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José A. Bauermeister Æ Marc A. Zimmerman Æ
Tracey E. Barnett Æ Cleopatra Howard Caldwell

Received: 15 April 2007 / Accepted: 31 May 2007 / Published online: 15 June 2007

� Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2007

Abstract Researchers have found mixed support for

documenting whether work is protective or harmful during

adolescence. This study examined the association between

work and problem behaviors among African American

youth (N = 592; 53% female; M = 14.8 years, SD = .60)

followed from mid-adolescence to young adulthood over

eight Waves (90% response rate over the first four Waves

and a 68% response rate across all eight Waves). We ex-

plored three competing operationalizations of work: work

history (never worked, worked), work intensity (no work,

20 h or less, and 21 h or over), and work trajectories (never

worked, episodic work, stopped working, late starter, and

consistent worker). Non-working youth reported higher

marijuana use during young adulthood than their working

counterparts. Nonworkers reported lower self-acceptance

during young adulthood than those working greater number of

hours per week. Differences in work trajectories for cigarette

use, depression, and anxiety during adolescence imply that

when and for how long youth work are also important

factors to explore. Our findings lend tentative support to the

work benefits perspective and suggest that the association

between work and problem behaviors may depend on the

work measure used. We discuss the implications of

employing different work measures in adolescent research.
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Introduction

Researchers studying the effects of employment on ado-

lescence have focused on the relationship between indi-

viduals’ well-being and their employment status, yet

contradictory findings in the literature have fueled an on-

going debate around the benefits and risks associated with

working during high school. Two main developmental

perspectives have informed this debate (Greenberger and

Steinberg 1986; Mortimer 2003; Staff et al. 2004). The first

perspective, termed here as the work benefits perspective,

suggests that working during adolescence provides a nur-

turing and protective experience that helps youth integrate

into the adult world (Mortimer et al. 2002). The workplace

is identified as a critical environment for adolescents to

learn what society expects from them as adults, establish

their path towards financial independence, and play a sig-

nificant role in their adult identity formation (Irwin et al.

2002). Furthermore, policy makers advocating for adoles-

cent employment argue that doing so increases personal

responsibility, greater dependability, and punctuality

(Greenberger and Steinberg 1986). From a public health

perspective, research comparing employed and unemployed
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youth suggests that employed youth report less depression

and anxiety symptomatology, and more self-esteem than

unemployed youth (Bjarnason and Sigurdardottir 2003).

Employed youth also report less health risk behaviors such

as tobacco, alcohol, and illicit substance use (Staff et al.

2004) and lower mortality rates than unemployed youth

(Morrell et al. 1999).

A second perspective, termed here the work conse-

quences perspective suggests, however, that working dur-

ing adolescence disrupts development by exposing youth to

adult roles, behaviors, and responsibilities for which they

may not be appropriately prepared. Researchers have found

support for this perspective noting that adolescent

employment may lead to increased risks for academic

failure (Steinberg 1993), psychological distress (Shanahan

et al. 1991), and unsuccessful transitions into adulthood

(Staff et al. 2004). Work settings may also expose ado-

lescents to adult role models who drink alcohol, smoke

cigarettes, and engage in other risk behaviors. Resnick

et al. (1997), for example, found adolescents in a nationally

representative sample who worked during high school re-

ported more cigarette, marijuana, and alcohol use than

those who did not work. Furthermore, scholars supporting

this perspective emphasize that adolescents may overwork

and put themselves at an increased risk for psychological

distress (Steinberg et al. 1993).

Measuring Adolescent Employment

The competing findings have sparked interest in under-

standing how and why employment may or may not lead to

beneficial effects for youth development. Competing sup-

port for both perspectives across studies is attributable, in

part, to different ways of operationalizing adolescent

employment. One measurement approach (termed here as

work history) has explored whether working anytime dur-

ing adolescence, regardless of the number of hours worked,

predicts health outcomes. While researchers generally agree

that this approach is too broad and does not help us

understand how work affects youth development (Mortimer

et al. 2000; Johnson 2004), several researchers continue to

use this dichotomous measure (Staff et al. 2004).

A second measurement approach (termed here as work

intensity) is defined by the number of hours worked per

week and is often used in cross-sectional designs with

samples of high school seniors (Valois et al. 1999). While

researchers do not agree on the exact number of hours per

week marking the threshold between beneficial and dele-

terious effects on adolescent development, researchers

suggest that working over 20 h per week is deleterious

because it limits youth’s time for other activities such as

homework, participation in extra-curricular activities, and

social interactions (Paschall et al. 2004). The work intensity

effects on youth development, however, also seem to

depend on the outcome under study. Mortimer et al.

(2000), for example, found no evidence to suggest that

adolescents working 20 or more hours per week (high

intensity workers) were different from those working

<20 h per week (low intensity workers) on mental health

symptoms and academic achievement during high school.

In the same study, however, they found that youth working

high intensity jobs reported more alcohol use than low

intensity workers. Notably, neither work history nor work

intensity take into account when adolescents initiate their

work experience (e.g., early versus late in their high school

years), for how many years they work (i.e., how long), and

the pattern of their work over time (e.g., start and stop

working).

We propose a third measurement approach, a work

trajectory approach, to explore the effects of working

during adolescence on health-related behaviors. This ap-

proach may be more dynamic than a work history or work

intensity approach by considering the possibility that

youths’ work patterns may change over time. While the

work intensity approach helps account for the mixed results

in the adolescent literature, researchers have not explored

whether the effects of work on adolescent development

depend on when and for how long adolescents participate in

the labor force. Research linking adolescents’ biological

and emotional development and their participation in adult-

like social activities suggest that synchronicity between

their development and their exposure to adult roles is vital

for healthy transitions into adulthood (Galambos et al.

2003; Schulenberg et al. 2003; Lewis 1999). Thus, the

timing of work in adolescents’ development may have

different effects on their internalizing and externalizing

behavior.

Race Differences in Adolescent Employment

The effects of adolescent work may not only depend on

how work is measured, but also on the sample studied.

Compared to any other race or ethnic group in the United

States, African Americans have the highest unemployment

rate (i.e., unemployed and looking for a job in the past

6 months), with a current season-adjusted rate of approxi-

mately 11% (US Department of Labor 2004). The

Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (2004)

reported a rate of participation in the labor force (i.e.,

employed or actively seeking work in the past 6 months) of

approximately 40% among Whites 16–19 years of age for

the 2003 fiscal year. For African Americans in the same

age group, the participation in the labor force rate was just

over 20%. Similarly, the unemployment rate among

16–19 year old African Americans (30%) was twice as

high as that of Whites (15%). The striking differences in
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labor force participation and unemployment rates between

White and African American youth raise questions related

to the equitable development of both groups within health-

promotive social contexts.

Takeuchi and Williams (2003) have argued that lower

employment rates among African Americans adults place

them at a social disadvantage and increase their health risks

when compared to Whites. Within the adolescent work

literature, most empirical evidence is based on predomi-

nantly White samples (Staff et al. 2004). Consequently,

little is known about the influence of work on health risks

among African American youth. Disparities in employment

for White and African American youth, however, suggest

that the effects of work on development may differ across

racial/ethnic groups (Raphael 1998).

Johnson (2004) found that White adolescents suffered

from externalizing behaviors due to the effects of work

intensity while their African American counterparts did

not. Unfortunately, Johnson’s study only had two waves of

data and was limited to adolescents enrolled in high school.

Our study builds on Johnson’s (2004) research by follow-

ing a sample of African American youth through middle

adolescence (the high school years) and late adolescence

(an additional four years as youth transitioned into adult-

hood). In addition, we include respondents whether or not

they completed high school in four years or at all.

Prospective studies on the effects of employment among

African American adolescents and young adults will help

us understand whether labor force participation has bene-

ficial health effects for this racial group over time. Re-

search on youth employment to date has tended to focus on

cross-sectional outcomes for predominantly White youth

(Safron et al. 2001) during the senior year of high school

(Steinberg and Dornbusch 1991). Therefore, we contribute

to this literature by examining these issues in a sample of

predominantly African American adolescents. We focus

our analyses on the relationship between adolescent work

(as measured by the three competing approaches previ-

ously described) and externalizing and internalizing

behaviors during these two developmental periods.

Study Hypotheses

Our study has three objectives that seek to address limita-

tions of past research. First, we investigate whether different

measurement approaches to adolescent work (i.e., work

history, work intensity, and work trajectory) provide com-

parable results. We hypothesize that the work history mea-

sure will not be sensitive to adolescent work patterns and

will show no association with internalizing and externalizing

behaviors. Congruent with other researchers, we hypothesize

that a work intensity approach will be a better measure than

work history because it provides a clearer understanding

of how number of hours worked per week influences various

internalizing and externalizing behaviors among African

American youth. Nonetheless, we hypothesize that the work

trajectory approach will provide additional insights to the

effects of adolescent work than the work history or work

intensity approaches by exploring whether different work

exposure patterns are associated with internalizing and

externalizing behaviors during adolescence.

Second, we explore whether these different work tra-

jectories are related to internalizing and externalizing

behaviors during high school and as youth transition into

adulthood. Youth who begin working earlier in adoles-

cence and who intermittently enter and leave the workforce

may have greater difficulty in coping with the work envi-

ronment than their counterparts who did not work or who

worked later or consistently. Coping difficulties in the work

environment may be due to youth’s development when

they begin working (e.g., early starters versus late starters),

their inability to settle into the work environment because

of inconsistent work exposures (e.g., episodic workers

versus consistent workers), or a combination of both.

Adolescents who begin participating in the labor force in

middle adolescence (e.g., junior and/or senior high school

years) or who worked consistently throughout high school

may report greater well-being than youth in other working

trajectories because they may be better prepared to par-

ticipate in the labor force. Youth in the never worked tra-

jectory, however, may be at less risk than those in the early

starters and episodic trajectories because they do not have

to struggle with entering the workforce at an earlier age

and/or adapting to the workforce environment repeatedly.

Conversely, youth who do not work during adolescence

may be at greater risk for internalizing and externalizing

behaviors than their counterparts in the consistent or late

starter trajectories because they do not have the gains of

working after adapting to the workforce environment.

Third, we test the work benefits and work consequences

perspectives in a sample of African American youth. Most

research on adolescent work either includes very few

African American youth or compares African American

and White youth. Yet, this comparison may not be appro-

priate because of the racial disparities in adolescent work

behavior. In addition, focusing on African American youth

may help us understand within group variation that may be

especially useful for designing relevant programs.

Method

Sample and Design

Our sample is from an eight-year longitudinal study of

substance use and school drop-out among urban youth.
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Data were collected from 850 adolescents beginning their

ninth grade (Wave 1: 1994) in four public high schools in a

Midwestern city. To be eligible for the study, participants

had a grade point of 3.0 or lower at the end of the eighth

grade, were not diagnosed by the school as having emo-

tional or developmental impairments, and identified as

African American, White, or Bi-racial (African American

and White). Fifty percent of the original sample was fe-

male. Adolescents self-reporting as African American

constituted eighty percent of the sample in Wave 1

(n = 681). We focus our analyses on this African Ameri-

can subsample. Eighty-nine African American participants

were dropped from our analyses due to missing data on the

work measures.

The mean age at Wave 1 for the remaining 592 African

American participants was 14.8 years (SD = .6). Forty-se-

ven percent were male (n = 277). We report parents’

highest educational levels as proxies for socioeconomic

status. Mother’s highest educational level at Wave 1 was

11% grade school or some high school, 40% high school,

32% some college or vocational training, 14% college, and

3% graduate or professional school. Father’s highest

educational attainment at Wave 1 was 7% grade school

or some high school, 51% high school, 21% some college

or vocational training, 19% college, and 2% graduate or

professional school.

Measures

Work History

We created a work history variable assessing whether

participants worked at all during high school. This mea-

surement approach allowed the comparability of our data

with those who examined the effect of adolescent work

during any year of high school, regardless of the number of

hours worked. If participants did not work during any of

the four years, we placed them in the No work category.

We placed participants in the Worked category if they had

worked any time during Waves 1 through 4, regardless of

when they worked. Close to two thirds reported working at

least once during high school (n = 365; 62%), while the

remainder reported not working at all (n = 227; 38%).

Number of Hours Worked

We measured work intensity by collecting the number of

hours worked per week at each Wave (‘‘On average over

the school year, how many hours per week do you work in

a job for a pay?’’ for Waves 1–3; and, ‘‘How many hours

per week do you work?’’ for Waves 4–8). Response

categories were: None, <10, 11–20, 21–30, and >30 h

for the first four Waves. Table 1 presents the distribution

of number of hours worked per week across Waves

1 through 8.

Work Intensity

In order to compare our data with those examining the

influence of work intensity during the senior year (Schu-

lenberg et al. 1996), we created a work intensity variable

for Wave 4. If participants did not work during the fourth

Wave, they were assigned to the No work category

(n = 351; 59%). Participants working 20 h or less per

week at Wave 4 were assigned to the Low Intensity cate-

gory (n = 133; 23%). Participants working 21 h or more

per week at Wave 4 were assigned to the High Intensity

category (n = 108; 18%).

High School Work Trajectories

Participants reported their work status in each wave (‘‘Are

you presently working?’’). Using their work status during

Waves 1 through 4 (their high school years), we created

five mutually exclusive work trajectory categories. We

defined work trajectories according to whether or not they

had worked in each of the first four waves. For each year, a

value of 0 (did not work) or 1 (worked) was given to each

Table 1 Distribution of number of hours worked across middle (Waves 1–4) and late adolescence (Wave 5–8)

None £10 h 11–20 h 21–30 h 31+ h Total

N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%) N(%)

Wave 1 500 (89.0) 40 (7.1) 14 (2.5) 6 (1.1) 2 (0.4) 562

Wave 2 477 (84.9) 28 (5.0) 40 (7.1) 13 (2.3) 4 (0.7) 562

Wave 3 368 (65.8) 27 (4.8) 83 (14.8) 59 (10.5) 22 (3.9) 559

Wave 4 324 (58.6) 24 (4.3) 102 (18.4) 58 (10.5) 45 (8.1) 553

Wave 5 150 (35.9) 9 (2.2) 23 (5.5) 55 (13.2) 181 (43.3) 418

Wave 6 144 (32.3) 6 (1.3) 22 (4.9) 54 (12.1) 220 (49.3) 446

Wave 7 140 (34.5) 6 (1.5) 23 (5.7) 60 (14.8) 177 (43.6) 406

Wave 8 143 (34.8) 13 (3.2) 26 (6.3) 38 (9.2) 191 (46.5) 411
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participant. We created the following five work trajecto-

ries: never worked (i.e., 0000), episodic (i.e., 0101, 1010),

stopped working (i.e., 1100, 1000, 0100), late starters (i.e.,

0011, 0001, 0010), and consistent workers (i.e., 0111,

1011, 1101, 1110, 1111). If participants had one year of

missing work data through Waves 1 to 4, we assigned them

into a trajectory if their missing year (M) was not relevant

in determining their trajectory assignment (e.g., 00M1

would be a late starter regardless of the value of M). Using

this approach, we were able to assign 10 cases into our

work trajectory categories; all others were dropped

(n = 89).

Participants who reported never working during the first

four waves were assigned to the never worked trajectory

(n = 227; 38%). Participants who worked once during the

first two waves and once during Waves 3 and 4 were as-

signed to an episodic trajectory (n = 41; 7%). If partici-

pants reported working only during the first two waves,

they were assigned to the stopped working trajectory

(n = 35; 6%). Conversely, if participants reported working

only during Waves 3 and 4, they were assigned to the late

starters’ trajectory (n = 232; 39%). All participants who

worked during three or more of the first four waves were

assigned to the consistent workers trajectory (n = 57;

10%).

Demographics

Sociodemographic characteristics were collected from

participants at each wave. In Wave 1, participants were

asked to report their date of birth, sex, parents’ marital

status, and father’s and mother’s highest educational level

and employment status, respectively. We computed age

based on date of birth reported at Wave 1. Participants

were asked to report their biological parents’ marital status

from four categories: married to each other, separated from

each other, divorced from each other, or never married to

each other. Participants were also asked to disclose their

parents’ employment status. For each parent, the partici-

pant was asked to choose from six categories: full time

(30–40 h), part time (<30 h), retired, not working, de-

ceased, or don’t know. Responses of ‘‘No contact’’ and

‘‘Don’t know’’ were recoded as missing.

High School Dropout

In Wave 5, participants reported their highest educational

attainment. Participants chose using four categories: No

terminal degree, GED, or high school diploma, some col-

lege, or don’t know. We created a dummy variable to

identify high school dropouts by combining the ‘‘GED or

high school diploma’’ and ‘‘some college’’ categories into

the Completed High School category (N = 337; 78.6%).

Participants who did not graduate were placed in the

School Dropout category (N = 92; 21.4%). We recoded

‘‘Don’t know’’ responses as missing.

Internalizing Behavior

Four internalizing behaviors were measured: depression,

anxiety, self-acceptance, and daily hassles. The Brief

Symptom Inventory (Derogatis and Spencer 1982) was

used to assess anxiety and depression across each Wave.

Participants were asked to answer both scales using a 5-

point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Self-

acceptance was measured at each Wave using the Bentler

Personality Inventory (Stein et al. 1986). Using a 5-point

scale, participants were given opposing statements and

asked to choose how much they agreed with each pair of

statements (i.e., ‘‘Happy with myself—Unhappy with

myself’’). Cohen e al. (1983) perceived global stress scale

was used as a measure of daily hassles. This scale asks how

many times in the last month the respondent felt stressed,

in control, or had problems dealing with responsibilities.

Participants answered using a 5-point Likert scale ranging

from never to very often. The daily hassles scale was added

to the questionnaire in Wave 2 and was used in all suc-

cessive years. Table 2 presents the mean, standard devia-

tion, and Cronbach’s alpha for each internalizing behavior

across all eight Waves.

Externalizing Behavior

Five externalizing behavior variables were measured: fre-

quency of cigarette, alcohol, and marijuana use in the past

30 days, violent behavior, and nonviolent delinquency.

Current cigarette use (defined as the past 30 days) was

assessed by 7 categories: not at all, less than one cigarette

per day, one to five cigarettes per day, about one-half pack

per day, about one pack per day, about one and one-half

packs per day, and two packs or more per day. Participants

reported their current alcohol use using 7 categories

(0 times, 1–2 times, 3–5 times, 6–9 times, 10–19 times,

20–39 times, and 40 + times). Participants’ current mari-

juana use was measured with the same 7 answer categories

for alcohol. Violent behavior consisted of 7 items assessing

behaviors such as getting into a fight, carrying or using a

weapon, and hurting someone. Nonviolent delinquency

consisted of 10 items appraising behaviors such as selling

drugs, stealing, damaging property, or trespassing. Both of

these measures use a 5-point rating scale (0 times to 4 or

more times) over the past 12 months. Table 3 reports the

mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach’s alpha across all

eight Waves for each externalizing behavior.
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Procedure

Participants in Waves 1–4 (i.e., 9th to 12th grades) were

interviewed at one-year intervals whether they were in or

out of school. Waves 5 through 8 data were collected in

one-year intervals beginning approximately two years after

Wave 4 was completed. Structured face-to-face interviews

were conducted with students in school or in a community

setting if the participants could not be found in school.

Waves 5 through 8 interviews were mostly conducted in a

community setting. Before each interview, the participant

read and signed the study’s consent forms and asked any

questions regarding the confidentiality procedures. On

average, each interview lasted 50–60 min. After the inter-

view portion of the protocol, participants completed a self-

administered paper and pencil questionnaire about alcohol

and substance use, sexual behavior, and other sensitive

information. We obtained a 90% response rate over the first

four waves of the study and a 68% response rate across all

eight waves. Participants were given an incentive ($15 for

Wave 1, $20 for Wave 2, $25 for Waves 3 through 8) as

remuneration for taking time to participate in the study.

Data Analytic Strategy

We conducted attrition analyses across all Wave 1 study

measures by comparing participants with complete data

with those excluded due to missing data on their work

history measure. Furthermore, we tested for differences in

demographic characteristics in our exploratory analyses of

the work trajectory measure. All analyses included vari-

ables across all eight Waves (except for daily hassles,

which was not collected in Wave 1). Age and high school

dropout were included as covariates in all analyses.

We used Wilks’ lambda (W) as an omnibus test statistic

in all multiple analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in

order to test for differences between the outcomes’ means

for the three work measures (Crichton 2000). Because

many repeated measures tests were performed, all longi-

tudinal omnibus multivariate tests in our analyses were

corrected using the Bonferroni post-hoc correction to de-

crease chance findings due to the number of tests per-

formed (e.g., experimenter-wise Type I error). The

adjusted alpha (i.e., p level) was .005. When Wilks’

lambda was statistically significant post-correction, we

Table 2 Mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach’s alpha for internalizing behaviors across middle (Waves 1–4) and late adolescence

(Wave 5–8)

Depression Anxiety Self-Acceptance Daily Hassles

M(SD) a M(SD) a M(SD) a M(SD) a

Wave 1 1.64(.70) 0.79 1.58(.63) 0.77 4.53(.68) 0.65 – –

Wave 2 1.85(.88) 0.83 1.74(.83) 0.83 4.48(.71) 0.7 2.53(.57) 0.73

Wave 3 1.80(.85) 0.83 1.69(.79) 0.83 4.57(.66) 0.74 2.48(.61) 0.78

Wave 4 1.81(.93) 0.86 1.73(.92) 0.89 4.50(.70) 0.71 2.48(.62) 0.78

Wave 5 1.74(.72) 0.83 1.58(.61) 0.78 4.48(.70) 0.82 2.36(.59) 0.82

Wave 6 1.66(.69) 0.83 1.60(.65) 0.81 4.44(.71) 0.82 2.47(.59) 0.81

Wave 7 1.72(.70) 0.83 1.67(.64) 0.8 4.40(.71) 0.82 2.43(.54) 0.8

Wave 8 1.71(.72) 0.84 1.59(.59) 0.78 4.29(.78) 0.83 2.45(.56) 0.81

Table 3 Mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach’s alpha for externalizing behaviors across middle (Waves 1–4) and late adolescence

(Wave 5–8)

Cigarette use Alcohol use Marijuana use Non-violent delinquency Violent behavior

M(SD) a M(SD) a M(SD) a M(SD) a M(SD) a

Wave 1 1.31(.76) 0.82 1.44(.97) 0.85 1.54(1.28) 0.92 1.32(.52) 0.82 1.35(.53) 0.74

Wave 2 1.40(.89) 0.83 1.54(1.01) 0.84 1.85(1.58) 0.9 1.33(.54) 0.83 1.41(.59) 0.79

Wave 3 1.52(1.09) 0.84 1.60(1.18) 0.86 1.85(1.65) 0.89 1.27(.48) 0.84 1.33(.53) 0.8

Wave 4 1.62(1.20) 0.85 1.61(1.18) 0.85 1.96(1.75) 0.87 1.23(.46) 0.84 1.28(.51) 0.81

Wave 5 1.71(1.24) 0.87 1.89(1.26) 0.82 2.02(1.87) 0.86 1.18(.40) 0.79 1.24(.42) 0.67

Wave 6 1.79(1.38) 0.8 2.02(1.44) 0.86 1.93(1.83) 0.85 1.16(.38) 0.78 1.26(.49) 0.73

Wave 7 1.82(1.31) 0.82 2.20(1.54) 0.79 2.09(1.90) 0.87 1.13(.31) 0.73 1.21(.44) 0.69

Wave 8 1.91(1.46) 0.81 2.20(1.58) 0.86 2.10(2.01) 0.91 1.17(.43) 0.82 1.25(.50) 0.75
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proceeded to test whether the work measure main effect,

time main effect, and work by time interaction effect were

statistically significant through their respective F statistics.

We provide full statistical statements only for those out-

comes that achieved statistical significance to facilitate

brevity. Given the number of analyses partaken, we present

our data analytic strategy in each subsection of the results

for clarity.

Results

Attrition Analyses

Attrition analyses indicated that males were more likely to

leave the study than females (v2 (1, N = 592) = 10.46;

p < .01) and older respondents were more likely to leave

the study than younger adolescents (t (679) = –4.72;

p < .01). Respondents who left the study also reported

having lower grade point average in Wave 1 (t (677) =

–2.21; p < .05), fathers with lower educational attainment

(t (498) = 2.73; p < .01), and divorced parents (v2 (3,

N = 592) = 31.69; p < .01) than those who remained in the

study. We found no differences by mother’s education le-

vel (t (627) = .93; n.s.), mother’s employment status (v2(3,

N = 592) = 3.05; n.s.), or father’s employment status (v2

(3, N = 592) = .953; n.s.).

Participants who dropped out of the study tended to use

more cigarettes (t(659) = –4.59; p < .01), alcohol

(t(641) = –2.14; p < .01), and marijuana (t(650) = –4.02;

p < .01) in Wave 1 than those who remained in the study.

We found no differences across internalizing behaviors,

violent behavior, or non-violent delinquency.

Differences in Demographic Characteristics Across

Work Trajectories

We tested differences in work trajectories with 592 African-

American adolescents ranging between 14 and 17 years of

age at Wave 1 (M = 14.5 years, SD = 0.6). Age differences

existed between work trajectories (F(4,587) = 5.02;

p < .01). Scheffé post-hoc comparisons indicated that

respondents in the consistent work trajectory were .30 years

older than those in the never worked trajectory, and .34

years older than those in the late starter trajectory.

Respondents’ work trajectories did not differ by sex

(v2 (4, N = 592) = 1.68; n.s.), mother’s education (F(4,

544) = .651; n.s.), father’s education (F (4, 427) = .08;

n.s.), mother’s employment status (v2 (12, N = 592)

= 11.94; n.s.), father’s employment status (v2 (12,

N = 592) = 19.95; n.s.), or parents’ marital status (v2 (12,

N = 592) = 9.39; n.s.).

Work History Analyses

Single Timepoint Analyses (Waves 1, 4, and 8)

We tested for single timepoint differences in internalizing

and externalizing behaviors across Waves 1, 4, and 8 using

MANCOVA. We examined single timepoint group differ-

ences at Waves 1, 4, and 8 because they represent mean-

ingful developmental transition periods for most

adolescents and young adults: enrollment in high school

(Wave 1), expected year of graduation from high school

(Wave 4), and young adulthood (Wave 8), respectively.

Single timepoint tests allowed us to explore: (1) if youth’s

baseline internalizing and externalizing behaviors contrib-

uted to their decision to work at any given time during high

school; (2) if working at any time during adolescence had

an effect on their internalizing and externalizing behaviors

during the expected year of graduation from high school;

and, (3) if working at any time during adolescence had a

long-term effect as youth transitioned to adulthood.

We found no single timepoint difference across partic-

ipants’ work history in internalizing or externalizing

behaviors for Wave 1, Wave 4, or Wave 8.

Longitudinal Analyses (Waves 5 through 8)

For this subset of longitudinal analyses, we explored

whether work history predicted internalizing and exter-

nalizing behaviors during the transition into young adult-

hood. While a causal mechanism cannot be tested, we

sought to test whether work history (i.e., working at any

time across Waves 1 through 4) was associated with

internalizing and externalizing behaviors post-high school

(Waves 5 through 8) by using repeated measures MAN-

COVA to test for the work history main effect, the time

main effect, and the time-by-work history interaction

effect.

We found a time-by-work history interaction effect on

marijuana use (W = .97; F (3, 258) = 2.72; p < .05). Par-

ticipants who did not work during high school reported

higher marijuana use than their working counterparts as

they transitioned into adulthood, yet this difference disap-

peared by Wave 8. We found no other work history main

effects, time main effects, or time-by-work history inter-

actions across the transition into adulthood years.

Work Intensity Analyses

Single Timepoint Analyses (Waves 1, 4, and 8)

Similar to the work history analyses, we initially tested for

group differences across the three work intensity groups in

internalizing and externalizing behaviors across Waves 1,
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4, and 8 using MANCOVA. These single time-point tests

allowed us to explore: (1) if youth’s baseline internalizing

and externalizing behaviors were associated with their

work intensity status (e.g., non-worker, low intensity

worker, high intensity worker) during the expected year of

graduation from high school; (2) if their internalizing and

externalizing behaviors during senior year differed by their

work intensity that year; and, (3) if working at different

intensities during senior year had a long-term effect as

youth transitioned to adulthood. If we found overall be-

tween-group differences, we performed univariate F-tests

and Scheffé post-hoc multiple comparisons to determine

which variables and groups differed.

We found no difference between non-workers, low

intensity workers, and high intensity workers in internal-

izing or externalizing behaviors at Wave 1, Wave 4, or

Wave 8.

Longitudinal Analyses (Waves 5 through 8)

We then assessed whether different work intensity during

the senior year (Wave 4) was associated with longitudinal

changes in internalizing and externalizing behaviors after

high school (Waves 5 through 8) by using repeated mea-

sures MANCOVA. We test for the work intensity main

effect, the time main effect, and the time-by-work intensity

interaction effect.

We found a time-by-work intensity effect for self-

acceptance (W = .96; F (6, 564) = 2.10; p < .05). As

shown in Fig. 1, non-working participants’ self-acceptance

decreased consistently during the transition into young

adulthood. On the other hand, low and high intensity

workers reported increasing self-acceptance at the begin-

ning of the transition followed by a sharp decrease in self-

acceptance (with the decrease occuring sooner for low

intensity workers than high intensity workers; Wave 6 and

Wave 7, respectively). By Wave 8, however, all three

groups had comparable self-acceptance scores. We found

no other work intensity main effects, time main effects, or

time-by-work intensity interactions across the transition

into adulthood years.

Work Trajectory Analyses

Single Timepoint Analyses (Waves 1, 4, and 8)

Because the work trajectory measure does not account for

the number of hours worked per week across Waves 1

through 4, we included number of hours worked as a

covariate to avoid confounding. Congruent with the work

history and work intensity single timepoint analyses, we

tested whether internalizing and externalizing behaviors

differed by work trajectories across Waves 1, 4, and 8

using MANCOVA. These single timepoint tests allowed us

to explore: (1) if youth’s baseline internalizing and exter-

nalizing behaviors predicted adolescent work trajectories;

(2) if different adolescent work trajectories had an effect on

their internalizing and externalizing behaviors during the

expected year of graduation from high school; and, (3) if

adolescent work trajectories had a long-term effect as

youth transitioned to adulthood. If we found overall

between-group differences, we performed univariate

F-tests and Scheffé post-hoc multiple comparisons to

determine which variables and groups differed.

We found no single timepoint difference across work

trajectories for internalizing or externalizing behaviors in

Wave 1, Wave 4, or Wave 8.

Longitudinal Analyses (Waves 1 through 4)

Given that the work trajectory approach is a dynamic

operationalization that measures when and for how long

adolescents work, we first tested whether different work

trajectories were associated with internalizing and exter-

nalizing behaviors during adolescence (Waves 1 though 4).

A significant association between different work trajecto-

ries and problem behaviors would suggest that different

work trajectories are correlated over time with different

problem behavior patterns across the high school years. We

used repeated measures MANCOVA. Here we test for the

work trajectory main effect, the time main effect, and the

time-by-work trajectory interaction effect.

We found a time-by-trajectory interaction for depression

(W = .95; F(12, 1074) = 1.85; p < .05) during the high

school waves. As shown in Fig. 2, participants in the never
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Fig. 1 Mean self-acceptance score for non-workers (did not work in

Wave 4), low intensity (worked less than 21 h per week in Wave 4),

and high intensity workers (worked 21 h or more per week in Wave

4) across late adolescence (Waves 5–8) in a sample of African

American youth
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worked and consistent work trajectories had a linear in-

crease for depression across the adolescent years. On the

other hand, participants in the late starters and episodic

trajectories had linear decreases in depression during the

first four waves. Youth in the stopped working trajectory

had an increase in depression during Wave 3 (e.g., a year

after they stopped working), yet their mean depression

score decreased again by Wave 4.

We also found a time-by-trajectory interaction for anx-

iety (W = .94; F(12, 1063) = 1.95; p < .05). As shown in

Fig. 3, never workers’ anxiety scores consistently in-

creased across the adolescent waves. Youth in the stopped

working trajectory had an increase in anxiety during Wave

3 (e.g., a year after they stopped working), yet their mean

anxiety score decreased again by Wave 4. Episodic

workers had the highest anxiety scores across the adoles-

cent waves, with increases in their anxiety scores in Wave

2, followed by decreases across the remaining high school

years. Among late starters, anxiety scores increased in

Wave 2 yet decreased as they began working in Waves 3

and 4. Consistent workers had no change in their anxiety

scores in Waves 1 and 2, followed by a decrease in Wave 3

that reverted into an increase in Wave 4.

We found a decreasing time main effect for daily hassles

(W = .98; F(2, 404) = 4.38; p < .05), suggesting daily

hassles decreased for all African American youth during

the high school waves. We found no other work trajectory

main effects, time main effects, or time-by-work trajectory

interactions for internalizing behavior.

We found a trajectory main effect (W = .94; F(4,

509) = 2.50; p < .05) and a time-by-trajectory interaction

for cigarette use (F(12, 979) = 1.82; p < .05). Participants

in the never worked trajectory had the greatest linear in-

crease over time for cigarette use. Episodic workers

seemed to increase and decrease their smoking behavior

across the four waves yet, with the exception of Wave 3,

their trajectory had the lowest mean cigarette use. Late

starters reported increased cigarette use during Waves 1

and 2, with their use remaining constant in Waves 3 and 4

(e.g., the year they started working). Participants who

stopped working had no change in their cigarette use in

Waves 1 and 2, followed by a decrease in Wave 3 that

reverted into an increase in Wave 4. Figure 4 illustrates the

self-reported cigarette use over time for each trajectory.

We found no time-by-trajectory interactions for alcohol or
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marijuana use, non-violent delinquency, or violent behav-

ior across the first four Waves.

We also found a time main effect for marijuana use,

suggesting that marijuana use increased for the entire

sample over time (W = .97; F(3, 372) = 3.63; p < .05). We

found no other trajectory or time main effects for exter-

nalizing behavior across the first four Waves.

Longitudinal Analyses (Waves 1 through 8)

Finally, we assessed whether adolescent work trajectories

were associated with changes in internalizing and exter-

nalizing behaviors during the transition into young adult-

hood. Given that analyses of Waves 1 through 4 revealed

differences in some internalizing and externalizing

behaviors across work trajectories, we accounted for these

variations by including the mean scores for internalizing

and externalizing behaviors across Waves 1 through 4 in

the young adulthood analyses (Waves 5 through 8). We had

two main reasons for including data from Waves 1 through

4. First, it allowed us to assess whether the associations

found between the work trajectories and problem behaviors

during middle adolescence persist during late adolescence

(e.g., does the relationship between work trajectories and

cigarette use during middle adolescence carry over to late

adolescence?). Second, we were able to explore whether

the effects of different work trajectories on youth’s prob-

lem behaviors are delayed (e.g., does the nonsignificant

association between work trajectories and self-acceptance

during middle adolescence become apparent if data on self-

acceptance during late adolescence are included in the

analyses?). We used repeated measures MANCOVA to test

for the work trajectory main effect, the time main effect,

and the time-by-work trajectory interaction effect.

We found a time-by-trajectory effect for anxiety across

all eight waves (W = .86; F(28, 964) = 1.53, p < .05).

Respondents in the never worked trajectory had the lowest

anxiety scores and reported decreases in anxiety across

Waves 5 through 8. Youth in the stopped working, late

starting, and consistent trajectories had similar linear

changes across Waves 5 through 8. Youth in these trajec-

tories reported slight increases in their mean anxiety scores

between Waves 6 and 7, followed by decreases in anxiety

by Wave 8. Episodic workers often had the highest mean

anxiety scores when compared to other trajectories (except

in Wave 6), with sporadic increases and decreases as they

transitioned to adulthood. By Wave 8, however, partici-

pants across all work trajectories reported similar anxiety

scores (see Fig. 5).

The associations between work trajectory and cigarette

use and depression, respectively, found across Waves 1

through 4 became non-significant once all 8 Waves were

used in the analyses. We found no other time-by-trajectory

effects, trajectory main effects, or time main effects for the

other internalizing or externalizing behaviors across all

eight Waves.

Summary of Cross-Measurement Comparisons

We explored three competing operationalizations of work

during adolescence: work history (never worked or worked

during adolescence); work intensity among working and

non-working adolescents in Wave 4 (no work, 20 h or less

per week, or 21 h or more per week); and, work trajectories

(never worked, episodic, stopped working, late starters, and

consistent workers). Interestingly, we found no work ef-

fects or differences across work measures on internalizing

and externalizing behaviors across the single timepoint

analyses. Our results, however, suggest that different

measurement approaches may imply different relationships

between work and internalizing and externalizing behav-

iors across the longitudinal analyses.

We found the work history approach to be insensitive to

differences in internalizing behaviors. Based on these

analyses, we would conclude that working at any time

during adolescence is not associated with African Ameri-

can youth’s internalizing behaviors and, therefore, is nei-

ther protective nor deleterious for youth’s development.

Nonetheless, we observed other patterns in internalizing

behavior when using the work intensity or the work tra-

jectory approaches. Findings from the work intensity ap-

proach in youth’s self-acceptance across the transition into

adulthood would suggest that working during the expected

year of graduation (Wave 4) might benefit adolescents by

delaying decreases in self-acceptance until later in the

transition into young adulthood. Similarly, findings from
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the work trajectory approach would suggest that youth who

never worked or worked consistently had higher depression

and anxiety scores by the time they reached their expected

year of graduation than youth in the stopped working,

started later, or episodic trajectories. Nonetheless, the

timing of employment also seems to influence internalizing

behavior. Episodic workers had the highest depression and

anxiety scores, yet youth who worked for two consecutive

years (the stopped working and the late starter work

trajectories) seemed to have the lowest depression and

anxiety scores by their expected year of graduation. Taken

together, findings across internalizing behaviors from the

work intensity and work trajectory approaches seem to

weigh in favor of the work benefits perspective. This seems

to suggest that including the sequence of when and for how

long you work during adolescence may be as important as

work intensity in future studies.

We found the work intensity approach was insensitive to

differences in externalizing behaviors. Based on these

analyses, we would conclude that working intensity during

the expected year of high school graduation is not associ-

ated with African American youth’s externalizing behav-

iors and, therefore, is neither protective nor deleterious for

youth’s development. Nonetheless, we observed other

patterns in externalizing behavior when using the work

history and the work trajectory measures. The work history

approach captured differences in marijuana use, with

working youth reporting less marijuana use than non-

working youth during the transition into adulthood. Simi-

larly, the work trajectories approach offered support to the

work benefits perspective. Participants who never worked

and stopped working reported greater cigarette use over

time, while all other working trajectories increased their

cigarette use at slower rates. Episodic workers, however,

seemed to increase and decrease their smoking behavior

across the high school years. These trajectory differences

reinforce the importance of including the sequence of when

and for how long adolescents work during adolescence.

Taken together, these findings suggest that all ap-

proaches may be informative in understanding the effects

of work on adolescent development. On the other hand, the

different measurement strategies do not overlap across

internalizing and externalizing behaviors. In the follow-

ing section, we explore the implications of using these

measurement approaches in testing the work benefits and

work consequences perspectives.

Discussion

The effects of work during adolescence have been con-

ceptualized from two perspectives: work benefits and work

consequences. The work benefits perspective suggests that

adolescents who work during high school learn social skills

such as time management and responsibility that help them

successfully negotiate their transitions into adulthood

(Swanson et al. 1998; Shanahan et al. 2002). This per-

spective also suggests that working youth may be less in-

clined to engage in problem behaviors such as alcohol and

other drugs (AOD) because they value their earned money,

have positive adult influences, or have fewer opportunities

to use substances (Greenberger and Steinberg 1986; Staff

et al. 2004). The work consequences perspective on ado-

lescent work, on the other hand, suggests that working may

expose youth to adult-like roles and responsibilities that

may place them at risk of increased internalizing and

externalizing behaviors such as exposure to cigarettes,

marijuana, and alcohol use (Johnson 2004). This perspec-

tive suggests that adolescents may also suffer from greater

psychological distress due to their inability to focus on

their age-specific academic and social development

(Bachman and Schulenberg 1993; Weller et al. 2003;

Mortimer 2003).

Overall, our results offer some support to the work

benefits perspective and suggest that working during ado-

lescence may not have negative health consequences for

African American youth (Irwin et al. 2002; Staff et al.

2004). Youth who work during adolescence at any time, for

example, self-report less marijuana use over time than

adolescent non-workers. Similarly, working with greater

intensity seemed to improve adolescents’ self-acceptance

as they transition into young adulthood when compared to

their non-working counterparts. While our findings con-

tradict the robust finding that self-acceptance increases

over time for adolescents (Graber 2004), researchers have

found variation in self-esteem over time and have

acknowledged that not all youth experience an increase in

self-esteem (Zimmerman et al. 1997; Hirsch and DuBois

1991). One potential explanation for declining self-esteem

is that the youth in our sample may have limited access to

resources in their community and are exposed to a number

of environmental stressors including violence and poverty.

Having a job may help adolescents overcome some of the

challenges of a negative neighborhood environment

(Kegler et al. 2005), which in turn enhances their sense of

self-worth. Future research exploring whether community

environments moderate the relationship between work and

adolescent health may be useful.

Differing employment trajectories during adolescence

had different effects on adolescents’ internalizing behavior.

African American youth who worked consistently or who

never worked reported greater anxiety and depression than

adolescents who worked a little and quit or started working

in middle adolescence. Not working or working for too

long during adolescence seems to have a negative effect

on African American youth’s internalizing behavior.
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Nonetheless, not working or working consistently seemed

to have less of an effect than episodic work. This seems to

suggest that intermittent exposure to the workplace during

adolescence may disrupt youth’s ability to cope and adapt

to the work environment. Future qualitative and quantita-

tive research exploring how the meaning and context of

work influence adolescent health by placing them in dif-

ferent trajectories may be useful.

Work trajectories were also associated with youth’s

smoking habits. Working seemed to protect youth from

smoking as we found adolescents who never worked or

stopped working during adolescence increased smoking

habits faster than any other trajectory. On average, how-

ever, most participants reported not smoking or smoking

less than one cigarette daily. The low substance use inci-

dence in our sample may reflect the lower adoption rates of

these behaviors among African American youth (Ellickson

et al. 2004). These effects disappear, however, as youth

transition into adulthood. Together, these findings under-

score the importance of assessing when and for how long

adolescents work, after controlling for the number of hours

they work. Work trajectory approaches may help inform

and refine health-promotion programs and policies focused

on youth development by ensuring that the efficacy of

intervention components (i.e., working at a job) are max-

imized by identifying when and for how long to enroll

youth into these programs.

While our study suggests some support for the work

benefits perspective, our findings require replication and

must be interpreted with caution. Our work trajectories’

effects on internalizing and externalizing behaviors suggest

that there is greater variability during adolescence than in

the transition into young adulthood. As a note of caution, it

is important to highlight that the variability in internalizing

and externalizing behaviors captured by work trajectories

may be confounded by adolescents’ motivation to work.

For example, an adolescent’s decision to work because he/

she needs to contribute to the household income may place

him/her in a different work trajectory than an adolescent

who decides to work in order to buy his/her first car and

assert his/her independence. Consequently, the associations

found between different work trajectories and internalizing

and externalizing behaviors may disappear once youth’s

motivations for working have been included in the analy-

ses. Since we cannot rule out alternative explanations, fu-

ture research testing potential mediational pathways is

required.

Differences across work intensity and work trajectory

patterns suggest their importance in clarifying the role of

work in adolescent development. Thus, a combination of

the work intensity and work trajectories approaches across

the adolescent years in future studies may prove useful.

While we acknowledge that other longitudinal measurement

approaches are used to study adolescent development (i.e.,

growth curve models), their statistical complexity limits

researchers’ ability to easily communicate to policymakers

and stakeholders whether different work patterns have par-

ticular meanings (e.g., consistent worker, episodic worker,

late starter, non-worker) and may hinder policy and youth

development programs focused on identifying at-risk ado-

lescents. Furthermore, while a growth curve approach is

often used to test within-group variation over time, a re-

peated measures MANCOVA approach facilitates the test-

ing and interpretation of between-group comparisons across

problem behaviors. Thus, our study did not include growth

curve models as a fourth measurement approach. Future

studies comparing work trajectories to growth curve models

may be useful.

Several additional limitations should be noted. First, the

study’s findings may not be generalizable because partici-

pants in this study were recruited based on their risk for

school dropout (e.g., GPA lower than 3.0 during eighth

grade). Nonetheless, previous studies with the same sample

have found adolescents had a more even distribution of

GPA by wave 4 (12th grade) of the study (Zimmerman

et al. 2002). Second, our attrition analyses also suggest that

we may have lost those youth who may be at greatest risk

for internalizing and externalizing behavior. This may ex-

plain why we found numerous non-significant findings

across the three work approaches. On the other hand, the

absence of work differences may simply mean that work

has neither a positive nor a negative effect. Moreover, the

fact that some of our results are consistent with past re-

search findings suggests that the bias introduced by our

sample selection and study attrition may not diminish our

overall findings. Replication of these three work ap-

proaches in other longitudinal samples following adoles-

cents as they transition into adulthood may be useful.

Finally, we were unable to account for the quality or type

of job that adolescents worked while in high school

(Mortimer et al. 2002). Work type, wages, and quality may

help identify differences in adolescent work and develop-

ment. Adolescents working poor quality jobs, for example,

may differ from those working in higher quality jobs,

regardless of work intensity. Future research exploring how

these factors may mediate or moderate the work and

developmental transitions relationship would be useful.

This work will be essential in order to inform policy ini-

tiatives adequately.

These limitations not withstanding, this study builds on

knowledge about the effects of work on adolescent devel-

opment in several ways. First, the study focused on a large

sample of urban African American adolescents at risk for

internalizing and externalizing behavior. This is especially

critical because most previous work in this area included

predominantly White samples even though significant
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racial disparities exist in youth employment (US Depart-

ment of Labor 2004). Few studies of adolescent employ-

ment have studied a large African American sample

without constraining their analyses to comparisons across

races or ethnicities (Johnson 2004). Second, the availability

of data for participants across 8 Waves allowed for the

exploration of the relationship of adolescent employment

and internalizing and externalizing behavior during the

high school years and transition to young adulthood. Third,

our study explored the potential differences due to the

operationalization of adolescent work across multiple out-

comes to internalizing and externalizing behavior. Overall,

our results suggest that the way researchers operationalize

work during high school may influence the conclusions

they might draw about the effects of work on adolescent

development. We found that work intensity and work tra-

jectories in high school provided more detailed information

about the effects of adolescent work on developmental

outcomes. Perhaps most importantly, our results suggest

that longitudinal analyses may be necessary to assess

adequately the effects of employment during high school

for health adolescent development and the transition to

adulthood.
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