980s.

50 The Price of Independence

Figure 2.4 Population in Six Countries That Has Attained Tertiary
Education, 2002 to 2003

Source: OECD (2005).
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Table 2.1 Employment-to-Population Ratio, in Six Countries, by Gender and Age,
1985 to 2005

Males Females

15 20 25 30 15 20 25 30
Year to 19 to 24 to 29 to 34 to 19 to 24 to 29 to 34

Belgium
1985 11% 59% 88% 91% 9% 48% 62% 58%
1995 6 49 85 89 3 43 70 69
2000 10 55 85 91 6 44 76 74
2005 9 50 83 87 5 43 75 75
1985 to 2005 –2 –9 –5 –4 –4 –4 13 17

Germanya

1985 41 70 82 90 35 65 59 54
1995 32 68 80 89 26 64 67 66
2000 33 67 81 89 26 63 70 71
2005 28 60 74 85 22 58 65 67
1985 to 2005 –13 –11 –7 –5 –13 –7 6 13

Italy
1985 21 59 83 94 14 38 47 49
1995 15 45 71 86 8 31 47 50
2000 13 46 69 86 8 34 49 55
2005 11 49 73 86 5 35 54 62
1985 to 2005 –11 –10 –10 –8 –9 –3 7 13

United Kingdom
1985 46 74 84 87 45 61 54 53
1995 39 70 83 86 39 62 67 65
2000 43 75 88 89 43 66 72 71
2005 38 74 87 89 40 65 73 73
1985 to 2005 –8 –1 3 3 –5 4 19 19

Canada
1985 44 71 82 85 44 66 65 62
1995 41 68 80 83 41 65 69 69
2000 43 71 84 87 44 68 75 75
2005 43 70 84 88 47 70 76 77
1985 to 2005 –1 –1 2 2 3 4 11 15

United States b

1985 46 75 87 90 43 64 66 65
1995 45 75 87 89 44 64 70 71
2000 45 77 89 91 45 68 73 73
2005 35 71 86 89 38 65 69 70
1985 to 2005 –11 –4 –1 –1 –5 0 4 5

Sources: For EU member countries, Eurostat Labor Force Survey; for Canada, Statistics Canada; for
the United States, U.S. BLS.
a. Data are for western Germany in 1985 and for unified Germany in 1995 to 2005.
b. The youngest age group in the United States is sixteen to nineteen years old.



explanation for the employment gap between the different countries.
Table 2.2 presents Organization for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD) estimates of the number of years of formal schooling in
our sample countries for the population age twenty-five to thirty-four in
2002. On average, North American men and women in this age group
have more years of schooling than their counterparts in Belgium, Ger-
many, and Italy. Assuming that few young people work when they are
full-time students, this evidence suggests that careers begin later in
Canada and the United States than they do in Belgium, Germany, and
Italy, but in fact paid employment begins at a considerably younger age
in North America than it does in Belgium or Italy.

Summary

The employment statistics reveal many consistent trends across the six
countries. Employment rates have generally fallen among teenagers,
both male and female. Women’s employment rates after age twenty-five
have increased, with particularly large gains in countries that had low fe-
male employment rates in the mid-1980s. In contrast, employment rates
among men age twenty-five and older have remained unchanged or de-
clined (see Ghidoni 2002). The combination of these two trends has
meant that the working careers of men and women under age thirty-five
are now much more similar.

However, major differences across the countries still remain. Employ-
ment begins earlier in the three English-speaking countries than it does
in the three continental European countries, especially in Belgium and
Italy, even if the cross-national age employment gap largely disappears
among men by the time they reach their early thirties. And important
cross-national differences among twenty-five- to thirty-four-year-old
women remain. Moreover, explanations for the different levels and
trends in employment are varied, with no single dominant explanation
for either men or women.
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Table 2.2 Educational Attainment Expressed in Average Number of Years in
Formal Education for Persons Age Twenty-five to Thirty-four in
2002 to 2003

Country Males Females

Belgium 12.4 12.7
Germany 13.5 13.4
Italy 11.2 11.6
United Kingdom 13.1 13.0
Canada 13.6 14.1
United States 13.7 14.0

Source: OECD (2005). 



Table 2.3 Mean Wage and Salary Earnings of Young Adults in Six Countries, as a Percentage of Median National ADPI, 
1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier period (1984 to 1987)
Belgiuma 1985 28% 67% 103% 117% 20% 50% 57% 58%
West Germany 1984 47 92 147 191 34 68 71 67
Italya 1987 18 51 83 91 17 32 39 45
United Kingdom 1986 67 113 132 149 51 66 51 51
Canada 1987 43 83 108 132 31 60 65 64
United States 1986 40 87 124 144 28 56 69 69

Later period (1997 to 2000)
Belgiuma 1997 13 50 71 84 9 40 55 54
West Germany 2000 32 70 108 148 26 54 69 72
Italya 2000 17 39 49 69 11 30 40 41
United Kingdom 1995 47 88 123 146 39 65 72 71
Canada 1997 34 74 101 121 24 52 69 72
United States 2000 35 81 122 146 28 59 80 83

Percentage change between periodsb

Belgiuma 1985 to 1997 –52 –26 –31 –28 –54 –20 –3 –7
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –33 –24 –26 –22 –22 –21 –2 7
Italya 1987 to 2000 –6 –23 –40 –24 –38 –7 2 –9
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –30 –22 –7 –2 –23 –2 41 39
Canada 1987 to 1997 –21 –10 –6 –8 –22 –14 7 12
United States 1986 to 2000 –13 –7 –2 1 –2 6 16 19

Percentage change between periods in average earnings of young adults who had wage and salary earnings only
Belgiuma 1985 to 1997 –25 –14 –18 –22 –23 –11 –15 –17
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –33 –30 –26 –24 –24 –18 –10 –11
Italya 1987 to 2000 –20 –28 –26 –18 –29 –19 –22 –16
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –19 –14 1 –1 –15 –7 4 11
Canada 1987 to 1997 –11 –6 –2 –3 –13 –11 5 9
United States 1986 to 2000 –8 –5 –2 –2 2 4 10 9

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.
a. Wage and salary income is measured net of income and payroll tax payments.
b. Change in earnings between earlier and later periods divided by the level of earnings in the earlier period.



Table 2.4 Adults with Wage and Salary Earnings Above 50 Percent of the National Median ADPI in Six Countries, 1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30 
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier period
Belgiuma 1985 29% 64% 86% 88% 23% 53% 57% 55%
West Germany 1984 30 67 79 84 25 57 51 48
Italya 1987 16 41 61 64 16 27 32 37
United Kingdom 1986 56 70 71 69 50 52 35 33
Canada 1987 34 63 74 78 23 52 51 49
United States 1986 29 66 77 79 22 46 53 52

Later period
Belgiuma 1997 16 55 73 81 11 46 62 57
West Germany 2000 21 50 70 80 19 44 48 49
Italya 2000 16 40 47 59 12 33 42 38
United Kingdom 1995 42 62 65 69 38 50 48 43
Canada 1997 22 55 69 73 15 41 54 54
United States 2000 27 63 79 81 20 49 59 58

Percentage change 
between periods
Belgium 1985 to 1997 –13 –9 –13 –8 –12 –6 5 2
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –9 –17 –10 –4 –6 –13 –3 1
Italy 1987 to 2000 0 –1 –15 –5 –4 6 9 1
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –14 –8 –6 –1 –13 –2 13 10
Canada 1987 to 1997 –12 –8 –5 –6 –9 –11 3 4
United States 1986 to 2000 –2 –4 1 2 –2 3 6 5

Source:  Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.
a. Wage and salary income is measured net of income and payroll tax payments.



Table 2.5 Parental Dependents Who Have Adjusted Disposable Incomes Above 50 Percent of the National Median ADPI, 
1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30 
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier Period
Belgium 1985 99% 97% 98% 100% 97% 98% 97% 94%
West Germany 1984 96 99 99 100 96 97 91 85
Italy 1987 86 87 90 81 87 89 92 88
United Kingdom 1986 98 96 95 98 95 98 94 88
Canada 1987 94 96 95 95 92 94 94 99
United States 1986 87 90 88 83 85 91 88 84

Later Period
Belgium 1997 95 95 97 97 94 96 99 87
West Germany 2000 96 99 90 98 97 96 92 97
Italy 2000 87 93 90 92 87 89 92 87
United Kingdom 1995 92 95 96 92 94 97 96 100
Canada 1997 90 93 95 97 91 95 94 96
United States 2000 88 91 90 89 88 91 90 87

Percentage change 
between periods
Belgium 1985 to 1997 –4 –2 –2 –3 –3 –2 2 –7
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –0 –0 –9 –2 –1 –1 1 12
Italy 1987 to 2000 –1 –6 0 11 –0 –1 –1 –1
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –5 –1 1 –5 –1 –1 2 12
Canada 1987 to 1997 –4 –2 0 1 –1 –1 0 –4
United States 1986 to 2000 –1 –1 2 6 –3 –1 2 –2

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.



Table 2.6 Household Heads, Spouses, and Other Independent Young Adults Who Have Adjusted Disposable Incomes Above
50 Percent of the National Median ADPI, 1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30 
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier period
Belgium 1985 82% 92% 96% 97% 86% 93% 96% 96%
West Germany 1984 84 86 90 96 67 82 92 93
Italy 1987 84 85 91 89 91 86 88 91
United Kingdom 1986 84 90 90 91 83 86 87 89
Canada 1987 79 85 89 93 72 83 85 89
United States 1986 71 85 87 88 68 76 80 81

Later period
Belgium 1997 80 77 86 93 78 87 90 90
West Germany 2000 71 70 87 91 55 71 85 90
Italy 2000 77 81 83 88 80 71 84 87
United Kingdom 1995 76 84 88 88 72 78 82 84
Canada 1997 66 87 85 89 61 78 85 87
United States 2000 71 80 87 87 67 75 80 82

Percentage change
between periods
Belgium 1985 to 1997 –1 –16 –10 –4 –9 –6 –6 –5
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –13 –16 –3 –4 –12 –11 –7 –3
Italy 1987 to 2000 –7 –4 –8 –1 –11 –15 –4 –4
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –8 –6 –2 –3 –11 –8 –6 –4
Canada 1987 to 1997 –13 2 –4 –4 –11 –5 0 –2
United States 1986 to 2000 0 –5 –1 –1 –1 – 0 0 1

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.



Table 2.7 Young Adults Who Have Adjusted Disposable Incomes Above 50 Percent of the National Median ADPI, 1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30 
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier period
Belgium 1985 97% 95% 97% 97% 94% 95% 96% 95%
West Germany 1984 94 92 92 96 88 86 92 93
Italy 1987 86 86 91 87 87 88 90 91
United Kingdom 1986 94 92 91 92 90 89 88 89
Canada 1987 91 89 90 93 85 86 86 90
United States 1986 83 87 87 87 78 79 81 81

Later period
Belgium 1997 94 88 89 93 91 91 92 90
West Germany 2000 91 83 88 92 83 78 86 90
Italy 2000 86 91 88 90 86 85 88 87
United Kingdom 1995 87 88 89 88 83 82 83 85
Canada 1997 85 90 88 89 81 84 86 87
United States 2000 82 83 87 87 79 79 81 82

Percentage change 
between periods
Belgium 1985 to 1997 –3 –7 –8 –4 –4 –4 –4 –5
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –3 –8 –4 –4 –4 –8 –6 –3
Italy 1987 to 2000 –0 –5 –2 –3 –1 –3 –2 –4
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –7 –4 –1 –4 –7 –7 –5 –4
Canada 1987 to 1997 –5 –1 –3 –4 –4 –2 0 –2
United States 1986 to 2000 –0 –4 –0 –0 –1 –1 0 –1

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.



Table 2A.1 Persons in Six Countries Who Are Household Heads or Spouses of Household Heads, 1984 to 2000

Males Females

18 22 26 30 18 22 26 30 
Country Year to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34 to 22 to 26 to 30 to 34

Earlier period
Belgium 1985 9% 43% 82% 92% 17% 61% 84% 90%
West Germany 1984 11 53 81 92 21 66 87 94
Italy 1987 1 8 47 74 6 37 67 80
United Kingdom 1986 19 57 84 92 35 72 88 94
Canada 1987 17 50 73 87 30 65 84 91
United States 1986 15 51 75 85 28 64 82 90

Later period
Belgium 1997 6 36 71 88 10 47 73 88
West Germany 2000 12 50 82 92 24 60 77 88
Italy 2000 2 7 27 54 6 17 49 79
United Kingdom 1995 18 53 81 92 37 74 91 95
Canada 1997 16 44 69 84 27 59 81 90
United States 2000 17 50 71 81 26 61 79 86

Percentage change 
between periods
Belgium 1985 to 1997 –3 –8 –10 –4 –6 –15 –11 –3
West Germany 1984 to 2000 –0 –3 0 0 3 –5 –10 –6
Italy 1987 to 2000 –1 –1 –20 –20 0 –20 –17 –1
United Kingdom 1986 to 1995 –1 –4 –3 0 1 2 2 2
Canada 1987 to 1997 –1 –6 –4 –3 –3 –6 –3 –1
United States 1986 to 2000 –1 –1 –3 –2 –4 –4 –4

Source: Authors’ tabulations of LIS files.



Classifying individuals by birth decade is not necessarily appropriate.
There may be important differences within a decade, particularly with
regard to the age distribution. An approach to summarizing the data that
allows each birth year to be independent is to estimate a linear model of
the natural logarithm of tenure of the form

ln(Tijk) = Cj + Ak + eijk, (3.1)
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Figure 3.1 Mean Tenure, by Sex, Age, and Birth Cohort 

Source: Current Population Survey.
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where Tijk is tenure in years for individual i in birth cohort j aged k, Cj is
a birth-year indicator, and Ak is a years-of-age indicator. This logarithmic
specification embodies the plausible assumption that proportional co-
hort effects on mean tenure are constant across ages and, equivalently,
that the proportional age effects on mean tenure are constant across birth
cohorts.5 A more detailed investigation would allow for cohort effects
that vary by age, since changes in job security could express themselves
differentially at various ages. However, the model in equation 3.1 fits the
data quite well, and it serves as a good summary of the data.6

I estimate the model separately for men and women using ordinary
least squares (OLS), weighted by the CPS final sample weights. The esti-
mated cohort effects summarize changes across birth cohorts that are
age-specific in mean tenure. I convert the estimated cohort effects to pro-
portional differences in mean tenure relative to the 1914 birth cohort.
These proportional differences are plotted in figure 3.2, and they show a
sharp decline of about 50 percent in mean tenure for male workers be-
tween the 1914 and the mid-1970s birth cohorts.

The pattern is quite different for female workers. Mean tenure for fe-
male workers did not change between the 1914 and 1940 birth cohorts,
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Figure 3.2 Proportional Difference from 1914 Birth Cohort in Mean and
Mean Tenure, Controlling for Age

Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.3 Proportional Difference from 1914 Birth Cohort in Mean Tenure,
Controlling for Age, by Education

Source: Current Population Survey.
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educational distribution, I estimate an augmented version of the regres-
sion model for mean tenure in equation 3.1 as

ln(Tijk) = EDjγ + Cj + Ak + eijk, (3.2)

where EDi is a vector of dummy variables indicating educational attain-
ment and γ is a vector of associated coefficients. The estimated propor-
tional changes in mean tenure relative to the 1914 birth cohort are plot-
ted in figure 3.4, and while the time-series patterns are very similar in
shape to those derived without controlling for education (figure 3.2),
there are some differences. Accounting for changes in the distribution of
education, the estimated decline in mean tenure for males was approxi-
mately 40 percent between the 1914 and 1975 cohorts, compared with a
50 percent decline without controlling for education. Therefore, about 20
percent of the decline in tenure for males born between 1914 and 1975 is
accounted for by changes in educational attainment. When education is
controlled for, women show an initial decline in mean tenure for those
born between 1914 and the mid-1940s, followed by an increase for those
born in the mid-1950s. The increase, however, is followed by a decline of
10 to 15 percent between the 1960 and 1975 cohorts.
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Figure 3.4 Proportional Difference from 1914 Birth Cohort in Mean Tenure,
Controlling for Age and Education

Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.5 Proportional Difference from 1935 Birth Cohort in Mean Tenure,
Controlling for Age and Education: Native-Born and Immigrants

Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.6 Proportional Difference from 1935 Birth Cohort in Mean Tenure,
Controlling for Age and Education

Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.8 shows clearly that the incidence of long-term employment
has declined dramatically for men, with the ten-year rate falling from
about 50 percent to less than 40 percent and the twenty-year rate falling
from about 35 percent to less than 25 percent between 1973 and 2006. In
contrast, the incidence of long-term employment increased among
women: their ten-year rate increased from 30 to 34 percent, and their
twenty-year rate increased from 13 to 17 percent between 1973 and 2006.

Because these measures are sensitive to the age distribution and other
observable characteristics, I estimate birth-cohort effects using the same
approach I used for means. I estimate linear probability models using the
same specification of explanatory variables (birth cohort, age, education,
race, Hispanic ethnicity) as in equation 3.4, and I report the estimated
birth-cohort effects from the analysis in figure 3.9.

The top graph of figure 3.9 contains separate plots for males and fe-
males of the birth-cohort effects (1914 = 0) for the ten-year rate. The age-
specific probability that a male worker had been with his employer for at
least ten years fell dramatically by twenty percentage points between the
1914 and 1966 birth cohorts.10 The age-specific probability that a female
worker had been with her employer for at least ten years was constant
between the 1914 and the mid-1940s birth cohorts and then increased
slightly between the mid-1940s and late-1950s cohorts before declining
to its original level.

70 The Price of Independence

Figure 3.7 Proportional Difference from 1914 Birth Cohort in Mean Tenure,
Controlling for Age, Education, Race, and Hispanic Ethnicity

Source: Current Population Survey.
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The bottom graph of figure 3.9 shows the change in twenty-year
tenure rates. Again, the age-specific probability that a male worker had
been with his employer for at least twenty years fell sharply, by about
twelve percentage points, between the 1914 and 1955 birth cohorts.11 The
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Figure 3.8 Fraction of Workers in a Long-Term Job, by Year

Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.9 Proportional Difference from 1914 Birth Cohort, by Birth Year,
Controlling for Age, Education, Race, and Hispanic Ethnicity

Source: Current Population Survey.
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females probably reflects an increase in attachment to the labor force by
women as they enter their thirties.

Given that older workers have become less likely to be in long-term
jobs, I next investigate how the new-job rate has changed for workers age
forty and older (top graph of figure 3.12) and for workers age fifty to
sixty-four (bottom graph). Males in both age groups have seen an in-
creased probability of being on a new job. The magnitude of the increase
(about two percentage points) is substantial when compared with the
overall mean new-job rates for older men in table 3.2. The new-job rate
for women in their forties or older shows no consistent pattern.

In general, we see an increase over time for men age thirty and older in
the percentage holding new jobs. Part of this increase reflects an extension
of the period of job-shopping early in their careers, and part of it reflects
the increased probabilities of jobs ending later in careers. Women, in con-
trast, see little change over time, aside from the substantial decline for
women in their thirties, which probably reflects the fact that women have
been more likely in recent years to remain in the labor force at that age.

Conclusion

Long-term employment relationships in the United States, while not a
thing of the past, are not as dominant as they once were. Males age
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Figure 3.10 Cohort Effects on the Linear Probability Model (Tenure Less
than One Year), by Birth Year, Controlling for Age, Education,
Race, and Hispanic Ethnicity

Source: Current Population Survey.
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thirty-five to sixty-four in recent birth cohorts (around 1965) are almost
twenty percentage points less likely to be in ten-year jobs as males in the
same age range born around 1920. Similarly, forty-five- to sixty-four-
year-old males in recent birth cohorts (around 1955) are about twelve
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Source: Current Population Survey.
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Figure 3.11 Cohort Effects on the Linear Probability Model (Tenure Less
than One Year), by Birth Year, Controlling for Age, Education,
Race, and Hispanic Ethnicity
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percentage points less likely to be in twenty-year jobs as males in the
same age range born around 1920.

There has always been a high level of turnover for young workers
(under age thirty), as reflected in the new-job rate (the fraction of jobs
with tenure of less than one year), both male and female. However, even
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Figure 3.12 Cohort Effects on the Linear Probability Model (Tenure Less
than One Year), by Birth Year, Controlling for Age, Education,
Race, and Hispanic Ethnicity

Source: Current Population Survey.
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but it increased by about 15 percent between the 1940 and 1960 birth co-
horts before declining to its original level among the mid-1970s birth co-
horts. The increase in mean tenure for women born between 1940 and
1969 reflects the increased commitment of women to the labor force, tem-
pered by (1) high rates of withdrawal from the labor force, even if only
for a short time, during childbearing years and (2) the general decline in
long-term employment opportunities, which is apparent in the data for
males. The subsequent decline in tenure for females born in the 1970s
may reflect a continued general decline in long-term employment op-
portunities that is not offset by a further increase in female commitment
to the labor force.

Education and the Decline in Mean Tenure In addition to the increased
presence of women in the labor force, other important changes could be
associated with declining tenure. The first is the large increase in educa-
tion among workers during the twentieth century, summarized in table
3.1. While there is no clear relationship between educational attainment
and tenure, I investigate how the decline in mean job tenure is related to
the general increase in educational attainment.7 The top graph of figure
3.3 contains plots for each of four education categories (less than twelve
years of school, twelve years of school, thirteen to fifteen years of
school, and sixteen or more years of school) for males. Mean tenure has
fallen for all education categories, with the largest decline since 1914 for
college graduates. For women (bottom graph), there is no consistent
pattern.

To provide a summary across educational categories of the propor-
tional change in mean tenure over time accounting for changes in the
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Table 3.1 Distribution of Education, by Birth Cohort

Less Than Twelve Thirteen to Sixteen or 
Birth Decade Twelve Years Years Fifteen Years More Years 

1914 to 1919 39.53% 37.54% 10.92% 12.02% 
1920 to 1929 31.18 39.30 12.83 16.69 
1930 to 1939 21.28 40.57 16.57 21.58 
1940 to 1949 11.82 35.58 23.09 29.50 
1950 to 1959 8.75 34.88 27.28 29.08 
1960 to 1969 9.10 34.78 28.00 28.12 
1970 to 1981 9.40 30.46 33.82 26.32 

All 11.96 35.04 25.88 27.12 

Source: Current Population Survey.
Note: Based on data for not self-employed workers age twenty to sixty-four from twenty-
one CPSs covering the period from 1973 to 2006. Weighted by CPS final sample weights. 



when they lose jobs that may formerly have been lifetime jobs? This
would imply an increase in the new-job rate among older workers.

To investigate how the overall new-job rate has changed over time, I
estimate age-specific birth-cohort effects using the same approaches
used earlier for long-term employment. Figure 3.10 shows that, relative
to the 1914 birth cohort, the probability that a male worker has been with
his employer for less than one year increased by about six percentage
points between the 1914 and 1970 birth cohorts. Women, in contrast, saw
no change between the 1914 and 1940 birth cohorts, but the probability
then fell by about two and a half percentage points by the 1960 birth co-
hort before returning to its original level. These patterns mirror those
found for mean tenure and for long-term employment.

An implicit constraint in my model is that cohort effects are constant
across age groups. Given the role that job change plays in matching and
job search early in careers, I estimated separate birth-cohort effects for
different age groups. The top graph of figure 3.11 contains differences by
birth cohort in the new-job rate relative to the 1949 birth cohort. I esti-
mated this using a sample of workers age twenty to twenty-nine. (The
sample includes birth cohorts between 1949 and 1980.) These estimates,
which are very similar for males and females, show a sharp decline in the
new-job rate between the 1949 and 1960 cohorts, followed by an increase
through the early 1970s cohorts, with a subsequent decline.

The bottom graph of figure 3.11 contains differences by birth cohort in
the new-job rate relative to the 1939 birth cohort, estimated using a sam-
ple of workers age thirty to thirty-nine. (This sample includes birth co-
horts between 1939 and 1970.) These effects differ substantially from
those of workers in their twenties. We see an increase of about 3 percent
in the new-job rate for males in their thirties and a decrease of more than
4 percent for females in this age group. The pattern for males suggests
that men are job-shopping in their twenties and over time have become
less likely to settle into longer-term jobs in their thirties. The pattern for
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Table 3.2 New Job Rate, by Gender, 1973 to 2005 

Age All Male Female

Twenty to twenty-nine 0.349 0.335 0.365 
Thirty to thirty-nine 0.181 0.162 0.205 
Forty to forty-nine 0.124 0.111 0.139 
Fifty to fifty-nine 0.090 0.084 0.097 
Sixty to sixty-four 0.077 0.075 0.079 

All 0.191 0.176 0.206

Source: Current Population Survey.
Note: Based on data for non-self-employed workers age twenty to sixty-four from nineteen
CPSs covering the period from 1973 to 2006. Weighted by CPS final sample weights.
N = 876,063. 



specifies the time units. The 1995 to 2005 CAEASs ask workers how long
they have worked for their current employer and accept a numerical re-
sponse where the worker specifies the time units. Virtually all workers in
jobs even five years old and all workers in jobs ten years old or older re-
port job durations in years.

One reasonable interpretation of the integer report of the number of
years is that workers round to the nearest integer when they report jobs
of durations of at least one year. This ignores the heaping of the tenure
distribution at multiples of five and ten years. For example, a response of
ten years would imply tenure greater than or equal to nine and a half
years and less than ten and a half years. To create a smooth tenure vari-
able, I assume that the distribution of job tenure is uniform in these one-
year intervals. Given a reported tenure of T years, I replace T by T 0.5 + u
where u is a random variable distributed uniformly on the unit interval.
Where reported tenure is zero years, I assume that tenure is uniformly
distributed between zero and one and define tenure as u. Given that jobs
are more likely to end earlier in the first year than later in the first year,
this is not completely accurate (Farber 1994). However, the measures I
use in my analysis are not affected by this representation. Where re-
ported tenure is exactly one year, I assume that true tenure is uniformly
distributed between 1 and 1.5 and define tenure as 1 + u/2.

My sample consists of 876,063 persons age twenty to sixty-four (ex-
cluding self-employed workers) from the twenty-one CPS supplements
spanning 1973 to 2006. The self-employed are not included because the
concept of employer tenure is less clear for the self-employed, and in any
case, the CPS supplements do not contain consistent information on
tenure for the self-employed.
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Table 3A.1 Distribution of Age by Birth Cohort

Number Standard
Birth Decade of Cases Mean Deviation Minimum Maximum

1914 to 1919 12,016 59.32 3.18 54 64
1920 to 1929 50,797 54.74 4.90 44 64
1930 to 1939 85,342 50.51 7.85 34 64
1940 to 1949 177,966 44.86 9.89 24 64
1950 to 1959 246,830 37.85 9.43 20 56
1960 to 1969 181,172 32.91 6.53 20 46
1970 to 1980 108,593 26.44 4.05 20 36

All 862,716 39.28 11.42 20 64

Source: Current Population Survey.
Note: Based on data for all workers age twenty to sixty-four (excluding self-employed
workers) from twenty CPS supplements spanning 1973 to 2005. Weighted by CPS final



a parent’s policy begins to decline after age seventeen, and that by age
twenty-four only a negligible fraction of adults are still covered by their
parent’s policy. Figure 4.3 presents trends in parental coverage sepa-
rately for those who are still in school full-time and for those who are not.
The decline in parental coverage starts about four years later for those
who remain enrolled in school full-time than for nonstudents—at age
twenty-one rather than age seventeen. Interestingly, the declines in
parental coverage for nonstudents begin before the typical maximum
age of eligibility for nonstudents (eighteen or nineteen), suggesting that
the maximum age cutoff may affect fewer young adults than we might
think. At about the same age that parental coverage drops off, young
adults begin to obtain their own private health insurance policies. Rates
of their own private coverage for both men and women increase sharply
between the ages of seventeen and twenty-three (figures 4.1 and 4.2), at
which point women’s coverage levels off while men’s continues to in-
crease, until it levels off around age twenty-eight. Spouses are an impor-
tant source of coverage for women starting in their early twenties and
throughout the rest of their adult lives. Men rely on spousal coverage as
well, but it is a less important source of coverage, never covering more
than 15 percent of men and covering fewer than 10 percent of men under
the age of thirty. The male-female differentials in their own private cov-
erage and spousal coverage offset one another so that overall, rates of
private insurance coverage are nearly identical for men and women.

Health Insurance 87

Figure 4.1 Sources of Health Insurance Coverage by Age: Mean Age Birth to
Thirty-five

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Figure 4.2 Sources of Health Insurance Coverage by Age: Women Age Birth
to Thirty-five

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Figure 4.3 Probability of Parental Health Insurance, by Age, Sex, and
School Enrollment

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Looking at private coverage from any source—whether the policy is
held by oneself, a spouse, or a parent—shows that there is a gap between
when parental coverage declines and one’s own or spousal coverage in-
creases. This results in a pronounced dip in the probability of private
health insurance coverage for both men and women between the ages of
eighteen and twenty-seven. For men, this dip is exacerbated by a drop in
the probability of public coverage that also occurs around age eighteen,
presumably as a result of Medicaid program rules. Thirteen percent of
eighteen-year-old young men have public insurance; by the time they
are twenty-one, only 4 percent do. The decline in public coverage for
women is much more gradual and does not really begin until age
twenty-two, probably because women with children have greater access
to public insurance.

The net effect is that the probability of being uninsured peaks be-
tween the ages of eighteen and thirty for both men and women, as
shown in figure 4.4. At age seventeen, about 20 percent of men and
women are uninsured. By age twenty-two, 36 percent of men and 30
percent of women are uninsured. By age thirty, the fraction of women
who are uninsured has dropped to 16 percent and remains relatively flat
through the remainder of their working lives. For men, the fraction
uninsured drops to about 18 percent by age thirty-three and remains
reasonably flat thereafter.
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Figure 4.4 Probability of Having No Health Insurance at a Point in Time, by
Age and Sex

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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The risk of being uninsured is even higher if, instead of looking at a
point in time, we look across a period of time. Figure 4.5 shows that more
than half of all young men age eighteen to twenty-five will be uninsured
at some point over a two-year span, and that two-thirds of young men
will be uninsured at some time between ages twenty-one and twenty-
three. For women, the risk is slightly lower. The maximum risk of being
uninsured at some point in a two-year window is 58 percent at age
twenty-two, as opposed to 65 percent at age twenty-one for men. The
median uninsured young adult lacks coverage for about sixteen months,
according to the SIPP data (figure 4.6).

Flows Into and Out of Insurance

Figures 4.1 and 4.2 suggest that coverage rates among young adults are so
low because they lose parental coverage or lose public coverage and fail
to pick up the slack for themselves. Examining year-to-year transitions
confirms that this is in fact what is happening. Figures 4.7 and 4.8 present
a summary of flows into and out of insurance for men and women, re-
spectively. The line running over the bars is the increase in the fraction
uninsured that will occur in the upcoming year. For example, the peak of
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Figure 4.5 Probability of Being Uninsured at One or More Waves in the
Next Two Years, by Age at Wave 1

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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0.125 at age nineteen in the line in figure 4.7 reflects the fact that the frac-
tion of men who are uninsured will increase by twelve and a half per-
centage points between ages nineteen and twenty. The bars show where
that increase will come from, and the white and gray bars above the hor-
izontal axis represent the flow out of different types of insurance. For ex-
ample, the chart shows that between ages nineteen and twenty, 10 percent
of men in the sample will lose parental coverage and become uninsured;
4 percent will lose public coverage and become uninsured; and 2.6 per-
cent will lose their own private coverage and become uninsured. At the
same time, a few—about 4 percent—will gain insurance. This is shown in
the black bar below the horizontal axis. The sum of these flows into and
out of insurance is the net change in insurance coverage.

The analysis in figures 4.7 and 4.8 is pretty much what we would ex-
pect given how the distribution of coverage evolves with age. Young
adults lose parental and private coverage in large numbers in their late
teens; several years later they begin to get their own insurance coverage
(primarily private coverage, though this is not shown in the figure). The
spike in the fraction without any coverage that is evident in figure 4.4 oc-
curs because of the lag between these two sets of events.
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Figure 4.6 How the Median Remaining Length of an Uninsured Spell
Changes with Age

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Which Characteristics Explain Lack 
of Insurance?

To determine the extent to which characteristics of young adults explain
their low rates of coverage, I estimate multivariate regression models
where the dependent variable is equal to one if an individual is unin-
sured and zero if he or she is not as a function of age and other charac-
teristics.3 The models are estimated separately for men and women. I be-
gin by estimating average rates of no insurance at each age without
controls for any of the factors that might influence coverage, such as em-
ployment (the no-covariates model). Then for each group I estimate the
model eleven times using the following sets of control variables:

1. Whether the individual works full-time or part-time, is in school
full-time, or none of the above (the omitted category)
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Figure 4.7 Flows Into and Out of Uninsurance, by Age: Men

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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2. The individual’s family income relative to the poverty threshold

3. Marital status

4. Marital status and separate indicators for being a single or married
parent

5. A set of variables reflecting the activity of the individual’s spouse
(full-time work, part-time work, full-time school, none of the above
[omitted])

6. Race (black, other nonwhite) and Hispanic ethnicity

7. For workers, the size of the establishment where they work

8. Homeownership

9. Living with parents and the interaction between that living
arrangement and being a full-time student
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Figure 4.8 Flows Into and Out of Uninsurance, by Age: Women

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Figure 4.9 Can Observable Characteristics Explain the Spike in
Uninsurance for Men?

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 U

ni
ns

ur
ed

40

35

30

25

20

15

10

5

0
17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35

Age

No Controls
All Controls

Figure 4.10 Can Observable Characteristics Explain the Spike in
Uninsurance for Women?

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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coverage among young adults, a more general lack of financial maturity
is clearly a very important part of why young adults are uninsured.

Analysis of Changes in Insurance Coverage
Across Time

Next I turn to the CPS for an analysis of whether the transition to adult
health insurance has changed over time. Figure 4.11 shows that each suc-
cessive birth cohort (those born in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s) has a
higher probability of being uninsured. Moreover, the peak of uninsurance
occurs a year later for the young adults born in the 1970s and 1980s than
for those born in the 1960s—at age twenty-two instead of twenty-one.6
Figure 4.12 shows that there has been essentially no change in when
young adults lose coverage from their parents’ policy. If anything, the two
more recent cohorts are slightly more likely to be covered in their early
twenties than are those born in the 1960s. Results for public coverage (not
shown) show very little change across cohorts in the fraction of young
adults with public coverage, so this is not an important factor in the
change in coverage across cohorts. Rather, it appears that changes in gain-
ing one’s own coverage as an adult drive the shift in the probability of be-
ing uninsured (figure 4.13). On average, each successive cohort acquires
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Figure 4.11 Probability of Having No Health Insurance, by Age and 
Birth Cohort

Source: March CPS, 1989 to 2006.
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Figure 4.12 Probability of Having Parental Health Insurance Coverage, by
Age and Birth Cohort

Source: March CPS, 1989 to 2006.
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Figure 4.13 Probability of Having Own or Spouse’s Health Insurance, by
Age and Birth Cohort

Source: March CPS, 1989 to 2006.
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Table 4A.1 Sample Size by Age and SIPP Panel

1996 Panel 2001 Panel

Age at Wave 1 Men Women Men Women Total

Under one 438 462 382 342 1,624
One 515 491 406 447 1,859
Two 530 500 466 414 1,910
Three 591 563 445 391 1,990
Four 604 584 424 421 2,033
Five 589 558 427 415 1,989
Six 561 596 397 409 1,963
Seven 598 578 421 436 2,033
Eight 582 564 415 461 2,022
Nine 536 552 439 427 1,954
Ten 600 546 466 482 2,094
Eleven 560 506 468 446 1,980
Twelve 552 554 423 433 1,962
Thirteen 552 495 455 417 1,919
Fourteen 506 556 459 384 1,905
Fifteen 578 550 423 387 1,938
Sixteen 507 482 458 384 1,831
Seventeen 424 428 385 348 1,585
Eighteen 403 410 347 341 1,501
Nineteen 404 373 313 319 1,409
Twenty 324 368 283 326 1,301
Twenty-one 338 351 263 304 1,256
Twenty-two 309 349 258 295 1,211
Twenty-three 308 419 292 334 1,353
Twenty-four 329 425 257 317 1,328
Twenty-five 410 516 255 301 1,482
Twenty-six 424 442 299 310 1,475
Twenty-seven 407 435 291 367 1,500
Twenty-eight 420 509 325 361 1,615
Twenty-nine 420 465 348 377 1,610
Thirty 422 555 334 384 1,695
Thirty-one 483 585 317 419 1,804
Thirty-two 530 537 387 369 1,823
Thirty-three 516 580 349 385 1,830
Thirty-four 542 604 388 411 1,945
Thirty-five 547 617 360 427 1,951

Total ages fifteen
to thirty-five 9,045 10,000 6,932 7,466 33,443

Total ages birth 
to thirty-five 17,359 18,105 13,425 13,791 62,680

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
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Table 4A.2 Regression Results: Effect of Covariates on Age Profile of
Uninsurance for Men, Linear Probability Model with
Dependent Variable = 1 if Uninsured

No-Covariates Model All-Covariates Model

Independent Standard Standard 
Variables Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Age (omitted: sixteen)
Seventeen –0.011 0.010 –0.052** 0.011
Eighteen 0.035** 0.012 –0.027* 0.012
Nineteen 0.111** 0.013 0.027* 0.013
Twenty 0.143** 0.014 0.054** 0.013
Twenty-one 0.188** 0.014 0.093** 0.014
Twenty-two 0.193** 0.015 0.095** 0.014
Twenty-three 0.194** 0.015 0.093** 0.014
Twenty-four 0.162** 0.015 0.079** 0.013
Twenty-five 0.147** 0.015 0.078** 0.013
Twenty-six 0.123** 0.014 0.067** 0.013
Twenty-seven 0.090** 0.014 0.048** 0.012
Twenty-eight 0.062** 0.013 0.038** 0.012
Twenty-nine 0.061** 0.017 0.045** 0.013
Thirty 0.037* 0.015 0.026* 0.012
Thirty-one 0.030* 0.013 0.027* 0.011
Thirty-two 0.017 0.012 0.028** 0.011
Thirty-three 0.008 0.012 0.014 0.010
Thirty-four –0.001 0.011 0.006 0.010
Thirty-five 0.007 0.009 0.017* 0.008

Family income relative 
to poverty threshold 
(omitted: less than 50 percent)

50 to 100 percent –0.030** 0.014
100 to 150 percent –0.065** 0.014
150 to 200 percent –0.122** 0.013
200 to 250 percent –0.197** 0.013
250 to 300 percent –0.240** 0.013
300 to 350 percent –0.286** 0.013
350 to 400 percent –0.297** 0.013
400 percent or more –0.340** 0.013

Lives with own children –0.021** 0.008
Single parent 0.020 0.015
Spouse does not work –0.067** 0.012
Spouse in school full-time –0.075** 0.020
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Table 4A.2 (Continiued)

No-Covariates Model All-Covariates Model

Independent Standard Standard 
Variables Coefficient Error Coefficient Error

Spouse working –0.084** 0.009
full-time

Spouse working –0.093** 0.010
part-time

Establishment size 
(omitted: nonworker)
Unknown 0.229** 0.020
Fewer than 25 workers 0.082** 0.013
25 to 99 workers –0.013 0.013
100 workers or more –0.066** 0.013

Homeowner –0.050** 0.006
Lives with parents 0.071** 0.014
Lives with parents –0.086** 0.019
and is full-time 
student

In school full-time –0.069** 0.020
Works part-time 0.035** 0.012
Has more than one job 0.066** 0.008
Job tenure if full-time 0.000** 0.000
worker

Full-time worker, –0.084** 0.007
tenure less than 
one year

Hispanic 0.145** 0.010
Black 0.033** 0.009
Other nonwhite race 0.019 0.012
Intercept 0.178** 0.009 0.517** 0.017

Number of observations 89,855 89,855
Number of individuals 14,999 14,999
R-squared 0.0252 0.2012

Source: SIPP, 1996 and 2001 panels.
* significantly different from zero with p < 0.05
** significantly different from zero with p < 0.01



Figure 5.1 College Enrollment by Age, 1968 to 2003

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the October CPS: CPS weights are used.
Note: The measures of years are calculated by counting the total number of years of re-
ported enrollment at the collegiate level for a birth cohort over the period in which they are
eighteen to twenty-eight and dividing by the size of the cohort. The percent with “some
college” is calculated as the percent of the sample with a high school degree who have at-
tended at least some college by the specified date. Similarly, the percent with a BA degree
is calculated as the percent with a BA degree (or sixteen years of schooling) by the specified
age relative to all high school degree recipients.
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Figure 5.2 Enrollment and Attainment by Birth Cohort

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the October CPS; CPS weights are used.
Note: The sample includes those who have a high school diploma but who have not received a BA
degree or completed sixteen years of education. Enrollment is defined as being enrolled in college
(or enrolled in “grades” 13 to 16). Employment is defined as working in the month of the survey.
Figures depict the employment rates of enrolled students.
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Figure 5.3 Undergraduate College Enrollment, by Age and Sex, 1968 to 2003

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the October CPS. Enrollment rates are
percentages of the population who have a high school diploma but have not received the
BA degree or completed sixteen years of education. CPS weights were used.
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Figure 5.4 Share of Those Enrolled in College and also Employed, by Age and Gender

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from the October CPS; CPS weights are used.
Notes: The sample includes those who have a high school diploma but have not received the BA degree or completed sixteen years of educa-
tion. Enrollment is defined as being enrolled in college (or enrolled in “grades” 13 to 16). Employment is defined as working in the month of
the survey. Figures depict the employment rates of enrolled students.
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rolled. The enrollment rates of blacks age twenty-six or twenty-seven
were about half those for whites (about 3 and 6 percent, respectively).
The narrowing of the black-white gap in college enrollment has been de-
cidedly uneven by age. By 2003 younger African Americans (those age
eighteen or nineteen) still trailed their white peers, but African Ameri-
cans age twenty-four and older were now somewhat more likely (13 per-
cent) than whites to be enrolled as undergraduates (11 percent). To be
clear, what such data show is that the timing of college enrollment pro-
files differs by race, with whites more likely to enroll in the immediate
post–high school years.

The Circuitous Transition to Adulthood

Not only have enrollment rates changed by age and gender over the last
thirty years, but the characteristics of those enrolled have changed. The
transition to adulthood is traditionally defined in terms of both employ-
ment and formation of independent families.10 College enrollment today
does not necessarily conflict with many indicators of adulthood: em-
ployment, marriage, and child-rearing are now less determinant of en-
rollment status than in the decade of the 1970s.

The age at first marriage has risen over the last two decades. Concur-
rently, the proportion of those age twenty-two or twenty-three who were
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Table 5.1 Parameter Estimates from Regressions of Undergraduate
Enrollment of Twenty-four- to Twenty-nine-Year-Olds, by Type of
Institution, on Early Legal Access (Bailey Measure) and Covariates
(Linear Probability Model)

Women Men

All institutions 0.008 –0.009
(0.004) (0.008)

By type of institution
Public two-year 0.003 –0.001

(0.002) (0.003)
Public four-year 0.003 –0.006

(0.003) (0.004)
Private 0.001 0.001

(0.002) (0.004)

Source: October CPS, 1977 to 1986.
Notes: Each coefficient and standard error is from a separate regression with undergradu-
ate enrollment as the dependent variable, limiting observations to those with at least a high
school degree and less than a college degree. Each regression includes a full set of state
fixed effects, time effects (CPS year), birth-cohort effects, and age effects. Regressions also
include the state-level unemployment rate and an indicator for race. Standard errors are
corrected for heteroskedasticity and clustered at the state level.



We take the approach of evaluating the effect of changes in price on
changes in enrollment within states, essentially treating the state as the
relevant definition of a market. There are two empirical approaches in
this type of analysis. One approach is to use CPS data at the level of the
individual (or aggregated to the level of the state). CPS microdata have
the advantage of providing information on age and current economic
circumstances, but relatively small sample sizes limit estimation.29 The
results in table 5.2 show the effect of tuition on enrollment rates (distin-
guishing total enrollment from enrollment at public institutions and en-
rollment at two-year schools). Overall, we find no effect of tuition on
public college enrollment, indicating that total enrollment for all ages
and for seventeen- to nineteen-year-olds is essentially inelastic. We
would expect to see the larger price response or enrollment elasticities
at two-year schools, since these institutions are most likely to reach stu-
dents who are at the margin of enrollment. A $1,000 increase in tuition
yields a predicted change in the two-year enrollment rate of between 8
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Table 5.2 Effects of Tuition on Enrollment Rates (in Logs) Within States,
Estimates from the CPS

All Seventeen- to All Eighteen- to 
Nineteen-Year-Olds Thirty-five-Year-Olds

Tuition Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Four-year college 0.014 0.014 –0.165 –0.009 –0.033 –0.006
(0.035) (0.036) (0.081) (0.024) (0.031) (0.024)

Flagship university 0.005 0.006 -0.080 –0.008 –0.019 –0.002
(0.016) (0.019) (0.044) (0.014) (0.015) (0.016)

Community college 0.043 0.025 –0.115 0.029 0.027 0.040
(0.032) (0.054) (0.103) (0.040) (0.048) (0.041)

Type of enrollment Overall Public Two-year Overall Public Two-year

Notes: Data on enrollment are from the October CPS from the years 1977 to 2000. Data on
tuition from the same years are from the Washington State Higher Education Coordinating
Board. Only those with at least a high school diploma who have not yet received a BA de-
gree or completed sixteen years of education are used in the calculation of enrollment rates.
Tuition is in thousands of constant 2003 dollars. The dependent variable is the natural log
of a state’s enrollment rate of the reported type, where reported enrollment in October is as-
sumed to be indicative of enrollment for the year and population is calculated using the
CPS. Standard errors are clustered at the state level, and when enrollment is aggregated to
the state level, the CPS weights are used. The regressions use the square root of a state’s
population age eighteen to twenty-four as weights. Population information can be found in
the 2000 census summary file 3. Regressions include year and state fixed effects, the annual
state unemployment rate, the natural log of the population age eighteen to twenty-four
(from the census), and the indicated tuition variable. Overall enrollment is defined as en-
rollment at any type of institution, public enrollment is enrollment at any public institu-
tion, and two-year enrollment is enrollment at any two-year public institution. It should be
noted that the authors ran specifications without weights, with levels of enrollment rates
and logs of tuition, and the results were not qualitatively different from those presented.



the primary factor affecting the enrollment decisions of recent high
school graduates over the last three decades. What we focus on some-
what later in this section is how the effect of changes in tuition prices
varies by age. Still, in concluding that changes in tuition charges at pub-
lic universities have been a modest determinant of collegiate enroll-
ment, we want to be clear in stating that this finding does not imply that
total college costs are unimportant in explaining the timing and inten-
sity of enrollment decisions. As discussed later, there is evidence that to-
tal college costs (including living expenses) do affect the timing and in-
tensity of college-going. Also, the results presented here are limited to
the range of observed tuition changes, such as the doubling tuition at
public institutions.

Paying for College: Total College Costs and
Family Circumstances

In making the point that there appears to be little strong empirical evi-
dence identifying changes in tuition as the “culprit” in the changes in the
overall enrollment or time to degree, we do not want to leave the reader
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Table 5.3 Effects of Tuition on Enrollment Ratios Within States, Estimates
from Institutional Measures of Enrollment

Tuition Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Four-year college 0.028 –0.024 –0.068 0.000 –0.010 –0.048
(0.022) (0.017) (0.033) (0.016) (0.017) (0.041)

Flagship university 0.010 –0.030 –0.057 –0.016 –0.026 –0.051
(0.017) (0.010) (0.021) (0.013) (0.013) (0.031)

Community college 0.064 –0.039 –0.091 0.014 –0.008 –0.047
(0.038) (0.030) (0.061) (0.035) (0.037) (0.089)

Type of enrollment Overall Public Two-year Overall Public Two-year
Includes Ln Population No No No Yes Yes Yes

eighteen to twenty-four
With state trends? No No No No No No

Notes: Each coefficient is from a separate regression with the indicated covariates and type of
enrollment. Data on enrollment are from WebCaspar database by the NSF and include the
years 1977 to 2000. Data on tuition from the same years are from the Washington State
Higher Education Coordinating Board. Tuition is in thousands of constant 2003 dollars. The
dependent variable is the natural log of the ratio of enrollment to population in a state. Stan-
dard errors are clustered at the state level. The regressions use the square root of a state’s
population age eighteen to twenty-four as weights. Regressions include year and state fixed
effects, the annual state unemployment rate, and the indicated tuition variable. When indi-
cated (columns 4–6), the regressions also include the natural log of the population age eight-
een to twenty-four (from the census) as controls. Overall enrollment is defined as enrollment
at any type of institution, public enrollment is enrollment at any public institution, and two-
year enrollment is enrollment at any two-year institution.



skills obsolete (or open new opportunities in emerging industries). We
therefore first explore the question of whether older students are more
likely to enroll in response to an economic downturn than are recent high
school graduates.

One test of the proposition that the cyclicality of the postsecondary
enrollment response is concentrated among those beyond the immediate
high school years is to examine how college enrollment changes with
variation within states in the October unemployment rate (correspon-
ding to the October CPS). Table 5.4 presents results from 1977 to 2002. In
the specification where the dependent variable is the overall enrollment
rate (column 1), we find higher unemployment rates are associated with
decreases in the college enrollment of those age twenty-three and
younger. For those twenty-four and older, postsecondary enrollment is
demonstrably and positively responsive to cyclical shocks; a one-per-
centage-point change in the local unemployment rate produces about a
0.7-percentage-point change in enrollment for those between the ages of
twenty-eight and thirty-five.

While these results are clear in demonstrating a greater enrollment re-
sponse to cyclical shocks for those in their mid-twenties, the central
question in this chapter concerns the causes of the broader increase in
college enrollment of those in their mid- and late twenties who are on the
“boundary” of adulthood. We put forward the hypothesis that since the
early 1970s educational offerings and financing have changed in ways
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Table 5.4 Estimates of the Effect of State Unemployment on College
Enrollment, by Age 

(1) (2) (3)

Eighteen to twenty-year-olds –0.009 –0.009 –0.005
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001)

Twenty-one- to twenty-three-year-olds –0.006 –0.006 –0.003
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Twenty-four- to twenty-seven-year-olds 0.003 0.002 0.000
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Twenty-eight- to thiry-five-year-olds 0.007 0.005 0.001
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Type of enrollment Overall Public Two-year

Note: Each column indicates the coefficients on the interaction of the indicated age and the
state-level unemployment rate. In addition to unemployment, each regression includes tu-
ition at community colleges in the state (from Washington State Higher Education Coordi-
nating Board), the natural log of the population age eighteen to twenty-four in the state,
and state, year, and age group fixed effects. The observations are weighted by the square
root of the population age eighteen to twenty-four (from the census). Other data are from
the October CPS, 1977 to 2003.



cohorts. Females and blacks tend to have lower wages, hours worked,
and weeks worked than males or whites. Among those who did not go
on to college, persons with lower educational attainment lag behind
those with more education in both wages and work effort.

Between 1984 and 2002, real wages for all respondents as a group
increased on average by 13 percent, from $8.77 to $9.94; annual hours
worked increased by 4 percent, to 1,286 hours; and average weeks
worked rose 6 percent, to 35.3 weeks a year.6 The trends over time
show relatively constant or mildly increasing real wages and work ef-
fort for most groups, with black males and black females exhibiting
the largest percentage increases in wages. Other studies using the CPS
(for example, Juhn 2000; Katz and Autor 1999) have shown declining
real wages and employment among less-educated young men be-
tween 1987–88 and 1995. Presumably, the earnings gains experienced
by these groups after 1995 counteracted those prior declines. Never-
theless, real earnings and employment for these groups in 2002 did not
achieve the earning levels reached in the early 1970s, before the
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Table 6.1 Employment Outcomes of Young Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in
1984 and 2002

Total Weeks 
Hourly Wages Hours Worked Worked

1984 2002 1984 2002 1984 2002

Full sample $8.77 $9.94 1,240 1,286 33.2 35.3
By education level

Not enrolled
High school dropout or GED 8.47 9.16 1,167 1,176 28.4 28.4
High school degree 8.94 10.03 1,467 1,478 36.0 35.9
Some college or college degree 9.66 10.98 1,445 1,616 36.0 39.7

Enrolled
Two-year college 8.37 9.99 1,070 1,304 35.9 38.5
Four-year college 7.84 9.62 754 955 29.6 35.2

By gender and race-ethnicity
Male 

White 9.61 10.50 1,369 1,410 34.4 36.0
Black 8.61 10.14 1,143 1,118 28.7 28.6
Hispanic 9.55 10.38 1,326 1,402 33.7 34.3

Female
White 8.12 9.53 1,221 1,247 35.0 37.7
Black 7.10 8.73 779 1,012 23.0 29.3
Hispanic 8.28 9.63 1,020 1,216 29.2 34.8

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Hourly wages are in 2002 dollars, adjusted for inflation using the CPI-RS.  Full sample sizes for
1984 and 2002 are, respectively: 2,994 and 3,341 for hourly wages; 4,008 and 4,290 for total hours
worked; and 4,039 and 4,420 for weeks worked.



who are somewhat older. Blacks tend to marry less than whites or His-
panics, with black men being the least likely to marry.

Equations for Living Arrangements

Tables 6.3, 6.4, and 6.5 show how various personal characteristics and be-
haviors affect the probability that young people will live with their par-
ents, get married, or cohabit.10 All estimates presented are from linear
probability models.11 For these models, we present separate estimates by
gender, pooling the two cohorts. Appendix table 6A.2 will further divide
the samples by cohort.

We present three specifications in these tables: model 1 includes a year
(or cohort) dummy, plus variables for age, education, race, and parental
income during the sample members’ teenage years (entered as a set of
quintile dummies, to allow for possible nonlinear effects).12 These vari-
ables are clearly exogenous to living arrangement decisions. Model 2
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Table 6.2 Living Arrangements of Young Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in 1984
and 2002 

Lived with Parents Married Cohabiting

1985 2002 to 1985 2002 to 1985 2002 to
2003 2003 2003

Full sample 45.4% 56.8% 23.6% 10.3% 6.7% 14.4%
By education level

Not enrolled
High school dropout or GED 40.4 42.1 28.8 14.1 11.7 24.1
High school degree 41.0 50.7 31.3 12.3 7.2 18.5
Some college or college 
degree 40.7 47.9 25.5 15.5 6.1 14.7

Enrolled
Two-year college 62.0 66.7 10.0 7.4 4.0 9.7
Four-year college 58.8 74.6 7.1 3.7 1.5 5.5

By gender and race-ethnicity
Male 

White 49.4 61.0 17.7 7.6 4.3 12.3
Black 56.6 62.8 8.3 3.1 5.5 12.4
Hispanic 53.2 63.8 21.7 8.6 6.8 13.4

Female
White 37.1 51.8 33.3 14.8 9.1 16.7
Black 52.4 52.5 17.3 5.0 7.3 12.7
Hispanic 45.4 51.7 33.9 19.9 7.9 20.1

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Full sample sizes for 1984 and 2002 are, respectively: 4,035 and 4,420 for lived with parents; and
4,039 and 4,416 for married and cohabiting.
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Table 6.3 Linear Probability Models Predicting Living with Parents for Young Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in 1984 and 2002

Males Females

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant 2.232*** 2.087*** 2.083*** 1.985*** 1.853*** 1.788***
[0.198] [0.201] [0.204] [0.199] [0.203] [0.207]

Year = 2002 (omitted category: 
year = 1984) 0.079*** 0.084*** 0.095*** 0.052*** 0.052*** 0.068***

[0.016] [0.016] [0.017] [0.015] [0.016] [0.017]
Age –0.083*** –0.074*** –0.064*** –0.075*** –0.071*** –0.060***

[0.009] [0.009] [0.009] [0.009] [0.009] [0.009]
Education level (omitted category: not
enrolled, some college or college degree)
Not enrolled, high school dropout 0.008 –0.006 0.028 –0.100*** –0.111*** –0.051**
or GED [0.024] [0.024] [0.026] [0.024] [0.025] [0.026]

Not enrolled, high school degree 0.002 0.001 0.004 –0.017 –0.023 –0.008
[0.023] [0.023] [0.023] [0.022] [0.022] [0.022]

Enrolled, two-year college 0.123*** 0.103*** 0.092*** 0.161*** 0.154*** 0.130***
[0.033] [0.032] [0.032] [0.032] [0.032] [0.031]

Enrolled, four-year college 0.151*** 0.112*** 0.105*** 0.240*** 0.225*** 0.175***
[0.025] [0.026] [0.026] [0.023] [0.024] [0.025]

Race-ethnicity (omitted category: white)
Black 0.083*** 0.075*** 0.065*** 0.135*** 0.130*** 0.128***

[0.019] [0.019] [0.019] [0.019] [0.019] [0.020]
Hispanic 0.075*** 0.074*** 0.077*** 0.094*** 0.098*** 0.086***

[0.020] [0.020] [0.020] [0.020] [0.020] [0.020]
Parents’ average income (omitted 
category: fifth quintile)
First quintile –0.070** –0.082*** –0.086*** –0.077*** –0.088*** –0.071***

[0.027] [0.027] [0.027] [0.027] [0.027] [0.027]
Second quintile –0.031 –0.040 –0.057** –0.052* –0.059** –0.04

[0.027] [0.027] [0.026] [0.027] [0.027] [0.027]
Third quintile –0.025 –0.030 –0.042 –0.056** –0.058** –0.042

[0.028] [0.027] [0.027] [0.028] [0.028] [0.028]
Fourth quintile 0.037 0.030 0.022 –0.057** –0.058** –0.049*

[0.027] [0.027] [0.027] [0.028] [0.028] [0.027]



Labor market variables
Hours worked (hundreds of hours) –0.004*** –0.003*** –0.001 –0.002*

[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]
Hourly wage (omitted category: 
fifth quintile)
First quintile 0.106*** 0.089*** 0.115*** 0.107***

[0.028] [0.027] [0.029] [0.029]
Second quintile 0.102*** 0.083*** 0.093*** 0.092***

[0.027] [0.026] [0.029] [0.029]
Third quintile 0.044 0.040 0.070** 0.065**

[0.027] [0.027] [0.031] [0.030]
Fourth quintile 0.052** 0.044* 0.077** 0.082***

[0.025] [0.025] [0.030] [0.030]
Had a child by 1984 (1979 cohort) or –0.220*** –0.207***

2002 (1997 cohort) [0.020] [0.018]
GPA in high school –0.041*** –0.018

[0.011] [0.011]
Hours worked, ages 16 and 17 –0.003*** –0.004***
(hundreds of hours) [0.001] [0.001]

Substance use before age 18
Drank alcohol –0.018 0.014

[0.018] [0.018]
Smoked cigarettes –0.029 –0.027

[0.018] [0.018]
Smoked marijuana –0.052*** –0.025

[0.017] [0.018]

Number of observations 4,281 4,281 4,281 4,170 4,170 4,170
R-squared 0.059 0.073 0.116 0.113 0.118 0.156

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered for siblings, are shown in brackets. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except
for cohort and age. 
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01



Table 6.4 Linear Probability Models Predicting Being Married for Young Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in 1984 and 2002

Males Females

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant –0.734*** –0.609*** –0.397*** –0.505*** –0.549*** –0.334**
[0.125] [0.126] [0.123] [0.160] [0.163] [0.165]

Year = 2002 (omitted category: –0.084*** –0.085*** –0.094*** –0.126*** –0.121*** –0.132***
year = 1984) [0.009] [0.009] [0.010] [0.012] [0.013] [0.014]

Age 0.043*** 0.037*** 0.023*** 0.039*** 0.041*** 0.028***
[0.006] [0.006] [0.006] [0.007] [0.008] [0.007]

Education level (omitted category: not 
enrolled, some college or college degree)
Not enrolled, high school dropout 0.008 0.018 –0.017 0.045** 0.035 –0.009

or GED [0.017] [0.017] [0.017] [0.022] [0.022] [0.023]
Not enrolled, high school degree 0.002 0.004 –0.002 0.039** 0.036* 0.019

[0.016] [0.016] [0.015] [0.019] [0.019] [0.019]
Enrolled, two-year college –0.058*** –0.046** –0.034* –0.096*** –0.103*** –0.082***

[0.019] [0.019] [0.018] [0.023] [0.023] [0.023]
Enrolled, four-year college –0.079*** –0.055*** –0.045*** –0.163*** –0.170*** –0.124***

[0.015] [0.015] [0.015] [0.017] [0.018] [0.018]
Race-ethnicity (omitted category: white)

Black –0.093*** –0.087*** –0.106*** –0.155*** –0.159*** –0.185***
[0.011] [0.011] [0.011] [0.014] [0.014] [0.015]

Hispanic 0.005 0.006 –0.009 –0.001 –0.002 –0.012
[0.014] [0.014] [0.013] [0.018] [0.018] [0.018]

Parents’ average income (omitted 
category: fifth quintile)
First quintile 0.027 0.036** 0.021 0.011 0.009 –0.019

[0.017] [0.017] [0.016] [0.021] [0.021] [0.021]
Second quintile 0.038** 0.044*** 0.045*** 0.019 0.016 –0.006

[0.017] [0.017] [0.016] [0.021] [0.021] [0.020]
Third quintile 0.001 0.004 0.008 0.030 0.031 0.017

[0.016] [0.016] [0.015] [0.022] [0.022] [0.021]
Fourth quintile –0.002 0.001 0.003 0.013 0.013 0.005

[0.016] [0.016] [0.015] [0.021] [0.021] [0.020]



Labor market variables
Hours worked (hundreds of hours)

0.002*** 0.002*** –0.002* 0.000
[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

Hourly wage (omitted category: 
fifth quintile)
First quintile –0.061*** –0.057*** 0.015 0.004

[0.018] [0.017] [0.022] [0.022]
Second quintile –0.085*** –0.071*** 0.043* 0.031

[0.016] [0.015] [0.023] [0.022]
Third quintile –0.055*** –0.050*** 0.036 0.032

[0.018] [0.017] [0.025] [0.024]
Fourth quintile –0.032* –0.030* 0.034 0.027

[0.018] [0.017] [0.025] [0.024]
Had a child by 1984 (1979 cohort) or 2002 0.271*** 0.215***
(1997 cohort) [0.017] [0.016]

GPA in high school 0.022*** 0.009
[0.007] [0.009]

Hours worked, age 16 and 17 (hundreds 0.001 0.002***
of hours) [0.000] [0.001]

Substance use before age 18
Drank alcohol 0.004 –0.032**

[0.011] [0.015]
Smoked cigarettes 0.005 0.011

[0.011] [0.014]
Smoked marijuana –0.021** –0.044***

[0.010] [0.015]

Number of observations 4,281 4,281 4,281 4,170 4,170 4,170
R-squared 0.069 0.082 0.180 0.118 0.120 0.174

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered for siblings, are shown in brackets. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except
for cohort and age. 
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01



Table 6.5 Linear Probability Models Predicting Cohabiting for Young Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in 1984 and 2002

Males Females

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant –0.287** –0.231* –0.136 –0.037 0.013 –0.051
[0.118] [0.122] [0.123] [0.142] [0.146] [0.153]

Year = 2002 (omitted category: 0.081*** 0.080*** 0.089*** 0.093*** 0.088*** 0.078***
year = 1984) [0.009] [0.009] [0.010] [0.011] [0.011] [0.012]

Age 0.014*** 0.011* 0.005 0.005 0.002 0.001
[0.006] [0.006] [0.006] [0.007] [0.007] [0.007]

Education level (omitted category: not 
enrolled, some college or college degree)
Not enrolled, high school dropout 0.067*** 0.074*** 0.034** 0.059*** 0.073*** 0.058***
or GED [0.014] [0.014] [0.016] [0.018] [0.019] [0.020]

Not enrolled, high school degree 0.015 0.018 0.011 0.020 0.025 0.024
[0.013] [0.013] [0.013] [0.016] [0.016] [0.016]

Enrolled, two-year college –0.031* –0.023 –0.017 –0.052*** –0.044** –0.037*
[0.017] [0.017] [0.017] [0.020] [0.020] [0.020]

Enrolled, four-year college –0.059*** –0.039*** –0.023* –0.084*** –0.070*** –0.058***
[0.012] [0.012] [0.013] [0.014] [0.015] [0.016]

Race-ethnicity (omitted category: white)
Black –0.025** –0.014 –0.021* –0.068*** –0.061*** –0.047***

[0.011] [0.011] [0.011] [0.013] [0.013] [0.014]
Hispanic 0.000 0.001 –0.005 –0.020 –0.019 –0.007

[0.013] [0.013] [0.013] [0.015] [0.015] [0.015]
Parents’ average income (omitted 
category: fifth quintile)
First quintile 0.032** 0.040*** 0.036*** 0.072*** 0.076*** 0.078***

[0.014] [0.014] [0.014] [0.017] [0.017] [0.017]
Second quintile 0.049*** 0.052*** 0.057*** 0.059*** 0.062*** 0.060***

[0.014] [0.014] [0.014] [0.017] [0.017] [0.017]
Third quintile 0.025* 0.027** 0.030** 0.053*** 0.050*** 0.046***

[0.014] [0.014] [0.014] [0.018] [0.018] [0.017]
Fourth quintile 0.013 0.015 0.018 0.033** 0.032* 0.030*

[0.013] [0.013] [0.013] [0.017] [0.017] [0.016]



Labor market variables
Hours worked (hundreds of hours)

0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002***
[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

Hourly wage (omitted category: 
fifth quintile)
First quintile –0.038** –0.031* –0.040* –0.031

[0.017] [0.017] [0.022] [0.022]
Second quintile –0.015 –0.007 –0.038* –0.032

[0.017] [0.017] [0.021] [0.021]
Third quintile 0.000 0.000 –0.031 –0.027

[0.018] [0.017] [0.023] [0.023]
Fourth quintile –0.011 –0.010 –0.028 –0.028

[0.017] [0.016] [0.023] [0.023]
Had a child by 1984 (1979 cohort) or 
2002 (1997 cohort) 0.114*** 0.040***

[0.016] [0.014]
GPA in high school –0.008 0.010

[0.006] [0.008]
Hours worked, age 16 and 17 (hundreds 0.001 0.001**

of hours) [0.000] [0.001]
Substance use before age 18

Drank alcohol 0.010 0.017
[0.010] [0.012]

Smoked cigarettes 0.006 0.022*
[0.010] [0.012]

Smoked marijuana 0.032*** 0.019
[0.010] [0.013]

Number of observations 4,281 4,281 4,281 4,170 4,170 4,170
R-squared 0.046 0.058 0.085 0.046 0.050 0.061

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered for siblings, are shown in brackets. Missing data dummies were included for all explanatory variables except
for cohort and age. 
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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Table 6A.1 Means for Control Variables 

Male Female

NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97

Age on December 31, 1984 (1979 cohort) 21.54 21.49 21.54 21.49
or 2002 (1997)

Race-ethnicity
White 78.5% 69.5% 78.8% 71.4%
Black 14.7 16.0 14.6 16.1
Hispanic 6.9 14.5 6.5 12.6

Enrollment status and education level
Not enrolled, high school dropout 24.7 20.4 17.3 14.8
or GED

Not enrolled, high school degree 30.9 31.3 32.6 25.0
Not enrolled, some college or college 19.8 15.8 24.9 18.5
degree

Enrolled, two-year college 6.3 8.3 5.9 10.2
Enrolled, four-year college 18.3 24.3 19.3 31.5

Parents’ average income (average 
within quintile)
First quintile $16,051 $6,348 $15,474 $6,375
Second quintile 33,437 25,003 32,833 24,911
Third quintile 48,191 44,427 48,303 44,061
Fourth quintile 64,243 67,272 64,399 66,887
Fifth quintile 100,498 132,364 99,141 132,503

Hourly wage in 1984 or 2002 (average 
within quintile)
First quintile $4.94 $5.75 $4.92 $5.70
Second quintile 6.35 7.27 6.28 7.24
Third quintile 7.43 8.51 7.46 8.51
Fourth quintile 9.11 10.15 9.16 10.18
Fifth quintile 14.61 16.47 13.27 16.15

Had child by 1984 or 2002 14.5% 13.9% 29.5% 27.3%

GPA in high school 2.3 2.7 2.6 3.0

Hours worked, ages sixteen and 
seventeen 1,173 1,116 897 1,016

Substance use prior to age eighteen
Drank alcohol 78.1% 72.8% 68.0% 74.0%
Smoked cigarettes 76.3 60.6 71.5 60.7
Smoked marijuana 52.5 42.1 42.4 38.2

Source: Authors’ calculations from the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
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Table 6A.2 Linear Probability Models Predicting Living Situation for Young
Adults Age Twenty to Twenty-two in 1984 and 2002, Separately
by Cohort

Live with Parents

Male Female

NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97

Constant 1.734*** 2.515*** 1.639*** 1.963***
[0.298] [0.281] [0.300] [0.288]]

Age –0.043*** –0.083*** –0.053*** –0.066**
[0.014] [0.013] [0.013] [0.013]

Education level (omitted category: 
not enrolled, some college or 
college degree)
Not enrolled, high school 0.035 –0.010 –0.038 –0.065*
dropout or GED [0.036] [0.037] [0.036] [0.039]]

Not enrolled, high school degree –0.001 0.002 –0.030 0.016
[0.031] [0.032] [0.030] [0.032]

Enrolled, two-year college 0.111** 0.082* 0.166*** 0.119***
[0.052] [0.042] [0.052] [0.041]

Enrolled, four-year college 0.065 0.126*** 0.148*** 0.185***
[0.040] [0.035] [0.038] [0.034]

Race-ethnicity (omitted category: 
white)
Black 0.071** 0.051* 0.172*** 0.083***

[0.028] [0.028] [0.029] [0.027]
Hispanic 0.076*** 0.075*** 0.096*** 0.073***

[0.029] [0.027] [0.029] [0.028]
Parents’ average income (omitted
category: fifth quintile)
First quintile –0.073* –0.090** –0.064 –0.069*

[0.039] [0.038] [0.040] [0.036]
Second quintile –0.057 –0.041 –0.014 –0.057

[0.039] [0.036] [0.041] [0.036]
Third quintile –0.010 –0.061* –0.015 –0.066*

[0.040] [0.036] [0.043] [0.037]
Fourth quintile 0.044 0.006 –0.054 –0.050

[0.041] [0.035] [0.042] [0.036]
Labor market variables
Hours worked (hundreds of hours) –0.003** –0.003*** 0.001 –0.003**

[0.001] [0.001] [0.002] [0.001]
Hourly wage (omitted category: 
fifth quintile)
First quintile 0.048 0.121*** 0.127*** 0.096**

[0.041] [0.037] [0.045] [0.038]
Second quintile 0.087** 0.081** 0.093** 0.091**

[0.038] [0.036] [0.044] [0.038]
Third quintile 0.047 0.033 0.091** 0.043

[0.038] [0.037] [0.045] [0.042]]
Fourth quintile 0.019 0.067* 0.089* 0.071*

[0.035] [0.035] [0.046] [0.040]
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Table 6A.2 (Continued)

Married Cohabit

Male Female Male Female

NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97

–0.291 –0.607*** –0.365 –0.386** 0.048 –0.245 –0.077 –0.040
[0.199] [0.143] [0.271] [0.196] [0.143] [0.195] [0.203] [0.227]
0.017* 0.029*** 0.026** 0.028*** –0.002 0.014 0.004 0.002

[0.009] [0.007] [0.012] [0.009] [0.006] [0.009] [0.009] [0.010]

–0.001 –0.037* –0.005 –0.024 0.030 0.041 0.076*** 0.063*
[0.026] [0.021] [0.034] [0.031] [0.018] [0.027] [0.024] [0.034]
0.018 –0.023 0.051* –0.024 –0.001 0.026 0.034* 0.022

[0.024] [0.018] [0.028] [0.025] [0.014] [0.022] [0.018] [0.026]
–0.093*** –0.006 –0.082* –0.091*** –0.026* –0.003 0.002 –0.052*
[0.024] [0.024] [0.044] [0.026] [0.016] [0.027] [0.028] [0.030]
–0.059** –0.042** –0.158*** –0.116*** –0.018 –0.021 –0.039** –0.061**
[0.024] [0.019] [0.029] [0.023] [0.013] [0.020] [0.018] [0.025]

–0.142*** –0.072*** –0.211*** –0.151*** –0.012 –0.029 –0.030 –0.061***
[0.018] [0.012] [0.025] [0.018] [0.013] [0.018] [0.019] [0.020]
–0.004 –0.007 –0.035 0.016 0.004 –0.014 –0.023 0.008
[0.021] [0.015] [0.028] [0.022] [0.016] [0.019] [0.019] [0.023]

0.018 0.036** –0.027 –0.011 0.038** 0.019 0.100*** 0.047*
[0.025] [0.018] [0.035] [0.024] [0.017] [0.021] [0.022] [0.026]
0.081*** 0.022 –0.019 0.006 0.028* 0.072*** 0.065*** 0.049*

[0.027] [0.017] [0.035] [0.024] [0.015] [0.022] [0.022] [0.026]
0.001 0.018 0.031 0.003 0.020 0.032 0.016 0.070***

[0.025] [0.017] [0.037] [0.024] [0.016] [0.021] [0.020] [0.026]
0.025 –0.013 –0.004 0.009 –0.006 0.033* 0.035 0.027

[0.027] [0.016] [0.037] [0.022] [0.014] [0.020] [0.023] [0.023]

0.003** 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.003*** 0.001 0.003**
[0.001] [0.001] [0.002] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

–0.062** –0.036* 0.049 –0.027 –0.016 –0.058** –0.047 –0.023
[0.028] [0.019] [0.039] [0.025] [0.021] [0.026] [0.033] [0.029]
–0.088*** –0.041** 0.086** –0.01 0.004 –0.032 –0.040 –0.026
[0.025] [0.018] [0.039] [0.026] [0.020] [0.026] [0.032] [0.029]
–0.075*** –0.018 0.095** –0.025 –0.009 0.002 –0.054* –0.002
[0.027] [0.020] [0.041] [0.028] [0.020] [0.028] [0.032] [0.034]
–0.034 –0.027 0.091** –0.014 0.005 –0.026 –0.063* –0.004
[0.027] [0.019] [0.042] [0.028] [0.019] [0.027] [0.032] [0.032]



Drank Alcohol Before Age Eighteen This measure was constructed from a
series of questions in the NLSY-97 and NLSY-79. With information about
the sample member’s birth date as well as the date at which he or she
started drinking, we created a binary variable indicating whether the
sample member had started drinking before his or her eighteenth birth-
day.

Smoked Cigarettes Before Age Eighteen This measure was constructed in a
similar way to that described for drinking alcohol before age eighteen.

Smoked Marijuana Before Age Eighteen This measure was also constructed
in a similar way to that described for drinking alcohol before age eighteen.

Weights We used the 1985 survey year weights for the NLSY-79 and the
round 6 (November 2002 to July 2003) weights for the NLSY-97. These
weights were used only in tables showing means and proportions, not in
any regression analyses.

Missing Data Indicators These are included in all regressions for any ex-
planatory variables that have missing values.
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Table 6A.2 (Continued)

Live with Parents

Male Female

NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97

Had a child by 1984 (1979 cohort) –0.238*** –0.204*** –0.191*** –0.215***
or 2002 (1997 cohort) [0.027] [0.030] [0.025] [0.026]

GPA in high school –0.077*** –0.021 –0.035** –0.002
[0.017] [0.015] [0.017] [0.015]

Hours worked, ages sixteen and –0.002 –0.003*** –0.006*** –0.003**
seventeen (hundreds of hours) [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

Substance use before age eighteen
Drank alcohol –0.028 –0.024 0.022 –0.014

[0.028] [0.025] [0.025] [0.026]
Smoked cigarettes –0.026 –0.035 –0.043 –0.015

[0.027] [0.024] [0.026] [0.025]
Smoked marijuana –0.087*** –0.017 –0.045* –0.002

[0.023] [0.024] [0.025] [0.025]
Number of observations 2,064 2,217 1,971 2,199
R-squared 0.116 0.122 0.150 0.155

Sources: Authors’ calculations using the NLSY-79 and NLSY-97.
Notes: Robust standard errors, clustered for siblings, are shown in brackets. Missing data dummies were
included for all explanatory variables except for age. 
* p < 0.10; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
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Notes
1. The declining real and relative wages of less-educated young men helps to

explain their diminishing work effort (Juhn 1992). The rising participation
of young black men in crime during the 1980s, and the large increases in
their incarceration rates, help to account for their diminishing work effort
(Holzer et al. 2005). 

2. See David Neumark (2002) for recent evidence on how early employment
outcomes affect later ones for youth. The effects of crime and incarceration
on future labor market outcomes are reviewed in Jeffrey Kling, David
Weiman, and Bruce Western (2000) and Harry Holzer et al. (2005), as well as
Richard Freeman (1999). For the effects of smoking, drinking, and mari-
juana use on employment outcomes see Robert Kaestner (1991, 1996) and
Frank Chaloupka et al. (1999). 

3. See Katharine Abraham (2003) for a discussion of these issues, and
http://www.bls.gov/cpi/cpiurstx.htm for further information. The CPI-RS
eliminates some, though not all, of the upward bias in the CPI. Over the rel-
evant time period, it is comparable to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
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Table 6A.2 (Continued)

Married Cohabit

Male Female Male Female

NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97 NLSY-79 NLSY-97

0.367*** 0.161*** 0.274*** 0.157*** 0.040** 0.198*** –0.032* 0.108***
[0.025] [0.022] [0.024] [0.021] [0.017] [0.027] [0.016] [0.021]
0.024** 0.021*** 0.017 –0.003 –0.005 –0.011 0.012 0.012

[0.012] [0.008] [0.015] [0.012] [0.008] [0.010] [0.010] [0.012]
0.001 0.001 0.004*** 0.001 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.002*

[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

0.000 0.011 –0.046** –0.019 0.014 0.003 0.009 0.034*
[0.019] [0.012] [0.023] [0.018] [0.012] [0.016] [0.016] [0.019]
0.015 0.006 0.004 0.017 –0.013 0.019 0.035** 0.001

[0.018] [0.013] [0.023] [0.017] [0.011] [0.016] [0.015] [0.020]
–0.021 –0.024* –0.037 –0.056*** 0.038*** 0.027 0.021 0.018
[0.016] [0.012] [0.023] [0.018] [0.010] [0.017] [0.017] [0.021]
2,066 2,215 1,973 2,197 2,066 2,215 1,973 2,197
0.223 0.110 0.171 0.124 0.051 0.113 0.049 0.082



magazine article—that more adult children (especially those in their
mid-twenties) live with their parents than in earlier generations. How-
ever, this trend appears to have started earlier than Time’s “twixters” ar-
ticle would suggest. Most of the living-with-parents increase was
among twenty-three- to twenty-seven-year-olds between 1980 and 1990
(figure 7.1 shows only the 1970 to 2000 change), when the percentage
living with their parents increased from 18 to 25 percent. Apparently to-
day’s twixters are not much different from other cohorts of young
adults since 1990.

Finally, figure 7.1 shows a steady rise over time in “other living
arrangements.” Between 1970 and 2000, the percentage living in this
arrangement roughly doubled, from 7 to 15 percent. Yet the fraction of
young adults living in this arrangement remained fairly low, even in
2000, and there is no obvious trend by age.

Results from Empirical Model from 
1980 to 2000

Summary Statistics

Table 7.1 presents summary statistics for the full sample of 3.6 million
young adults and also breaks out the sample by census year and whether
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Figure 7.1 Changes from 1970 to 2000 in Living Arrangement, by Age

Source: Author’s calculations.
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Figure 7A.1 Examples of Rapid Escalation in Housing Prices (30 Percent or
More Real Appreciation over Three Years)

Source: Author’s calculations, based on data from the National Association of Realtors and
Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight.
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Source: Author’s calculations.
*An MSA that experienced rapidly rising housing prices over a three year period. Overall,
of the 91 MSAs that satisfied other criteria, these MSAs also had at least 20,000 young
adults in them when combining the 1980 to 2000 census PUMS files.



Higher rents seem to have no impact on living independently; per-
haps surprisingly, higher rent levels lead to fewer young adults living
with parents and more young adults living in economic arrangements.
Higher commuting costs slow the transition to adulthood: the likelihood
of living with parents goes up one percentage point for every two addi-
tional commuting minutes.13

The results for child care costs are not intuitive: higher child care costs
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Table 7.1 Summary Statistics for Young Adult Sample Used in Regression Analysis

Age Age 
1980 1990 2000 Less than Twenty-five 

Twenty-five or Older

Independent 0.60 0.53 0.50 0.25 0.72
Economic 0.12 0.15 0.17 0.17 0.13
Not independent 0.29 0.33 0.32 0.58 0.15
Age 25.9 26.6 26.5 21.1 29.5

(4.8) (4.8) (4.9) (2.0) (2.8)
Male 0.49 0.49 0.49 0.49 0.49

White 0.75 0.71 0.60 0.66 0.70
African American or black 0.14 0.13 0.14 0.15 0.13
Hispanic 0.08 0.12 0.17 0.13 0.11
Other nonwhite 0.03 0.05 0.09 0.05 0.05
High school dropout 0.17 0.16 0.17 0.23 0.12

High school graduate 0.32 0.27 0.24 0.31 0.26
Some college 0.51 0.57 0.59 0.46 0.61
Enrolled in school 0.19 0.23 0.24 0.38 0.12
U.S. citizen 0.94 0.92 0.87 0.92 0.91
Currently married 0.48 0.44 0.41 0.21 0.60

Lived in same state five 0.50 0.35 0.33 0.46 0.36
years ago

Individual earnings in prior year, 17,985 20,843 22,266 10,954 25,850
including nonworkers (18,395) (22,736) (28,099) (12,638) (26,151)

Year is 1980 1.00 0.00 0.00 0.41 0.35

Year is 1990 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.30 0.34
Median house price 141,387 169,370 163,984 155,994 158,125

(42,548) (83,809) (65,809) (65,149) (67,174)

Monthly house payment based 1,476 1,399 1,092 1,337 1,330
on market conditions (444) (692) (438) (553) (563)

Monthly fair market rent 726 734 741 731 734
(113) (156) (162) (141) (145)

Average travel time in MSA 22.9 24.0 26.9 24.4 24.6
in minutes (2.6) (2.5) (3.0) (3.1) (3.2)



lead to more independent living. This may suggest that the measure be-
ing used—child care wages—is reflecting characteristics besides the
child care market. For example, markets with higher child care wages
may also have higher wage levels in general. If this is the case, those
higher wage levels may foster independence.14
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Table 7.1 (Continued)

Age Age 
1980 1990 2000 Less than Twenty-five 

Twenty-five or Older

Average hourly wage of child 8.81 8.04 9.15 8.68 8.66
care workers in MSA (1.06) (1.26) (0.85) (1.15) (1.17)

Statewide unemployment rate 7.2 5.6 4.1 5.8 5.7
(1.5) (0.8) (0.7) (1.7) (1.7)

Median house price at age 
twenty-five 149,900 155,038 152,396

(61,859) (62,392) (62,172)
Monthly house payment at age 
twenty-five 1,444 1,049 1,252

(557) (434) (539)
Monthly fair market rent at age 
twenty-five 731 743 737

(130) (165) (148)
Sample size: all ages 1,350,065 1,164,8911,121,340 1,374,110 2,262,186
Sample size: age twenty-five

or older 758,512 716,400 1,474 912

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Standard deviations in parentheses. “Independent” is defined as a living arrangement in which
the young adult is living either alone or with a spouse and/or natural, adopted, or stepchildren un-
der eighteen only. “Economic” is defined as a living arrangement in which the young adult is living
with unrelated individuals and/or same-generation family members (for example, a spouse, siblings,
or cousins), but no members of older generations (for example, parents, grandparents, or
uncles/aunts); in addition, no children under eighteen are present. “Dependent” is defined as a liv-
ing arrangement in which the young adult is living in a household with only family members and at
least one of those family members is a member of an older generation (for example, parents, grand-
parents or uncles/aunts). If a young adult did not fit into one of these three categories (for example,
a single mother with roommates), he or she was excluded from the regression analysis. All dollar
amounts (individual earnings, median house price, monthly house payment, monthly fair market
rent, average wage of child care workers, and their equivalents at age twenty-five) are expressed in
constant 2000 dollars. The MSA-level measures of housing market conditions at age twenty-five are
calculated only in the 1990 and 2000 census years. The sample includes MSAs that meet the following
criteria: (1) the MSA was defined in the 1980, 1990, and 2000 census PUMS; (2) median house price
data were available from recent National Association of Realtors publications (see www.realtor.org);
(3) house price index data were available from 1980 onward from the Office of Federal Housing and
Enterprise Oversight (www.ofheo.gov); (4) fair market rent data were available from the U.S. De-
partment of Housing and Urban Development (www.huduser.org); and (5) the MSA had more than
20,000 individual observations on young adults from the 1980 to 2000 period.



Table 7.2 Summary of Results from “Differences-in-Differences” Specification

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent

Median house price –0.0061*. 0.0011* 0.0021* — — —
($10,000 change)

Monthly house payment — — — –0.0584* 0.0221* 0.0041
($1,000 change)

Monthly fair market rent 0.0072 0.0453* –0.0824* –0.0457 0.0362* –0.0371
($1,000 change)

Average travel time –0.0050* –0.0026 0.0048* –0.0065* –0.0023* 0.0052*
(one-minute change)

Average wage of child care 0.0058* 0.0015 –0.0070* 0.0057* 0.0007 –0.0059*
workers ($1 hourly 
increments)

Statewide unemployment –0.0091* –0.0029* 0.0098* –0.0101* –0.0018* 0.0090*
rate (one percentage point)

Source: Author’s calculations.
Notes: See appendix B for full results. Asterisk indicates variable is statistically significant at a 95 percent level of confidence.



Table 7.3 Evaluating the Effects Using the Main Specification

Are the Coefficients Meaningful?
Move from 25th to 75th Percentile for Each Independent Variable

Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent

Median house price –0.051 0.009 0.018 — — —
Monthly house payment — — — –0.044 0.017 0.003
Monthly fair market rent 0.001 0.007 –0.013 –0.007 0.006 –0.006
Average travel time in minutes –0.025 –0.013 0.024 –0.033 –0.012 0.026
Average wage of child care workers 0.009 0.002 –0.011 0.009 0.001 –0.009
Statewide unemployment rate –0.022 –0.007 0.023 –0.024 –0.004 0.021
Mean of dependent variable 0.545 0.143 0.312 0.545 0.143 0.312

Can the Cost of Living Explain the Time-Series Trends? 
Change 1980 Values to 2000 Values 

Median house price –0.014 0.002 0.005 — — —
Monthly house payment — — — 0.022 –0.008 –0.002
Monthly fair market rent 0.000 0.001 –0.001 –0.001 0.001 –0.001
Average travel time in minutes –0.020 –0.010 0.019 –0.026 –0.009 0.021
Average wage of child care workers 0.002 0.000 –0.002 0.002 0.000 –0.002
Statewide unemployment rate 0.028 0.009 –0.031 0.032 0.006 –0.028

Dependent variable, 1980 0.597 0.116 0.287 0.597 0.116 0.287
Dependent variable, 2000 0.504 0.173 0.324 0.504 0.173 0.324
Change over time –0.093 0.057 0.037 –0.093 0.057 0.037

Source: Author’s calculations.



Table 7.4 Summary of Results from “Differences-in-Differences-in-Differences” Specification

Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent

Median house price at age –0.0005 0.0002 –0.0 010 — — —
twenty-five ($10,000 change) 

Monthly house payment at age — — — –0.0031 –0.0020 0.0009
twenty-five ($1,000 change)

Monthly fair market rent at age 0.0222 0.0187 –0.0440* 0.0198 0.0215* –0.0461*
twenty-five ($1,000 change) 

Source: Author’s calculations.
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Table 7.5 House Price Appreciation from the First Quarter of 2000 to the
First Quarter of 2005

1 Santa Barbara–Santa Maria–Goleta, CA 125%
2 Yuba City, CA 124
3 Merced, CA 120
4 Modesto, CA 120
5 San Diego–Carlsbad–San Marcos, CA 119
6 Salinas, CA 119
7 Riverside–San Bernardino–Ontario, CA 118
8 Sacramento–Arden–Arcade–Roseville, CA 114
9 Stockton, CA 113

10 Fresno, CA 112
11 Port St. Lucie–Fort Pierce, FL 111
12 Vallejo–Fairfield, CA 110
13 San Luis Obispo–Paso Robles, CA 109
14 Santa Ana–Anaheim–Irvine, CA 109
15 Los Angeles–Long Beach–Glendale, CA 108
16 Chico, CA 107
17 Oxnard–Thousand Oaks–Ventura, CA 107
18 Fort Lauderdale–Pompano Beach–Deerfield Beach, FL 107
19 Madera, CA 107
20 Napa, CA 106
21 Redding, CA 104
22 Bakersfield, CA 104
23 West Palm Beach–Boca Raton–Boynton Beach, FL 104
24 Ocean City, NJ 103
25 Barnstable Town, MA 102
26 Palm Bay–Melbourne–Titusville, FL 99
27 Miami–Miami Beach–Kendall, FL 98
28 Naples–Marco Island, FL 97
29 Punta Gorda, FL 95
30 Washington–Arlington–Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 95
31 Providence–New Bedford–Fall River, RI-MA 94
32 Vero Beach, FL 93
33 Nassau–Suffolk, NY 92
34 Cape Coral–Fort Myers, FL 92
35 Sarasota–Bradenton–Venice, FL 91
36 Las Vegas–Paradise NV 91
37 Kingston, NY 91
38 Bethesda–Frederick–Gaithersburg, MD 90
39 Oakland–Fremont–Hayward, CA 89
40 Carson City, NV 88
41 Santa Rosa–Petaluma, CA 88
42 Edison, NJ 87
43 Reno–Sparks, NV 87
44 Poughkeepsie–Newburgh–Middletown, NY 86
45 Hanford-Corcoran, CA 85
46 Deltona–Daytona Beach–Ormond Beach, FL 84



dependent living of four percentage points from a baseline rate of 50 per-
cent (in the year 2000), with increases in both living in economic arrange-
ments and non-independently.19 In addition, minorities were found to be
much more responsive to changes in house prices than whites, so inde-
pendent living should fall by a greater percentage after 2000. The results
would also imply that independent living among youth should fall the
most in California and Florida, the states that experienced the most dra-
matic rises in housing costs. These consequences for independent living,
unfortunately, cannot be easily tested until the 2010 census is conducted.

Appendix A: Data and Sample

Sample

The 1970 census used two long-form questionnaires, one for a 15 percent
sample of the population, the other for a 5 percent sample. For each ques-
tionnaire, a 1-in-100 sample was drawn with three different geographic
identifiers: county groups, states, and geographic divisions with neigh-
borhood identifiers. I use the 5 percent sample with state identifiers. The
1970 sample does not easily provide MSA identifiers, so there was no
compelling reason to use the sample with county-group identifiers
rather than state identifiers. Moreover, none of the relevant cost-of-living
variables examined here date back as early as 1970. Therefore, young
adults from 1970 are not included in the regression analysis but are in-
cluded to illustrate long-term trends.

I use the 1-in-20 sample for 1980, 1990, and 2000 and restrict the sam-
ple to young adults age eighteen to thirty-four in uniquely identified
MSAs. This yields a sample size in excess of 4 million observations (be-
fore other exclusions).

Living Arrangements

For several reasons, I was unable to create categories of living arrange-
ments that combined housing tenure—owning or renting—with house-
hold composition. First, previous studies, such as Frances Goldscheider
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47 Atlantic City, NJ 83
48 Winchester, VA-WV 80
49 Visalia–Porterville, CA 80
50 Fort Walton Beach–Crestview–Destin, FL 79

National housing appreciation 51
CPI = U over same period 13

Source: Author’s calculations, based on data from the National Association of Realtors.
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Table 7A.1 MSAs Used in Regression Analysis

*1080—Akron, OH
*1520—Atlanta–Sandy Springs–Marietta, GA
1*640—Austin–Round Rock, TX
*1720—Baltimore–Towson, MD
*1000—Birmingham–Hoover, AL
*1120—Boston–Quincy, MA
*1280—Buffalo–Niagara Falls, NY
*1520—Charlotte–Gastonia–Concord, NC-SC 
*1600—Chicago–Naperville–Joliet, IL
*1640—Cincinnati–Middletown, OH-KY-IN 
*1680—Cleveland–Elyria–Mentor, OH 
*1840—Columbus, OH
*1920—Dallas–Plano–Irving, TX 
*2000—Dayton, OH
*2080—Denver–Aurora, CO
*2160—Detroit-–Livonia–Dearborn, MI 
*3000—Grand Rapids–Wyoming, MI 
*3120—Greensboro–High Point, NC
*3320—Honolulu, HI
*3360—Houston–Baytown–Sugar Land, TX
*3480—Indianapolis, IN
*3600—Jacksonville, FL
*3760—Kansas City, MO-KS
*4120—Las Vegas–Paradise, NV
*4480—Los Angeles–Long Beach–Glendale, CA
*4520—Louisville, KY-IN
*4920—Memphis, TN-MS-AR
*5000—Miami–Miami Beach–Kendall, FL
*5080—Milwaukee–Waukesha–West Allis, WI
*5120—Minneapolis–St. Paul–Bloomington, MN-WI 
*5360—Nashville–Davidson–Murfreesboro, TN 
*5380—Nassau–Suffolk, NY
*5560—New Orleans–Metairie–Kenner, LA
*5600—New York–Wayne–White Plains, NY-NJ
*5640—Newark–Union, NJ-PA
*5720—Virginia Beach–Norfolk–Newport News, VA-NC
*5880—Oklahoma City, OK 
*5960—Orlando, FL
*6160—Philadelphia, PA
*6200—Phoenix–Mesa–Scottsdale, AZ 
*6280—Pittsburgh, PA
*6440—Portland–Vancouver–Beaverton, OR-WA
*6760—Richmond, VA
*6780—Riverside–San Bernardino–Ontario, CA
*6840—Rochester, NY
*6920—Sacramento–Arden–Arcade–Roseville, CA
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Figure 7A.1 Examples of Rapid Escalation in Housing Prices (30 Percent or
More Real Appreciation over Three Years)

Source: Author’s calculations, based on data from the National Association of Realtors and
Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight.
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Source: Author’s calculations.
*An MSA that experienced rapidly rising housing prices over a three year period. Overall,
of the 91 MSAs that satisfied other criteria, these MSAs also had at least 20,000 young
adults in them when combining the 1980 to 2000 census PUMS files.



Table 7A.2 Full Results: Probit Models on Living Arrangements, Differences-in-Differences Specification

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent 

Median house price –0.0156 0.0076 0.0072 — — —
(0.0020) (0.0021) (0.0028)

[–0.0061] [0.0011] [0.0021]
Monthly house payment — — — –0.1493 0.1570 0.0139

(0.0303) (0.0234) (0.0396)
[–0.0584] [0.0221] [0.0041]

Monthly fair market rent 0.0184 0.3215 –0.2794 –0.1169 0.2567 –0.1259
(0.0944) (0.1007) (0.1309) (0.1198) (0.0831) (0.1367)
[0.0072] [0.0453] [–0.0824] [–0.0457] [0.0362] [–0.0371]

Average travel time in minutes –0.0127 –0.0185 0.0163 –0.0166 –0.0164 0.0178
(0.0051) (0.0047) (0.0080) (0.0053) (0.0044) (0.0081)

[–0.005] [–0.0026] [0.0048] [–0.0065] [–0.0023] [0.0052]
Average wage of child care workers 0.0149 0.0105 –0.0238 0.0146 0.0049 –0.0200

(0.0065) (0.0071) (0.0094) (0.0077) (0.0068) (0.0101)
[0.0058] [0.0015] [–0.007] [0.0057] [0.0007] [–0.0059]

Statewide unemployment rate –0.0231 –0.0205 0.0331 –0.0258 –0.0128 0.0304
(0.0064) (0.0053) (0.0082) (0.0072) (0.0047) (0.0084)

[–0.0091] [–0.0029] [0.0098] [–0.0101] [–0.0018] [0.009]
Male –0.3949 0.1248 0.2786 –0.3946 0.1248 0.2784

(0.0068) (0.0083) (0.0099) (0.0069) (0.0083) (0.0099)
[–0.1536] [0.0176] [0.0823] [–0.1535] [0.0176] [0.0822]

Hispanic –0.1566 –0.0644 0.2252 –0.1577 –0.0640 0.2260
(0.0290) (0.0275) (0.0386) (0.0290) (0.0275) (0.0386)

[–0.0618] [–0.0088] [0.0707] [–0.0622] [–0.0087] [0.0709]
African American or black 0.1323 –0.3955 0.1784 0.1325 –0.3960 0.1786

(0.0145) (0.0143) (0.0182) (0.0146) (0.0144) (0.0182)



Table 7A.2 (Continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent 

[0.0512] [–0.0453] [0.0552] [0.0512] [–0.0453] [0.0553]
Other nonwhite –0.1950 –0.1547 0.3093 –0.1977 –0.1535 0.3110

(0.0216) (0.0223) (0.0334) (0.0217) (0.0223) (0.0335)
[–0.0772] [–0.0197] [0.1004] [–0.0782] [–0.0196] [0.101]

Currently married 1.9048 –1.6005 –1.2476 1.9042 –1.6007 –1.2473
(0.0196) (0.0237) (0.0318) (0.0197) (0.0237) (0.0318)
[0.6381] [–0.2244] [–0.3426] [0.638] [–0.2244] [–0.3426]

High school dropout –0.0108 –0.0367 0.0230 –0.0109 –0.0366 0.0231
(0.0112) (0.0112) (0.0119) (0.0113) (0.0112) (0.0119)

[–0.0042] [–0.0051] [0.0068] [–0.0043] [–0.0051] [0.0069]
Some college 0.0781 0.1630 –0.2165 0.0784 0.1632 –0.2168

(0.0042) (0.009) (0.0084) (0.0041) (0.0090) (0.0083)
[0.0306] [0.0227] [–0.0644] [0.0307] [0.0227] [–0.06451

Enrolled in school –0.1263 –0.0558 0.1211 –0.1264 –0.0557 0.1213
(0.0064) (0.0101) (0.0115) (0.0064) (0.0101) (0.0115)

[–0.0497] [–0.0077] [0.0367] [–0.0497] [–0.0077] [0.0367]
Lived in same state five years ago –0.3650 –0.5981 0.7473 –0.3654 –0.5986 0.7479

(0.0348) (0.0575) (0.0655) (0.0348) (0.0574) (0.0654)
[–0.1429] [–0.0785] [0.2304] [–0.1431] [–0.0786] [0.2306]

U.S. citizen 0.2198 –0.4846 0.1905 0.2203 –0.4836 0.1893
(0.0203) (0.0190) (0.0198) (0.0203) (0.019) (0.0198)
[0.0870] [–0.0898] [0.0527] [0.0872] [–0.0895] [0.0524]

Individual earnings 7.5313 1.5193 –12.3256 7.5025 1.5073 –12.2892
(0.4220) (0.1877) (0.4609) (0.4218) (0.1859) (0.4609)
[2.9453] [0.2141] [–3.6365] [2.9341] [0.2124] [–3.6261]

Source: Author’s calculations.
Notes: Sample size in all specifications is 3,636,296. All models estimated as probit models. Standard errors in parentheses and marginal effects in
brackets. In addition to the variables shown, all models include single-year-of-age dummies, MSA dummies, year dummies, and a constant term and
correct for clustering at the MSA-year level. Median house price is divided by 10,000, monthly house payment and fair market rent are divided by
1,000, and individual earnings are divided by 1,000,000.



Table 7A.3 Full Results: Housing Market Conditions at Age 25—Rapid Appreciation, Differences-in-Differences-in-
Differences Specification

Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent

Median house price at age 
twenty-five –0.0013 0.0010 –0.0010 — — —

(0.0009) (0.0011) (0.0011)
[–0.0005] [0.0002] [–0.0002]

Monthly house payment at age 
twenty-five — — — –0.0085 –0.0116 0.0043

(0.0115) (0.0130) (0.0128)
[–0.0031] [–0.002] [0.0009]

Monthly fair market rent at age 
twenty-five 0.0619 0.1099 –0.2075 0.0550 0.1267 –0.2175

(0.0374) (0.0594) (0.0524) (0.0372) (0.0573) (0.0503)
[0.0222] [0.0187] [–0.044] [0.0198] [0.0215] [–0.0461]

Male –0.3806 0.2266 0.2659 –0.3806 0.2266 0.2659
(0.0076) (0.0088) (0.0083) (0.0076) (0.0088) (0.0083)

[–0.1363] [0.0387] [0.0566] [–0.1363] [0.0387] [0.0566]
Hispanic –0.1466 –0.0808 0.2782 –0.1466 –0.0807 0.2781

(0.0147) (0.0148) (0.0212) (0.0147) (0.0148) (0.0212)
[–0.0537] [–0.0133] [0.0650] [–0.0537] [–0.0133] [0.0649]

African American or black 0.0750 –0.3839 0.2642 0.0750 –0.3839 0.2642
(0.0172) (0.0120) (0.0138) (0.0172) (0.0120) (0.0138)
[0.0266] [–0.0531] [0.0628] [0.0266] [–0.0531] [0.0628]

Other nonwhite –0.2957 –0.0988 0.4605 –0.2957 –0.0988 0.4604
(0.0115) (0.0165) (0.0172) (0.0115) (0.0165) (0.0172)

[–0.1109] [–0.016] [0.1175] [–0.1109] [–0.016] [0.1175]
Currently married 1.765 –1.6213 –0.9954 1.765 –1.6213 –0.9954

(0.0185) (0.0203) (0.0175) (0.0185) (0.0203) (0.0175)
[0.5837] [–0.3067] [–0.2192] [0.5837] [–0.3067] [–0.2192]



Table 7A.3 (Continued)

Independent Economic Not Independent Independent Economic Not Independent

High school dropout –0.0221 –0.0001 0.0155 –0.0221 –0.0001 0.0155
(0.0103) (0.0118) (0.0106) (0.0103) (0.0118) (0.0106)

[–0.008] [–0.0001] [0.0033] [–0.008] [–0.0001] [0.0033]
Some college 0.0944 0.1277 –0.2026 0.0944 0.1277 –0.2026

(0.0073) (0.0092) (0.0081) (0.0073) (0.0092) (0.0081)
[0.0341] [0.0212] [–0.0445] [0.0341] [0.0212] [–0.0445]

Enrolled in school –0.0459 0.0101 0.0267 0.0459 0.0101 0.0268
(0.0069) (0.0075) (0.0096) (0.0069) (0.0075) (0.0096)

[–0.0166] [0.0017] [0.0057] [–0.0166] [0.0017] [0.0057]

Lived in same state five years ago –0.4748 –0.7996 1.0341 –0.4748 –0.7996 1.0341
(0.0199) (0.03) (0.0308) (0.0199) (0.03) (0.0308)

[–0.1755] [–0.114] [0.2653] [–0.1755] [–0.114] [0.2653]
U.S. citizen 0.2087 –0.4081 0.1055 0.2087 –0.4081 0.1055

(0.0152) (0.0137) (0.0128) (0.0152) (0.0137) (0.0128)
[0.0771] [–0.0824] [0.0215] [0.0771] [–0.0824] [0.0215]

Individual earnings in prior year 4.8308 –0..0066 –9.0739 4.8308 –0.066 –9.0739
(0.1662) (0.1212) (0.2665) (0.1662) (0.1212) (0.2665)
[1.7355] [–0.0011] [–1.9252] [1.7355] [–0.0011] [–1.9252]

Source: Author’s calculations.
Notes: Sample size in all specifications is 50,593. Sample is restricted to young adults who are age twenty-five to thirty-four in one of the thirteen.
MSAs that experienced rapid price appreciation (30 percent or more in real terms over three years) and are in the 1990 or 2000 census PUMS:
Boston–Quincy, MA, Honolulu, HI, Los Angeles–Long Beach–Glendale, CA, Nassau–Suffolk, NY, New York–Wayne–White Plains, NY-NJ,
Newark–Union, NJ-PA, Philadelphia PA, Austin–Round Rock, TX, Sacramento–Arden–Arcade–Roseville, CA, Salt Lake City, UT, San Diego–
Carlsbad–San Marcos, CA, San Francisco–San Mateo–Redwood City, CA, and Seattle–Bellevue–Everett, WA. Standard errors in parentheses and mar-
ginal effects in brackets. In addition to the variables shown, all models include MSA* year interactions, MSA* age interactions, year* age interactions,
and a constant term and correct for clustering at the MSA* year* age level. Median house price is divided by 10,000, and monthly house payment and
fair market rent are divided by 1,000. The average travel time to work, average wage of child care workers, and state unemployment rates are not in-
cluded because the specification already includes MSA* year interactions.
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countries range between 15 and 30 percent. In southern Europe, as many
as 60 percent of young adults live with their parents.2 Southern Europe
also differs from other countries in that more young people move di-
rectly from being single, childless, and living with their parents to living
with a spouse and soon thereafter with children.3 As table 8.1 shows, di-
verse and extended intermediate stages, such as living alone or cohabi-
tating, flourish elsewhere (Billari 2004; Billari, Philipov, and Baizan 2001;
Cook and Furstenberg 2002; Iacovou 2002; Mulder and Manting 1994;
Rossi 1997).

Market Conditions, Social Policy, and
Variation in Home-Leaving

Housing Markets

European countries vary on many social policy and labor market dimen-
sions, and these variations provide possible explanations for the propor-
tion of young adults living with their parents. For example, housing
market conditions can affect home-leaving. Housing costs have been ris-
ing as a proportion of all consumer expenditures throughout Europe
(Boelhouwer and van der Heijden 1993). Public policies have affected

Figure 8.1 Percentage of Young People (Eighteen to Thirty-four) Living with
Their Parents, Without a Partner or Children

Source: European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(2003).
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be young. Complaints surrounding the rigidity of European labor mar-
kets, particularly the difficulty of laying workers off, led some countries
to permit temporary contracts. Beginning in 1984, for instance, new leg-
islation allowed Spanish firms to offer short-term employment contracts,
a sharp departure from past practices. Today one-third of Spanish work-
ers are governed by short-term agreements, the highest level in western
Europe. Older workers, who had permanent jobs before the reforms, had
more bargaining power to protect their insider status, leaving new en-
trants to the labor market more vulnerable to temporary contracts. Not
surprisingly, the percentage of twenty-five- to twenty-nine-year-old
Spanish male workers in temporary employment rose from 20 percent in
1987 to more than 50 percent less than ten years later (Golsch 2003). Fig-
ure 8.3 shows that as temporary employment rises, the proportion of
eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds living with their parents grows as well.

Figure 8.2 Proportion of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Olds Living with
Their Parents, by Percentage of Owner-Occupied Housing

Source: OECD Economic Review 38 (2004c).
Note: Linear fit without Italy, r = 0.37.
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The opposite of looser labor policies—continued rigidity—also dis-
proportionately affects youth. The OECD (2004b) classifies countries’
labor market policies by protection of regular workers against individ-
ual dismissal, regulation of temporary forms of employment, and re-
quirements for collective dismissals. Figure 8.4 shows that as employ-
ment protections strengthen, youth unemployment rises. Employers
hesitate to offer positions to young and inexperienced workers if they
cannot terminate them. France is a case in point. To address barriers to
youth employment, the French government proposed new regulations
in March 2006 that would have permitted employers to fire workers un-
der age twenty-six with no notice or severance. Nearly one-fourth (23
percent) of French citizens under age twenty-six are jobless, and in the
immigrant districts outside major cities the figure rises to nearly 50 per-
cent. The proposal sparked enormous street demonstrations and caused
the shutdown of more than half of France’s public universities (Sciolina

Figure 8.3 Proportion of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Olds Living with
Their Parents, by Proportion of Young Workers (Age Twenty-five
to Thirty-nine) in Temporary Employment

Source: Eurostat (2003).
Note: Linear fit without Italy, r = 0.35.
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2006). The proposal was withdrawn a month later, just in time to avert
what many analysts predicted would have been the collapse of the
Chirac government.

There is also a strong relationship between employment protection
and the incidence of temporary contracts among young workers. Figure
8.5 shows that an increase of one point on the employment protection
scale is associated with about an 8 percent increase in the proportion of
twenty-five- to thirty-nine-year-old workers with temporary contracts.
Forty-six percent of the variance in temporary employment in this age
group is explained by employment protection.

These two trends—youth unemployment and temporary employ-
ment—increase the likelihood that young people will remain with their
parents, whose resources (housing, income, and so forth) buffer their
earnings instability (Eurostat 2002).7 Moving up a point in the employ-
ment protection scale is correlated with an additional 9 percent of young

Figure 8.4 Youth Unemployment Rate, by Employment Protection Scale 
(0 to 6)

Source: OECD (2003, 2004b).
Note: r = 0.53.
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people living with their parents (see figure 8.6). This relationship is
stronger than the one between the proportion of owner-occupied hous-
ing and living arrangements: 17 percent of the variance in the proportion
living with parents is explained by the employment protection scale.

Although unemployment rates have remained largely stable, the rates
of “idleness” (defined as neither at work nor in school) among young
people have been on the rise everywhere in Europe, but much more dra-
matically in the south (Cordon 1997). Figure 8.7’s employment-to-popu-
lation ratio reveals this trend (OECD 2003). The negative relationship
shown in figure 8.7 is as expected: as more young people are in the labor
force, the proportion living with their parents decreases. A 10 percent in-
crease in the employment ratio is associated with a 4 percent decrease in
the proportion living with parents. The relationship is rather weak, al-
though stronger than that for unemployment and living arrangements
(not shown here).

One potential explanation for the relatively weak relationship be-

Figure 8.5 Proportion of Young Workers (Age Twenty-five to Thirty-nine) in
Temporary Employment, by Employment Protection Scale (0 to 6)

Source: Eurostat (2003).
Note: r = 0.68.
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tween unemployment and delayed departure from the family home lies
in variations in the sources of income that youth receive. A combination
of joblessness and lack of unemployment insurance produces pressures
for youth to rely on family resources (or refrain from venturing far from
them in the first place) unless social policy has made alternative re-
sources available.8 Figure 8.8 looks at the sources of support for the
young unemployed across countries, as reported by respondents to the
Eurobarometer Survey in 2001. In southern Europe, parent or family re-
sources are virtually all that is available to support jobless youth. In the
Nordic countries and some liberal democracies, such as Ireland and the
United Kingdom, unemployment and social security provide the lion’s
share of support for unemployed youth. Continental regimes, such as
France, Germany, and Belgium, fall in the middle.

In countries with substantial benefits for out-of-work young people or
for those who have never worked, the capacity to become (or remain) in-
dependent of parental resources is greater than in countries where these

Figure 8.6 Proportion of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Olds Living with
Their Parents, by Employment Protection Scale (0 to 6)

Source: OECD (2004b).
Note: Linear fit without Italy, r = 0.64.
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benefits are closed to young people. As expected, the average percentage
of eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds living at home rises when benefits
are available (OECD 2004a) (see figure 8.9). Where benefits are available,
on average 14 percent fewer young people live with parents. Benefit
availability explains 28 percent of the variance in percentage living with
parents.9

The Impact of Delayed Departure on 
Life Satisfaction

Does delayed departure make young people feel out of step with others
in their society? We hypothesize that for the current generation of
young adults in Europe, delayed departure has taken a toll on their
sense of life satisfaction. This is partly because the pattern of independ-
ence differs from that of their parents, who may be unaware of (or
choose to ignore) the structural factors that make leaving home now

Figure 8.7 Proportion of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Olds Living with
Parents, by Employment-to-Population Ratio

Source: OECD (2003).
Note: Linear fit without Italy, r = 0.21.
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more difficult (for an American parallel, see Newman 1993). Yet, as this
pattern grows more common, we might expect to see accommodations
in households, which may lead to acceptance and more positive rela-
tions between generations who live together. Of course, cultural and po-
litical influences can “retard” this adjustment by publicly defining de-
layed departure as a default on the social contract. In this case, the
growing proportion of young adults at home may lead to positive rela-
tions inside the household but a continued discomfort in the public
sphere and a dissonance with norms.

Figure 8.8 Sources of Support for Unemployed Eighteen- to Tweny-four-
Year-Olds in 2001

Source: Christensen (2001), from the question: “Where do you get most of your money
from? Choose all that apply: regular job, unemployment/social security benefits, training
allowance/educational grant, family, casual work, partner, work in the ‘black economy,’
and other.”
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We examine the relationship between living arrangements of young
adults and their satisfaction with their lives using a large multinational
dataset. The European Quality of Life Survey of 2003 is a cross-sectional
survey of 26,257 Europeans over the age of eighteen in twenty-eight Eu-
ropean countries and Turkey. For this chapter, we examine data for the
fifteen member states of the European Union before 2004. There were
about 1,000 respondents for each country, with the exception of Luxem-
bourg, which had 600. Restricting our analysis to people age eighteen to
thirty-four yields a sample size of 4,096.

We examine the effect of coresidence with parents and other predic-
tors on life satisfaction using a random-effects, hierarchical linear regres-
sion model. The hierarchical model allows us to decompose the variance
into individual and macro levels. Table 8.2 describes the variables used
in this analysis. We examine the effect of living with one’s parents and of
the percentage of young people who live at home after adjusting for po-
tential contributing factors such as age, sex, marital status, whether the
young adult is a parent, employment and its precariousness, student sta-
tus, income, economic hardship, number in household, homeownership,
and number of rooms in the parental home.10 The interaction term, be-
tween living at home and percentage of young people at home in the
country, is included to test the hypothesis that the effect of living at home
is mediated by how widespread this status is in the given country.

From the simple means, it appears that young people living with par-
ents score about the same on life satisfaction. However, there is signifi-
cant national variation in life satisfaction, which warrants multilevel
modeling (see table 8.3). As we noted earlier, the rates of living with

Figure 8.9 Percentage of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Olds Living at Home,
by Availability of Unemployment Benefits for Twenty-Year-Old
with No Working Experience

Source: OECD (2004).
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housing availability.4 In the Netherlands, 42 percent of the total housing
stock is in the public sector (European Foundation for the Improvement
of Living and Working Conditions 2004), and some housing is built
specifically for young students and workers (Mulder and Hooimeijer
2002). Austria and the United Kingdom also have considerable munici-
pal housing, with 26 percent each (European Foundation for the Im-
provement of Living and Working Conditions 2004). Denmark saw a
construction boom in the 1980s, much of it in the public rental sector
(Boelhouwer and Heijden 1993). Nearly three-fourths of rented
dwellings in the United Kingdom are public compared with 37 percent
in France and 8 percent in Spain (Holdsworth and Solda 2002; Jurado
Guerrero 2001). More public housing tends to lower rental prices, mak-
ing the move out of the parental home easier, at least where single young
adults are eligible (as they tend to be in the Nordic welfare states).

Unique situations have shaped some European housing markets.
West Germany faced an acute housing shortage following reunification
as many East Germans migrated to areas with more jobs and a higher
standard of living. The government responded by encouraging deregu-
lation of rents (Boelhouwer and Heijden 1993), which created affordabil-
ity problems for youth. Spain experienced a construction boom after en-
tering the European Union (EU), but the boom aggravated the housing

Table 8.1 Household Arrangements of Eighteen- to Thirty-four-Year-Old Men

Coupled (With or 
With Parents Alone Without Children) Other

Denmark 17% 33% 48% 1%
Sweden 10 44 39 7
Finland 13 39 44 4
Belgium 27 28 40 6
Austria 26 35 27 11
France 28 36 31 6
Germany 19 40 31 11
Luxembourg 32 12 38 18
Netherlands 35 27 31 6
United Kingdom 19 34 30 17
Ireland 24 10 29 36
Italy 62 11 19 8
Greece 37 33 17 14
Spain 39 5 35 21
Portugal 46 7 36 11
EU-15 33 26 29 12

Source: OECD (2006).



Table 8.2 Variables Used and Means, by Residential Status

Mean

Living Living 
With Parents Without Parents

Variable Definition (N = 1,194) (N = 2,902)

Life satisfaction How satisfied you are with your life these days 7.42 7.47
(1 to 10)

Age Years 22.7 27.7
Male Sex = male 0.51 0.39
Married Married or living with a partner 0.06 0.56
Employed Currently working for pay 0.45 0.67
Student Enrolled in higher education 0.42 0.12
Lives with parents Mother and/or father in the same household — —
Home is owned Own without mortgage or own with mortgage 0.64 0.40
Rooms Number of rooms in the dwelling, excluding kitchen, 4.62 3.37

bathroom, hallways
Number of people in the household Including the respondent 3.76 2.33
Second income quartile (household) Quartiles of OECD-equivalent household income 0.12 0.17

per country (first quartile as reference category) 
Third income quartile (household) 0.16 0.21
Fourth income quartile (household) 0.12 0.20
Hardship Household in arrears when paying bills in the last 0.03 0.07

twelve months
Percentage at home Percentage of eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds living 34.5 26.9

with parents in given country

Living with parents × percentage Interaction term between living with parents and 34.5 —
at home percentage of eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds   

living with parents

Source: European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (2003).
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parents vary greatly by country, with very high levels of coresidence in
southern Europe and very low levels in Scandinavia (see figure 8.1).

The bivariate correlations between percentage living at home and life
satisfaction across the fifteen EU countries is statistically significant but
weak (r = .053). For a more powerful analysis, table 8.4 presents results
from a two-level linear regression model11 with an interaction effect be-
tween living with parents and percentage living with parents in the coun-
try.12 In this analysis, the effect of living at home is much more striking.

The model predicting life satisfaction supports our hypothesis that the
more widespread the practice of living with parents, the less toll it takes
on personal satisfaction. On average, living with parents decreases life
satisfaction substantially. Moreover, living in a country where more
young people are at home is associated with lower life satisfaction. To be
more specific, a 10 percent increase in the proportion of young adults liv-
ing with their parents is associated with a reduction of 0.12 points in life
satisfaction, holding all other variables constant. However, the interaction
term between living at home and the percentage of young adults living at
home has a positive coefficient. This implies that the toll that living at
home takes on life satisfaction eases as that status becomes more com-
mon. The magnitude of the interaction effect is almost identical to that on
the aggregate coresidence measure but with the opposite sign, which in-
dicates that for young adults living with their parents, the “normalcy” of

Table 8.3 Mean Differences in Life Satisfaction, by Country and Residential
Status

Without Parents With Parents

Austria 7.78 7.48
Belgium 7.41 7.18
Denmark 8.31 8.28
Finland 8.09 8.11
France 6.79 6.78
Germany 7.31 7.98
Greece 7.50 6.96
Ireland 7.61 7.96
Italy 7.33 7.43
Luxembourg 7.61 7.24
Netherlands 7.43 7.42
Portugal 6.20 7.06
Spain 7.67 7.71
Sweden 7.77 7.66
United Kingdom 7.14 7.27

Source: European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(2003).
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this arrangement in their country almost exactly counterbalances the neg-
ative effect of living in a country with a higher prevalence of coresidence.

All three coefficients are significant. Therefore, we reject the hypothe-
sis that there is no difference in life satisfaction between those who are
living with their parents and those who are not, and between those who
live in a country where it is more common to live with one’s parents and
those who do not; we also reject the idea that the “normalcy” of living
with one’s parents does not moderate the individual effect of living with
them.

The same model also shows that being married, employed, or a stu-
dent had a large positive effect on life satisfaction. Young adults living in
a home that was owner-occupied or had more rooms were also signifi-
cantly more likely to be satisfied with their lives. Predictably, economic
hardship was associated with a much reduced score on life satisfaction.
Income seems to have a nonlinear effect, given that only those in the

Table 8.4 Results from Two-Level Linear Regression Model with Random
Effects Predicting Life Satisfaction

Life Satisfaction

β

Age –0.026***
Male –0.064
Married 0.426***
Own child(ren) 0.138
Employed (reference category not working) 0.515***
Student (reference category not working) 0.736***
Lives with parents –0.466**
Home is owned 0.361***
Number of rooms 0.068***
Number of people in household –0.028
Second income quartile –0.071
Third income quartile 0.117
Fourth income quartile 0.241***
Hardship –1.583***
Percentage living at home –0.012***
Lives with parents × percentage at home 0.013**
Constant 7.478

Level 2 country effect (not exponentiated) 0.130 (0.023) 
(Standard deviation)

Log likelihood –7891.841

Source: European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(2003).
**p ≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001
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tries, ranging from 30 percent in Spain to 91 percent in Germany. Al-
though this is troublesome, a comparison of household income distribu-
tion within the sample and OECD indicators conducted by the European
Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions
(2005) concluded that the EQLS data do not deviate enough from na-
tional indicators to merit adjustments. This was true for median incomes
(the correlation between country median of EQLS household income
and GDP per capita is 0.92) as well as for income dispersion. Two devia-
tions that are noted concern Denmark and Germany. The EQLS data for
Denmark show wider income dispersion than data from other sources.
Data for Germany have a median income in the bottom income quartile
that is lower than outside estimates. If there is an overrepresentation of
those in the bottom of the lowest quartile, it may skew our results by in-
cluding a disproportionate number of young people who are in ex-
tremely difficult financial situations. Nevertheless, the authors of the re-
port did not deem these two deviations severe enough to require
correction.

Appendix B: Country-Level Indicators of
Housing and Labor Markets

Variable Definition Source

Percentage in owner- Share of owner-occupied OECD Economic 
occupied housing housing, 2002 Review 38 (2004a)

Availability of unem- Benefits available in 2002 OECD (2004a)
ployment benefits for a twenty-year-old 
(dichotomous) unemployed single per-

son, living alone with no 
family responsibilities 
and no employment 
record

Unemployment rate Unemployment rate for OECD (2003)
(percentage) twenty- to thirty-four-

year-olds in 2003

Employment/popula- Ratio of employed twenty- OECD (2003)
tion ratio to thirty-four-year-olds 

to total population twenty- 
to thirty-four-year-olds 
in 2003
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Notes
1. Young people in the Nordic countries are the most likely to live away from

their parents, while young southern Europeans are the least likely (Iacovou
2002). The proportion of twenty-five- to twenty-nine-year-olds living with
their parents in southern Europe is higher than the proportion of twenty- to
twenty-four-year-olds living with their parents in central Europe, and this
gap has been widening (Cordon 1997).

2. Measures of variability in ages at home-leaving show diversity within
countries as well. Scandinavian countries are more homogeneous than
southern European countries (Billari 2004; Billari, Philipov, and Baizan
2001).

Country-Level Indicators of Housing and Labor Market (Continued)

Variable Definition Source

Employment/protection, Overall strictness of em- OECD (2004b)
scale ployment protection 

legislation, an eighteen- 
item scale that includes 
indicators of (1) employ-
ment protection of 
regular workers against 
individual dismissal; (2) 
specific requirements 
for collective dismissals; 
and (3) regulation of 
temporary forms of 
employment

Percentage in temporary Temporary employees as Eurostat (2003) 
employment percentage of total em-

ployees for twenty-five- 
to thirty-nine-year-olds

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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other debt. The survey’s additional details about the purposes of house-
hold borrowing allow us to isolate funds borrowed for educational pur-
poses and for automobiles. For more information on the datasets used in
this study and the study’s methodology, see the appendix.

Figure 9.1 shows rates of indebtedness for types of debt that are im-
portant to young adults.2 About 43.6 percent of today’s young adult
households carry mortgage debt. Borrowing to finance the purchase of a
home typically is considered to be a good reason for assuming debt.
Aside from providing a roof over one’s head, housing is an investment
good. In fact, for many U.S. households housing is the primary compo-
nent of household wealth (Charles and Hurst 2002). Debt accumulated to
secure a home often is viewed as debt that ultimately should facilitate
wealth creation, particularly when housing market conditions are such
that housing is appreciating rapidly. The SCF data also indicate that
about 65 percent of young adult households age twenty-five to thirty-
four carry installment loans, that about 51 percent have credit card debt,
that almost 50 percent have auto debt, and that about 29 percent have
education debt.

Table 9.1 compares young adults with all U.S. households. As shown,
the rate of indebtedness among young adult households (85 percent) is
somewhat higher than the proportion of all U.S. families that are in-

Figure 9.1 Rates of Indebtedness Among Young Adults Age Twenty-five to
Thirty-four (2001 Data)

Source: Author’s analysis of data from the 2001 Survey of Consumer Finances.
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debted (about 75 percent). This is not surprising, however, given the
standard motives for borrowing and young adults’ stage in life, as noted
earlier. For four of the SCF debt categories reported in table 9.1—mort-
gage debt, other residential debt, lines of credit other than home equity
lines, and “other debt”—the proportion of young adults in debt is simi-
lar to that of all U.S. households. Yet elsewhere there are differences: the
fraction of young adults with auto debt (49.5 percent) is higher than the
fraction of all U.S. households (36.4 percent), and young adults are also
more likely to have education loans—again, not surprising given their
stage in life. Older households are more likely to have completed their
schooling, and they will have had more time to pay off any loans they
acquired for this purpose. Young adults also are more likely to hold
credit card debt (51 percent versus 44 percent of all U.S. households)
and installment loans (65 percent compared with 45 percent of all U.S.
households).

It is interesting to consider the higher rates of installment debt and
credit card indebtedness among young adults given the recent concern
about young adult borrowing expressed in popular discourse (Manning
2000; Stewart 2005; Time 2005; USA Today 2006). Installment credit and
credit cards both can be used to acquire indivisible goods, such as

Table 9.1 Rates of Indebtedness of Young Adult Households for Different
Types of Debt

2001 1983 1963

Young All U.S. Young Young
Adults Families Adults Adults

Debt Category Holding Holding Holding Holding

Any debt 85.1% 75.1% 83.2% 85.0%
Installment debt 65.1 45.2 62.9 71.8
Credit card debt 51.0 44.4 2.8 n.a.
Mortgage debt 43.6 44.6 39.3 36.88
Other residential debt 3.3 4.7 1.6
Lines of credit other 1.7 1.5 15.1 n.a.
than home equity 

Other debt 9.4 7.2 18.8 41.9
Auto debt 49.5 36.4 38.9 45.1
Educational debt 29.0 14.6 11.1 n.a.

Notes: Column 2 is based on author’s independent analysis of 2001 SCF data. Column 3,
rows 2 to 9, is based on Aizcorbe et al. (2003, 23) and author’s own calculations using 2001
SCF data for auto debt and educational debt. Column 4 is based on author’s independent
analysis of 1983 SCF data, with some of the debt categories reported in the 1983 survey re-
configured to match the 2001 debt categories. For column 5, data reflect author’s analysis
of data from the 1963 Survey of Financial Characteristics of Consumers (SFCC).  All data,
from all surveys and all survey years, are weighted.
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household holds less than $100 in credit card debt. Some scholars and
policymakers have expressed concern about young adults’ use of credit
cards and about their ability to manage such debt (Draut 2006; Manning
2000; USA Today 2006; U.S. GAO 2001). Yet it is here that the conse-
quences of having a distribution that is highly uneven are most appar-
ent. Because some young adult households have a lot of credit card debt
while others have little, the group’s average level of credit card debt
(over $2,000) is much higher than the $70 held by the typical young adult
household. Moreover, because many young adult households (close to
50 percent) have no credit card debt, when we examine the levels held by
those who have positive amounts, we find a mean and a median that
greatly exceed the mean and median for young adults as a group. That is
to say, there are big differences between the average young adult house-
hold (which holds about $2,246 of credit card debt) and the average
among those who carry balances from month to month (about $4,000).
Similarly, there is a big difference between the typical young adult

Table 9.2 Amount of Debt Held by Young Adult Households, by Type of Debt

All U.S. 
Households Young Adult Households

2001 2001 1983 1963

Mean Mean Mean 
Variable [median] [median] [median]

Total debt $54,501 $55,616 $32,610 $26,562.38
[$14,300] [$25,000] [$8,168.42] [$1,543.00]

Mortgage debt $41,006 $41,054 $22,233.23 $20,579.50
[$0] [$0] [$0] [$0]

Installment debt $6,736 $9,640 $5,134.13 $4,446.99
[$0] [$3,800] [$650] [$315]

Credit card debt $1,837 $2,246 $638.45 n.a.
[$0] [$70] [$0]

Auto debt $4,169 $5,495 $2,448.07 $2,978.87
[$0] [$0] [$0] [$0]

Education loans $1,860 $3,478 $659.95 n.a.
[$0] [$0] [$0]

Source: Based on author’s analysis of data from the 2001 and 1983 SCF and the 1963 SFCC. 
Notes: All dollar values are in 2001 dollars. All data are weighted. Data for the SCF’s “other residential
debt,” “other lines of credit,” and “other debt” categories have been suppressed, since the incidence
of holding these types of debt is low for young adults and the balances held are not appreciably large.
In 2001 the mean for “other lines of credit” was $79, with a median of $0; the mean for “other resi-
dential debt” was $2,056 (median $0); and the mean for “other debt” was $540 (median $0). The fig-
ures for 1983 and 1963 were similarly small. Tables with these categories are available from the author
upon request. The sum of mean values for the different debt categories may exceed the mean reported
for total debt because auto debt and education loans are actually subcategories of installment debt.
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young adults is 0.57. This too is higher than the comparable figure for all
U.S. households. Interestingly, however, this ratio does not appear to
have changed dramatically for young adults since 1963, suggesting that
the dramatic rise in debt over this thirty-eight-year period was matched
by a growth in family resources when wealth is used as the measure of
available family resources. With income as the measure of family re-
sources, however, the story is different. Table 9.4 shows that the young
adult debt-to-income ratio rose from about 0.733 to 1.11 between 1963
and 2001.

Table 9.4 also shows the percentage of households that have problems
making payments on time. In 2001 about 11 percent of young adult
households experienced payment problems, defined in the SCF as hav-
ing fallen at least two months behind on debt payments. This compares
with 7 percent for the nation as a whole, according to data reported in
Aizcorbe and others (2003, 29).

A final indicator that researchers examine to determine whether
debt is burdensome is how much of a household’s monthly income
must be used to service the household’s debt. The average monthly
payment-to-income ratio for young adults is 0.19, indicating that the
average young adult household uses about nineteen cents of every dol-
lar earned for debt payments. A payment-to-income ratio exceeding
0.40 is considered to be high, signaling financial distress (Aizcorbe et

Table 9.3 Debt Type as a Share of Total Debt for Young Adults and for All
U.S. Households

All U.S. 
Households Young Adult Households

2001 2001 1983 1963

Mortgage debt 75.1% 73.8% 68.2% 77.5%
Other residential debt 6.4 3.7 12.7 3.7
Installment debt 12.3 17.3 15.7 16.7
Credit card debt 3.4 4.0 2.0 n.a.
Lines of credit other than 0.5 0.14 1.3 n.a.
home equity loans

Other debt 2.3 1.0 3.4 5.9
Auto debt 7.8 9.9 7.5 11.2
Educational debt 3.1 6.3 2.0 n.a.

Notes: For column 2, data are from tables 10 and 12 of Aizcorbe et al. (2003, 21, 25). Column
3 is based on author’s analysis of data from the 2001 SCF. Column 4 is based on author’s
analysis of data from the 1983 SCF. Column 5 is based on author’s analysis of data from the
1963 SFCC. All data are weighted. Only the rows for the six broad SCF categories are ex-
pected to sum to 100. The two additional rows (for auto and education debt) represent sub-
components of the SCF’s installment debt category. Note, however, that data may not sum
to 100, owing to rounding error.



Table 9.4 Size of Young Adults’ Debt Obligations and Their Experiences with Debt

Young All U.S. Young Young
Adults in 2001 Households Adults in 1983 Adults in 1963

Holding any debt 85.1% 75.1% 83.2% 85.0%
Average amount of debt held $55,616 $54,501 $32,610 $26,562
Median amount of debt held $25,000 $14,300 $8,168 $1,543
Debt-to-income ratio 1.11 0.789 0.66 0.733
Debt–to–net worth ratio 0.57 0.138 0.491 0.566
Average debt payment–to-income ratio 0.19 0.125 n.a. n.a.
Young adult households experiencing financial distress 9.3% 11% n.a. n.a.
Making late payments on debt 11% 7% # n.a.
Ever bankrupt 7.7% 10.0% n.a. n.a.

Young adult resources, mean values (medians in brackets)
Total assets $153,125 $449,600 $91,695.45 n.a.

[58,750] [135,800] [15,838]
Net worth $97,509 $395,500 $73,138 $46,929.40

[19,045] [86,100] [19,505] [7,909]
Family income $50,109 $68,000 $41,089 $36,261.9

[39,061] [39,900] [36,800] [34,068]
Households with negative net worth 15.14% 6.8% 10.2% 10.9%

Source: Data for column 3, rows 2, 8, 10, 11, 15, and 16 are taken from Aizcorbe et al. (2003, 23, 28, 29, 29, 5, and 7, respectively). Data for all U.S. house-
holds in all other cells of column 3 come from author’s own analysis of SCF data. 
Notes: All dollar values are expressed in 2001 dollars. # = late payment rates are not exactly comparable across time. The 2001 survey asks about being
late by at least sixty days (roughly two months), while the 1983 survey simply asks about payments that were late (no time period mentioned) or
missed. Accordingly, we do not report the 1983 figure here. Total asset values for 1963 are unavailable owing to lack of comparability across surveys.
See the appendix for additional discussion of this issue.
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Debt and Different Types of Young Adults

As noted earlier, debt is distributed unevenly among young adults. This
section examines different groups of young adults. The analysis reveals
that there is substantial variation by debt quintile, and that there are also
differences by income, education, and race.

Examining the Debt Distribution

Although 85 percent of young adults have some debt, the analysis of the
2001 SCF data indicates that the top 20 percent of young adult debtors
hold more than 60 percent of the group’s debt and that the bulk of young
adult debt is concentrated in the hands of 40 percent of the population
(see table 9.5). The middle quintile (the middle 20 percent) hold just un-
der 10 percent of the group’s debt.

Young Adult Debt by Income

Table 9.6 shows the levels of debt held at different points along the in-
come distribution, with young adult households assigned to an income
quintile on the basis of cutoff points from the national distribution.7 As
expected, young adult debt generally rises with income. The average
amount of debt held by high-income households is about twelve times
the amount held by the average low-income young adult household. At
the median, the ratio between the top and bottom is almost 146-to-1.

In addition to the higher balances, high-income households have
much higher monthly payment levels on average than the lower-income
groups. High-income young adults do not hold more debt relative to
their incomes, however, than lower-income households. The debt-to-in-

Table 9.5 The Uneveness of the Distribution of Young Adult Debt: Means, Medians,
Total Debt, and Share of Young Adult Debt Held at Different Points Along
the Debt Distribution, 2001

Average Amount Median Amount Share of Total 
of Debt Held Held for Debt Held by

Debt Quintile for the Group the Group the Group

Bottom 20 percent of debt holders $90.09 $0 0.03%
Second quintile of debt holders $5,288.47 $5,160 1.93%
Middle 20 percent of debt holders $25,751.54 $24,800 9.41%
Fourth quintile of debt holders $72,036.06 $72,000 25.8%
Top 20 percent of debt holders $174,071.60 $138,400 62.8%

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the 2001 SCF. 
Notes: All data are weighted. Data in column 4 may not sum to 100 owing to rounding error.
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come ratio is lower for the former. Moreover, the rate of financial distress
is much higher for lower-income households. Almost one in five low-in-
come young adults (18.2 percent) spend more than 40 percent of their
monthly income servicing their debt. Fewer than 2 percent of households
in the top quintile are in a similar position.

Debt by Levels of Education

When examining debt held by young adults in different educational cate-
gories, we find that total debt is highest for the college-educated (table
9.7). The average amount of debt held by young adult households whose
head is college-educated is $90,315. This is much higher than the amounts
held at lower levels of education. The general pattern is one of debt rising
with education, although some sample sizes are small enough that cau-
tion should be exercised when interpreting any differences. At the me-
dian, amounts of debt held appear to rise with education as well, from
$6,830 to $13,000 to $25,110 to $50,000. This pattern of rising debt un-
doubtedly reflects the higher income prospects of highly educated indi-
viduals, specifically their greater prospects for future wage growth. Two
pieces of data suggest that the higher debt levels do not come with a
greater strain on resources: the debt-to-net-worth ratio is lowest for the

Table 9.6 Young Adult Debt by Income Quintile, 2001

Bottom Second Middle Fourth Top 
Quintile Quintile Quintile Quintile Quintile

Total debt $13,219.62 $21,963.86 $45,295.35 $76,699.59 $157,346.83
[$810] [$7,400] [$26,560] [$64,280] [$118,700]

Total monthly payments $196.54 $346.09 $662.20 $1,011.64 $1,819.58
on debt [$3.19] [$233.47] [$570.00] [$985.27] [$1,657.22]

Debt-to-income ratio for 1.22 .84 1.07 1.17 1.16
group

Debt-to-net-worth ratio 0.54 0.75 0.73 0.80 0.41
for group

Household-level debt- 1.53 0.86 1.07 1.17 1.28
to-income ratio (mean)

Households in financial 18.2% 10.7% 9.5% 5.1% 1.5%
distress

Monthly payment-to- 0.249 0.162 0.188 0.186 0.185
income ratio (mean)

Mortgage debt 15.9% 20.4% 44.5% 64.8% 86.4%
Credit card debt 31.2% 49.5% 67.2% 58.7% 40.3%

Source: Author’s calculations using data from the 2001 SCF. 
Notes: All data are weighted. Median values in brackets. Income quintile groupings are based on cen-
sus data on the distribution of income for the national population at large. 
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highly educated and highest for those without a high school degree, and
the rate of financial distress among highly educated young adults is no
higher than the rate of distress among the least educated.

Interestingly, levels of mortgage or home-secured debt are similar for
high school graduates and those who failed to complete high school, as
are rates of mortgage holding (38.5 percent compared with 37.3 percent).
On average, high school dropouts have about $26,725 in mortgage debt,
while young adults with high school degrees hold $25,558 in housing
debt on average (not shown). As individuals move to obtain a college de-
gree, however, both the amounts of mortgage debt held and the rates of
holding mortgage debt rise. These data are consistent with other re-
search suggesting that the plight of the less skilled is not great (for ex-
ample, see Mishel, Bernstein, and Allegretto 2007). Their worsening po-
sition in the labor market may affect their prospects for owning homes.
The college-educated appear to fare better in mortgage markets than in-
dividuals who have only a high school degree (if we go by the propor-
tion obtaining a mortgage). This outcome may be related to the former’s
better income prospects, or it could stem from their greater financial so-
phistication (knowledge) and greater ability to navigate mortgage mar-
kets as a consequence.

Table 9.7 Borrowing by Education Level, 2001

No High High School Some College
Variable School Degree Graduates College or More

Total debt $32,660.88 $37,718.22 $47,422.55 $90,315.42
[$6,830] [$13,000] [$25,110] [$50,000]

Total monthly payments $439.04 $574.19 $692.75 $1,054.23
[$222] [$350] [$561.11] [$754.72]

Debt-to-income ratio for 1.11 .98 1.07 1.19
group

Debt-to-net-worth ratio 1.05 .84 .76 .43
for group

Mean household-level .97 1.21 .994 1.318
debt-to-income measure [.250] [.4554] [.663] [.995]

Households experiencing 9.4% 13.6% 7.3% 7.1%
financial distress

Amount of education debt $552.43 $1,258.95 $3,347.28 $7,064.17
[0] [0] [0] [0]

Mortgage debt 38.5% 37.4% 42.3% 52.8%
Credit card debt 27.3% 52.0% 62.2% 52.2%

Source: Author’s calculations using data from the 2001 SCF. 
Notes: All data are weighted. Median values are in brackets.
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As shown in table 9.8, when using net worth to measure savings, we
find that 16.5 percent of young adults are asset-poor. The proportion of
households whose situation is troublesome is lower when we use total
assets to measure available savings. However, if we restrict the analysis
to highly liquid assets (financial assets such as cash, bank accounts, and
stocks), we find that about 17.5 percent of young adults could not meet
three months’ worth of existing debt repayment obligations with their
current stock of savings. It is worth noting that Asena Caner and Edward
Wolff (2004) find that about 44 percent of young households age twenty-
five to thirty-four have net worth that is insufficient to allow them to re-
main above the poverty line for at least three months. (The figure actu-
ally rises to 65 percent when the authors exclude home equity from the
measure of savings.) The Caner and Wolff data are instructive because
our measures of “asset-poor” consider only young adults’ need to meet
repayment obligations on existing debt. In practice, an income disrup-
tion means that one also has to finance daily living expenses from one’s
existing stock of savings.

Table 9.8 also reveals that about 8.5 percent of young adults have no fi-

Table 9.8 Measures of Large Debt Burdens: Young Adult Households That
Might Be Considered Financially at Risk, 2001

Percentage of 
Young Adult 

Measure of Risk Households at Risk

Households whose debt exceeds the value of their 15.1%
assets

Households that could not make three months of 16.5
debt payments out of existing savings (with net 
worth used to measure savings)

Households that could not make three months of 1.1
debt payments if they were to liquidate all 
existing assets

Households that could not make three months of 17.5
debt payments using their current financial assets

Households with no wealth 19.2
Households with no financial assets 8.5

Indebtedness Among Young Adult Households with No Wealtha Value

Mean amount of total debt outstanding $24,761.66
Median amount of total debt outstanding $14,650
Mean amount of total monthly debt payments $381.45
Median for total monthly debt payments $300

Source: Author’s calculations using the 2001 SCF.
a. No-wealth households are those with zero or negative net worth. All data are weighted.  
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In addition to the analyses measuring indebtedness in levels (reported
in the table), we ran regressions using dummy variables indicating (1)
whether a young adult had noncollateralized debt or not, (2) whether a
young adult had mortgage debt or not, and (3) whether a young adult
had negative net worth. This was done as a check on the earlier analysis,
since some might argue that it is not the amount of debt that an individ-
ual has that would matter for the transition to adulthood, but whether
the individual has any debt or not. While the results of these analyses are
not shown, they failed to support the hypothesis that prior indebtedness
has negative effects on the transition into parenthood. Our analysis of
the transition into homeownership also failed to produce consistent sup-
port for a hypothesis that debt depresses young adults’ ability to transi-
tion into adulthood (table not shown).

Table 9.9 Debt and the Transition into Parenthood: Marginal Effects from
Probit Regressions (t-stats in Parentheses)

Models That 
Base Model Include Debt 

(1) (2) Measures (3)

Age .094* .093 .086
(1.62) (1.59) (1.47)

Age squared –0.002** –.002** –.002
(–1.69) (–1.67) (–1.53)

Average income (in $10,000s) .009** .009** .010**
(4.08) (4.14) (3.94)

Race (nonwhite = 1) –.028** –.029** –.029**
(–1.70) (–1.75) (–1.62)

Marital status (married = 1) .016 .016 .020
(1.05) (1.06) (1.33)

Measures of prior indebtedness
Noncollateralized debt (in $10,000s) –.003

(–1.03)
Mortgage debt (in $10,000s) –.001

(–1.23)

Number of observations 3,192 3,191 3,116
Wald statistic 28.00 28.80 27.87

Notes: Regressions reported here use data from a sample of pooled time periods from the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics. See appendix for further discussion of the dataset and
the years included in the analysis. All regressions are weighted and include a constant
term. Debt values are reported in 2001 dollars. Average income takes three years of house-
hold labor income from years prior to the transition period.  
*p = 0.106; **p = .10



in their children. Solon (2004) shows that if these investments are impor-
tant to children’s future success, then, holding all else equal, rising in-
equality will result in a decline in intergenerational mobility. In other
words, young adults from disadvantaged families will have a harder
time escaping their parents’ economic legacy.

Because this prediction rests on the assumption that all else is equal, it
is important to consider the possible influence of other family back-
ground characteristics that were changing at the same time that family
incomes were becoming more unequal. Not only did the return to edu-
cation change dramatically during the mid-1970s and 1980s, but the level
of education nearly doubled. Recent research by Janet Currie and Enrico
Moretti (2003), Philip Oreopolous, Marianne Page, and Ann Huff
Stevens (forthcoming), and Bruce Sacerdote (2005) suggests that child-
hood birthweight, grade-for-age, and other childhood outcomes that are
predictive of socioeconomic success later in life are positively related to
parents’ education levels. Changes in parents’ schooling may therefore
have affected both the level and nature of parental investments that ulti-
mately affect the success with which young adults make the transition
into adulthood.

The probability of growing up in a single-parent family also rose
steadily over this period (Wu and Li 2005). Adolescents who have spent
time in non-intact families fare more poorly on average than those who
grew up in a household with both of their biological parents (McLana-
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Table 10.1 Young Adult Outcomes by Age Thirty According to Household Head’s
Education Level and Family income Quartile

Cohort 1 (Born 1954 to 1957) (Old)

Less 16 
Average Than 12 Years of 
Family Years of Education Are Currently

Incomea Education or More Parents Married

Family income quartile
Bottom 25 percent $38,062 24.4% 6.5% 76.0% 54.4%
25 to 50 percent 49,238 39.4 15.7 68.5 62.2
50 to 75 percent 61,124 43.0 22.5 65.5 71.6
Top 25 percent 69,673 68.4 42.7 57.6 73.7

Household head’s education
Not a high school graduate 46,147 27.3 9.9 75.8 58.1
High school graduate 
(including GED) 56,226 45.5 20.3 66.7 69.7

Some collegeb 63,406 55.6 32.2 64.4 74.9
BA degree or more 71,720 84.6 56.1 41.5 73.0



han and Sandefur 1994), and this may subsequently affect their prospects
as young adults. Other changes in children’s family environments in-
clude declines in family size, increases in mothers’ labor force participa-
tion, and the deterioration of inner-city neighborhoods.

All of these changes may have affected parents’ desires and abilities to
invest in their children. At the same time, there have been enormous in-
creases in government expenditures on behalf of children, which may
have counteracted some of the disadvantages of growing up in a low-in-
come family. Examples of such programs include Head Start, the Special
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women Infants and Children
(WIC), Medicaid, and the school lunch and school breakfast program.
The federal government has also become more involved in education.
Between the early 1970s and early 1990s, per pupil spending on public
education increased by more than 50 percent and became more equally
distributed across school districts. The Pell grant program, which pro-
vides need-based grants for postsecondary education, began in 1972. If
these programs were successful in their missions, then we would expect
family background to become a less important predictor of educational
attainment over time.
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Table 10.1 (Continued)

Cohort 2 (Born 1970 to 1973) (Young)

Average Less Than 16 Years 
Family 12 Years of of Education Are Currently

Incomea Education or More Parents Married

$42,980 32.7% 14.8% 70.8% 54.1%
51,372 60.5 28.2 59.3 59.1
64,936 70.4 37.1 48.1 59.1
83,613 76.9 58.0 37.6 60.6

43,197 28.1 5.4 74.5 63.5

54,208 52.0 19.7 60.2 54.4
63,511 64.2 44.3 46.4 60.0
81,064 90.4 66.7 37.4 57.6

Source: Authors’ tabulations from the PSID.
a. Average family income is in 2005 dollars and has been computed using the Consumer
Price Index All Urban Consumers (series CUUROOOOSAO), accessed at http://data.bls
.gov/cgi-bin/surveymost?cu.
b. More than twelve but less than sixteen years of education.



Table 10.2 Estimated Relationships Between Family Background Variables and Young Adult Outcomes

Family Income 
(Measured Years of Completed Has Ever Currently

in Logs) Education College Children Married Married

Family background measure: 
family income
Young (born 1970 to 1973) 0.103** 0.668** 0.128** –0.131** –0.169** –0.072*

[0.039] [0.145] [0.032] [0.033] [0.030] [0.033]
Family income 0.471** 1.539** 0.232** –0.096** 0.068** 0.153**

[0.045] [0.142] [0.028] [0.034] [0.023] [0.032]
Additional effect of family income –0.037 –0.347 –0.008 –0.109* –0.028 –0.091
for the young cohort [0.069] [0.233] [0.049] [0.052] [0.049] [0.056]

Number of observations 1,484 1,407 1,407 1,468 1,467 1,467

Family background measure: 
head’s education
Young (born 1970 to 1973) –0.056 –0.161 –0.04 –0.046 –0.148 –0.060

[0.047] [0.179] [0.033] [0.039] [0.033] [0.039]
Head’s education 0.057** 0.282** 0.042** –0.031** 0.000 0.019**

[0.006] [0.023] [0.005] [0.005] [0.004] [0.005]
Additional effect of head’s education 0.022 0.124* 0.039** –0.012 –0.010 –0.022
for the young cohort [0.014] [0.053] [0.011] [0.012] [0.010] [0.012]

Number of observations 1,476 1,399 1,399 1,460 1,459 1,459

Notes: All analyses are based on data from the PSID. Robust standard errors in brackets.
* significant at 5%; ** significant at 1%



Education is the number of years of education (one to seventeen, with
twelve equal to a high school degree or GED). When education is missing
(codes 96, 97, 98, 99) or reported as zero years, we assigned it a missing
value. Because the PSID does not update information on individuals’
schooling every year, we cannot accurately identify parents’ exact years of
education when the child was age fourteen to seventeen. Instead, we use
the 1972 value of the head’s education for the old cohort and the 1988
value of the head’s education for the young cohort. When the 1972 value is
missing, provided the head is the same in 1975, we assign the 1975 value.
When the 1972 and 1975 values are missing, we assign the 1968 value.
When the 1988 value is missing, we assign the 1989 value. Next, we follow
a similar procedure for 1990, then 1987, 1986, 1985, and 1984. It is possible
that a child could have a different head in each of the waves when family
background characteristics are observed. When this is the case, we average
the education reported by all heads associated with a child to obtain one
value of head’s education per child. To facilitate interpretation, we use the
deviation of the head’s education from the sample mean.

Adult Transitions Outcomes

Adult family income is obtained by averaging family income over at least
two of three waves of data, as shown in table 10A.2.

For each cohort, we obtain adult education using the education variable
described earlier for the year when adult transition outcomes are ob-
served (see table 10A.1).

Using year of first birth and age, we create an indicator for whether
the individual had become a parent by age thirty (twenty-nine). The PSID
does not collect fertility information for all individuals. This leads to
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Table 10A.1 Observations of Family Background Characteristics and Adult
Transition Outcomes

Years Family 
Year Adult Background

Adult Age Birth Cohort Outcomes Observed Characteristics Observed

Twenty-nine 1954 1983 1968 to 1971
Thirty 1955 1985 1969 to 1972
Twenty-nine 1956 1985 1970 to 1973
Thirty 1957 1987 1971 to 1974
Twenty-nine 1970 1999 1984 to 1987
Thirty 1971 2001 1985 to 1988
Twenty-nine 1972 2001 1986 to 1989
Thirty 1973 2003 1987 to 1990

Source: Authors’ compilation from the PSID.
Note: The regressions performed in this analysis are weighted using the PSID individual
weight assigned in the year the person is observed as an adult.



some individuals being dropped from the regressions with parenthood
as the adult outcome. Of those with fertility information, some of the in-
dividuals in our sample report fertility information prior to reaching age
thirty (twenty-nine). Of individuals who last reported fertility informa-
tion prior to reaching age thirty (twenty-nine), only 0.25 percent reported
being childless.

Using marriage status, we create an indicator for whether the individ-
ual was ever married, which is defined as being married, widowed, di-
vorced (including annulment), or separated. Alternatively, using the
same raw data, we create another marriage indicator for whether the in-
dividual is currently married (not separated).

Economic Data

Gross domestic product is GDP in current dollars, obtained from the 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (http://www.bea.gov/national/xls/
gdplev.xls), and converted to 1982 to 1984 dollars using the CPI. The un-
employment rate was obtained from the Bureau of Labor Statistics
(ftp://ftp.bls.gov/pub/special.requests/lf/aat1.txt). The consumer price
index (CPI) in 1982 to 1984 dollars was obtained from the Bureau of Labor
Statistics (series ID: CUUR0000SA0).

First-Stage Regression

The first-stage regression examines family income during childhood
with controls for the unemployment rate, gross domestic product, and
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Table 10A.2 Observations of Adult Family Income

Adult Age Birth Cohort Year Adult Family Income Observed

Twenty-five, twenty-
seven, twenty-nine 1954 1981, 1983, 1985

Twenty-six, twenty-
eight, thirty 1955 1981, 1983, 1985

Twenty-five, twenty-
seven, twenty-nine 1956 1983, 1985, 1987

Twenty-six, twenty-
eight, thirty 1957 1983, 1985, 1987

Twenty-five, twenty-
seven, twenty-nine 1970 1997, 1999, 2001

Twenty-six, twenty-
eight, thirty 1971 1997, 1999, 2001

Twenty-five, twenty-
seven, twenty-nine 1972 1999, 2001, 2003

Twenty-six, twenty-
eight, thirty 1973 1999, 2001, 2003

Source: Authors’ compilation from the PSID.



rose disproportionately for young adults in their twenties and thirties.
By 2001 the peak of the incarceration age profile occurred at age thirty-
five (3.9 percent), while in previous years incarceration increased uni-
formly with age. There is also a large proportional difference between
the incarceration rate at the peak and the rates for younger and older
adults between 2001 and 1974.

Figure 11.2 presents first-time incarceration rates by age calculated by
the BJS. The first-time incarceration rate nearly tripled between 1974 and
2001 for adults in their early twenties. This pattern is consistent with
both a greater proportion of young adults serving time and earlier incar-
ceration spells for those who eventually serve time.

Table 11.1 presents estimates of the proportion incarcerated by race,
age, and educational attainment between 1980 and 2000.2 The table
shows that, first, although incarceration rates have increased for all
groups, African American men experienced the largest absolute increase,
while Hispanic men experienced the largest increase as a percentage of
the 1980 level. The overall proportion incarcerated remained constant for
white men between 1980 and 2000, while black men experienced a five-
percentage-point increase (from 4 to 9 percent), Asian men experienced a
one-percentage-point increase (from 0 to 1 percent), and Hispanic men
saw a two-percentage-point increase (from 1 to 3 percent).
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Figure 11.1 Percentage Incarcerated, by Age, 1974 to 2001

Source: Bonczar (2003).
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Second, table 11.1 shows a strong relationship between education and
incarceration, with an apparent interaction between education and race.
For all racial and ethnic groups, less-educated men are considerably
more likely to be incarcerated than more-educated men, but less-edu-
cated black men have the highest incarceration rates. Between 1980 and
2000, the proportion incarcerated among black high school dropouts
more than tripled, from 6 to 21 percent. In addition, within education
groups, incarceration rates peak for adults in their late twenties and early
thirties (comparable to the patterns presented in figure 11.1).

Gauging the population of former prison inmates is more difficult
than measuring current incarceration rates owing to the fact that none of
the major household surveys in the United States asks respondents
whether they have served time. Using an indirect method that combines
population data, birth cohort estimates of the likelihood of entering
prison for the first time at each age, and cohort- and age-specific mortal-
ity rates (Bonczar 2003), the BJS estimates that in addition to the 1.3 mil-
lion current inmates in 2001, 4.3 million non-institutionalized persons
had served a prison term in the past.3 Combined, current and former
prison inmates accounted for 4.9 percent of the adult male population in
2001.
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Figure 11.2 First-Time Incarceration Rates, by Age, 1974 to 2001

Source: Bonczar (2003).
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estrange former inmates from their families but also diminish their
ability to function independently. In addition, these emotional traits
clearly do not enhance the attractiveness of ex-offenders as potential
mates.

There is ample evidence in the NLSY-79 that young men who eventu-
ally serve time perform poorly on several conventional measures of
adulthood. These basic differences are displayed in figures 11.3 to 11.6.
The figures compare average outcomes for young men from the NLSY as
they age from eighteen to thirty-two. One group was never interviewed
in prison or jail, and the other was. I looked at four outcomes: whether
the young man still resides with his parents, whether he has ever been
married, average annual weeks worked, and the average log hourly
wage.9

Figure 11.3 shows that although the fraction of young men residing
with their parents is initially lower for those who eventually serve time,
this proportion increases during their early and late twenties relative to
the fraction of youth who have not served time and live with their par-
ents. This disparity rises to a high of ten percentage points by age
twenty-nine and then declines.
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Figure 11.3 Proportion of NLSY-79 Men Age Eighteen to Thirty-two Living
with Their Parents, by Whether They Have Ever Been
Interviewed in Jail or Prison

Source: Author’s tabulations of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979.
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Figure 11.4 shows trends in marriage. Again, men who serve time and
those who do not have similar histories early on, yet large differences
emerge and widen quickly. By age thirty-two, men who have served
time are twenty-four percentage points more likely to have never mar-
ried than men who have not served time.

For the two measures of labor market performance, those who even-
tually serve time perform poorly throughout the time span, with notable
disparities from the very beginning. Figure 11.5 shows that the disparity
in average weeks worked widens from eleven weeks at age eighteen to
nearly twenty weeks by age thirty-two. The initial disparity in hourly
wages is considerably smaller yet widens considerably with time: from
0.05 at age eighteen to 0.51 by age thirty-two. Whether these relatively
inferior outcomes are a direct function of having served time is an open
question to which I now turn.

The Direct Role of Prison in the Transition
to Adulthood

The figures above clearly document that ex-inmates perform poorly on
each of the displayed outcomes. However, the differences may be driven
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Figure 11.4 Proportion of NLSY-79 Men Age Eighteen to Thirty-two Who
Have Never Been Married, by Whether They Have Ever Been
Interviewed in Jail or Prison

Source: Author’s tabulations of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979.
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by factors other than incarceration. For example, prolonged involvement
in criminal activity will increase both the likelihood of going to prison as
well as the likelihood of failing to meet these conventional markers of
adulthood. Moreover, the widening of these differences may not corre-
spond with the timing of the first incarceration of those who eventually
go to prison. In other words, the time trends in the figure may simply re-
flect a widening of these differences that has nothing to do with going to
prison.10

I therefore created a strategy for obtaining more precise estimates of
the effect of a prison record on the four markers of adulthood. Following
closely the strategy employed by Western (2002), I exploit the panel as-
pects of the NLSY-79 to assess whether the timing of the incarceration
spells corresponds with a departure in the men’s average outcomes com-
pared with those who do not serve time. In particular, I assess whether
going to prison corresponds in time with a worsening in the average per-
formance on each of these outcomes relative to those men who have not
been to prison. See the appendix for method and details.
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Figure 11.5 Average Annual Weeks Worked Among NLSY-79 Men Age
Eighteen to Thirty-two, by Whether They Have Ever Been
Interviewed in Jail or Prison

Source: Author’s tabulations of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979.
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With this method, I am able to capture the person’s “fixed effects,” ad-
justing for all personal characteristics that are immutable. I also am able
to adjust any common year-to-year changes in conditions that affect the
outcomes of interest. In other words, the results show the relative pre-
post incarceration change in the outcomes after netting out the effect of
being currently incarcerated, the common year effects, and observable
time-varying personal characteristics. Thus, the results show whether
any relative erosion of the transition markers of living with parents, mar-
riage, wages, and earnings is directly related to the first incarceration of
ex-offenders.

I estimate the effects for two groups. The first identifies the effect of
having ever been to prison by comparing the pre-post incarceration
change in outcomes for those who have and have not been to prison. The
second, and more stringent, test restricts the sample, following Western
(2002), to youth who are at a high risk of offending. In this case, the high-
risk group is the group of those youth who eventually serve time. With
this restricted sample, I compare the outcomes for those who served time
earlier with those who serve time later in life.
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Figure 11.6 Average Log Hourly Wages Among NLSY-79 Men Age Eighteen
to Thirty-two, by Whether They Have Ever Been Interviewed in
Jail or Prison

Source: Author’s tabulations of data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979.
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Table 11.1 Proportion of Men Age Eighteen to Fifty-five Incarcerated, by Race-Ethnicity, Age, and Educational Attainment

White Black Asian Hispanic

1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000

All Men 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.09 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.03
Less than high school 0.02 0.05 0.06 0.21 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.04

Eighteen to twenty-five 0.03 0.04 0.08 0.22 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.04
Twenty-six to thirty-five 0.03 0.07 0.08 0.33 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.04
Thirty-six to forty-five 0.02 0.05 0.03 0.19 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.04
Forty-six to fifty-five 0.01 0.03 0.02 0.08 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.02

High school graduate 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.09 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.03
Eighteen to twenty-five 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.09 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.03
Twenty-six to thirty-five 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.12 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.04
Thirty-six to forty-five 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.09 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.03
Forty-six to fifty-five 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.02

More than high school 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.04 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.02
Eighteen to twenty-five 0.00 0.01 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.01
Twenty-six to thirty-five 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.02
Thirty-six to forty-five 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.05 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.02
Forty-six to fifty-five 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.01

Note: Figures tabulated from the 1980 and 2000 5 percent PUMS of the decennial Census of Population and Housing.



Table 11.2 Bureau of Justice Statistics Estimates of the Proportion of the Male
Population Who Ever Served Time in a State or Federal Prison, by Race-
Ethnicity and Age, and California Department of Corrections Estimates of
the Proportion Who Ever Served Time in a California State Prison During
the 1990s, by Race, Age, and Educational Attainment

Estimates for California from CDC Administrative Records

Estimates High High
for the School School College

Nationa Allb Dropoutsc Graduatesc Collegec or Morec

Non-Hispanic 
white males
Eighteen to 
twenty-four 0.01 0.01 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.00

Twenty-five to 
thirty-four 0.03 0.03 0.31 0.03 0.01 0.00

Thirty-five to 
forty-four 0.04 0.03 0.30 0.04 0.02 0.01

Forty-five to 
fifty-four 0.03 0.02 0.17 0.02 0.01 0.01

Fifty-five to 
sixty-five 0.03 0.01 0.04 0.01 0.00 0.00

Non-Hispanic 
black males
Eighteen to 
twenty-four 0.09 0.04 0.19 0.02 0.01 0.00

Twenty-five to 
thirty-four 0.20 0.19 1.14 0.15 0.05 0.03

Thirty-five to 
forty-four 0.22 0.19 1.23 0.16 0.07 0.04

Forty-five to 
fifty-four 0.18 0.15 0.90 0.12 0.06 0.05

Fifty-five to 
sixty-five 0.13 0.05 0.18 0.04 0.01 0.02

Hispanic males
Eighteen to 
twenty-four 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.00 0.00 0.00

Twenty-five to 
thirty-four 0.09 0.05 0.08 0.03 0.02 0.02

Thirty-five to 
forty-four 0.10 0.05 0.07 0.04 0.02 0.03

Forty-five to 
fifty-four 0.10 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.03

Fifty-five to 
sixty-five 0.07 0.01 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.01

a. Estimates drawn from Bonczar (2003, table 7).
b. Estimates calculated as follows: The administrative term-records for all terms served in California were sorted by a
CDC internal ID number. The first term for each unique ID was selected out to construct a sample of unduplicated pris-
oners. For each prisoner, I calculate how old the prisoner would be in the year 2000. I then calculate counts of prison-
ers by age and race for 2000. Using the 2000 1 percent PUMS, I then estimate the California population size for each
age-race cell listed in the table. The figures in the table are the ratio of the prisoner counts to the 2000 census popula-
tion estimate for each cell.
c. Estimates calculated as follows: I first calculate the counts of unduplicated prisoners by age and race following
the procedures outlined in note b. I then use data from the 1997 Survey of Inmates in State and Federal Corrections
Facilities to estimate the educational attainment of prison inmates in the United States by race-ethnicity and age. I
use these estimates to allocate the number of unduplicated prisoners within each age-race cell across the four edu-
cational groups. (The CDC administrative data do not contain information on educational attainment.) I then use
the 2000 1 percent PUMS to estimate the California population size of each age-race-education cell in the table. The
figures in the table are the ratio of the prisoner counts hypothetically allocated across education groups to the 2000
census population estimate for each cell.



ple estimates the incarceration trends by comparing the paths of those
incarcerated early with the paths of the youth who are perhaps most like
themselves (in that they eventually serve time as well). For this reason, I
view the results from this final specification as the most rigorous, and
thus preferred, test for an incarceration effect.

Effects on Marriage

Table 11.4 presents a set of comparable linear probability models assessing
the effects of having served time on marriage. The model specifications are
identical to those in table 11.3 with one exception. Here I add an explana-
tory variable indicating whether the person has ever had a child, on the
presumption that having a child with someone may have an independent
effect on the likelihood of being currently or previously married.12

The results indicate that a prison record increases the likelihood of
never having been married. For the first three specifications, those young
men who have been incarcerated are roughly fourteen percentage points
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Table 11.3 Linear Probability Models of the Likelihood of Residing with
One’s Parents as a Function of Having Ever Been Interviewed in
Jail or Prison

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ever been to prison 0.059 0.130 0.161 –0.009
(0.010) (0.015) (0.020) (0.019)

Employed –0.010 0.011 0.027 –0.061
(0.004) (0.004) (0.006) (0.012)

Currently incarcerated –0.426 –0.472 –0.505 –0.468
(0.015) (0.014) (0.021) (0.016)

Less than high school 0.122 –0.088 –0.083 –0.149
(0.006) (0.013) (0.018) (0.104)

High school graduate 0.082 –0.169 –0.168 –0.097
(0.005) (0.010) (0.013) (0.101)

Some college 0.035 –0.134 –0.134 –0.067
(0.006) (0.007) (0.010) (0.095)

Person fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Balanced panel No No Yes No
Sample restricted to former No No No Yes

inmates 
Number of observations 64,220 64,220 33,813 5,961

Source: Models estimated using data samples drawn from the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth 1979.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Along with the explanatory variables listed, each
model includes dummy variables for black and Hispanic, a third-order polynomial in age
and interactions between the age variables and the race dummies, controls for region of
residence in the United States, controls for whether the person resides in a rural, urban, or
suburban area, and a full set of year fixed effects.



more likely to have never been married relative to those with no prison
history. This result is not affected by including individual fixed effects or
by restricting the sample (to the balanced panel). Restricting the sample
to those who have served time lessens the effect, from fourteen percent-
age points to six percentage points. Here, however, this effect is statisti-
cally significant at the 1 percent level of confidence—meaning that there
is only a 1 percent chance that the effect was caused by chance.

Effects on Employment and Wages

Tables 11.5 and 11.6 present results for two labor markets outcomes: an-
nual weeks worked and hourly wages. Regarding the weeks worked
models in table 11.5, the specifications are comparable to those in tables
11.3 and 11.4, although the dummy variables indicating being employed
or ever having had children are dropped. I find a consistent negative ef-
fect of having served time on annual weeks worked. The simple ordinary
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Table 11.4 Linear Probability Models of the Likelihood of Having Never
Been Married as a Function of Having Ever Been Interviewed in
Jail or Prison

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ever been to prison 0.147 0.138 0.140 0.062
(0.008) (0.011) (0.015) (0.012)

Ever had children –0.469 –0.297 –0.308 –0.192
(0.003) (0.004) (0.005) (0.012)

Employed –0.051 0.000 –0.002 –0.024
(0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.008)

Currently incarcerated 0.040 0.007 0.011 0.012
(0.013) (0.011) (0.015) (0.010)

Less than high school 0.001 0.004 –0.029 0.011
(0.006) (0.010) (0.013) (0.069)

High school graduate –0.008 0.034 0.014 0.055
(0.005) (0.008) (0.010) (0.067)

Some college 0.014 0.046 0.023 –0.038
(0.005) (0.006) (0.008) (0.064)

Person fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Balanced panel No No Yes No
Sample restricted to former No No No Yes
inmates

Number of observations 64,211 64,211 33,811 5,959

Source: Models estimated using data samples from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth 1979.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Along with the explanatory variables listed, each
model includes dummy variables for black and Hispanic, a third-order polynomial in age
and interactions between the age variables and the race dummies, controls for region of
residence in the United States, controls for whether the person resides in a rural, urban, or
suburban area, and a full set of year fixed effects.



least squares (OLS) specification in model 1 indicates that those who
have been to prison work fourteen fewer weeks per year than those who
have not. Adding individual fixed effects to this model reduces this esti-
mate to between 9.4 and 10.6 weeks, indicating that personal character-
istics account for some of the effect. For the fixed-effects model using the
sample of men who eventually go to prison, a prior incarceration spell
reduces annual weeks worked by roughly six weeks per year. All of these
point estimates are statistically significant at the 1 percent level. Note
further that these effects are net of any effect of being in prison when in-
terviewed on the previous year’s weeks worked.

Finally, table 11.6 presents results on wages. By construction, table 11.6
is estimated using only those observations where the individual is em-
ployed at some point during the year and where an hourly wage is re-
ported. The results for males indicate large negative effects of having
served time on hourly wages in the first three specifications (ranging
from 17 to 23 percent). These results are nearly identical to those pre-
sented in Western (2002), although the model specifications differ some-
what. There is no measurable effect in the final specification, in which the
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Table 11.5 Regression Models of the Annual Number of Weeks Worked as a
Function of Having Ever Been Interviewed in Jail or Prison

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ever been to prison –13.813 –9.470 –10.642 –6.265
(0.405) (0.556) (0.764) (0.844)

Enrolled in school –6.725 –5.255 –5.305 –4.928
(0.215) (0.215) (0.291) (0.988)

Currently incarcerated –9.814 –4.559 –3.783 –5.536
(0.606) (0.549) (0.776) (0.675)

Less than high school –3.775 –3.358 –3.451 –4.098
(0.259) (0.564) (0.736) (4.597)

High school graduate –1.115 –3.725 –3.524 –3.611
(0.233) (0.431) (0.555) (4.482)

Some college –0.914 –4.029 –3.763 –1.808
(0.253) (0.329) (0.440) (4.233)

Person fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Balanced panel No No Yes No
Sample restricted to former No No No Yes
inmates

Number of observations 64,221 64,221 33,814 5,961

Source: Models estimated using data samples drawn from the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth 1979.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Along with the explanatory variables listed, each
model includes dummy variables for black and Hispanic, a third-order polynomial in age
and interactions between the age variables and the race dummies, controls for region of
residence in the United States, controls for whether the person resides in a rural, urban, or
suburban area, and a full set of year fixed effects.



sample is restricted to those who have served time. This contrasts with
Western’s findings, although his restricted sample is somewhat more in-
clusive than the one that I employ here.13

Does Timing of First Incarceration Matter?

The results thus far suggest that those who serve time perform poorly on
the four transition markers, and that the timing of initial incarceration of-
ten corresponds to a permanent deterioration in this relative perfor-
mance. Going beyond these pooled results, we might surmise that the
impact of becoming an ex-offender varies by when one first goes to
prison. For example, the period of early adulthood (say, between ages
eighteen and twenty-five) may be a particularly crucial time period
when ties to the labor market and a credit history are established, emo-
tional relationships mature, and independence from parents and other
relatives is established. Given the amount of development occurring at
this time, we might suspect that a prison spell during this crucial time
has particularly severe consequences.

Alternatively, potential employers or spouses may interpret an early
prison spell as a youthful indiscretion unlikely to be repeated. In con-
trast, a first prison spell served after the age of twenty-five, when many
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Table 11.6 Regression Models of the Hourly Log Earnings of the Employed
as a Function of Having Ever Been Interviewed in Jail or Prison

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Ever been to prison –0.217 –0.148 –0.161 –0.026
(0.012) (0.021) (0.028) (0.029)

Less than high school –0.373 –0.422 –0.419 –0.010
(0.008) (0.021) (0.026) (0.177)

High school graduate –0.244 –0.420 –0.412 –0.053
(0.007) (0.016) (0.019) (0.172)

Some college –0.223 –0.372 –0.356 –0.036
(0.008) (0.011) (0.014) (0.156)

Person fixed effects No Yes Yes Yes
Balanced panel No No Yes No
Sample restricted to former No No No Yes

inmates
Number of observations 51,874 51,874 27,482 3,904

Source: Models estimated using data samples drawn from the National Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Youth 1979.
Notes: Standard errors are in parentheses. Along with the explanatory variables listed, each
model includes dummy variables for black and Hispanic, a third-order polynomial in age
and interactions between the age variables and the race dummies, controls for region of
residence in the United States, controls for whether the person resides in a rural, urban, or
suburban area, and a full set of year fixed effects.



fects of observable time-varying covariates. Thus, the fixed-effects speci-
fication requires that any relative erosion of the outcome for ex-offenders
correspond in time with their first incarceration in order to register any
measurable effect of being an ex-inmate on the transition variables.

I estimate equation 11A.1 for each of the transition outcomes using al-
ternative sample specifications. I first estimate the equation using all ob-
servations in the panel dataset. This inclusive sample identifies the effect
of ever having been to prison by comparing the pre-post incarceration
change in outcomes for those who have been to prison to the time path
of the outcome in question for all youth who have not been to prison.

A more stringent test for an effect of having served time would restrict
the sample to youth who are at a high risk of offending. Following West-
ern (2002), I pursue a similar strategy and restrict the sample to those
youth who eventually serve time. Using this restricted sample, the effect
δ is identified by comparing the outcome paths for those who serve time
earlier to those who serve time later.

Table 11A.1 presents tabulations of the proportion of NLSY-79 male
respondents who had been interviewed in prison or jail by the 1996 in-
terview. The table shows the proportion who had ever been incarcerated
by race-ethnicity and by level of education by the end of the panel. Not
surprisingly, the table shows the highest prevalence of a past incarcera-
tion among the least educated and among minorities.

Data and Restrictions

The data for this project come from the NLSY-79, a panel dataset com-
mencing in 1979, with annual follow-ups through 1994 and biannual fol-
low-ups thereafter. Youth in the NLSY-79 were age fourteen  to twenty-
two at the start of the panel. The initial sampling frame involved three
sampling strata: a main, nationally representative sample of youth
within the starting age range (age fourteen to twenty-two), a subsample
of youth from low-socioeconomic-status and minority households, and a
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Table 11A.1 Proportion of NLSY-79 Male Respondents Who Have Ever Been
Interviewed in Jail or Prison by 1996, by Race-Ethnicity and
Educational Attainment in 1996

Less Than High Some College
High School School Graduate College Graduate

Black 0.33 0.20 0.11 0.01
Hispanic 0.18 0.10 0.06 0.01
Not black or Hispanic 0.12 0.05 0.04 0.00

Source: Tabulated from the NLSY-79 using all interview waves from 1979 to 1996. 
Notes: The sample excludes the military subsamples and employs the 1996 sample weights. 
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