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Pay or Play? Why Youth Work in the United States 

 
By Yasemin Besen 

 

 

At the understaffed coffee shop, teenagers have been working required overtime for a while now.  They carry 

loads of garbage out in the biting cold, unload large boxes of supplies, and serve endless lines of demanding and 

occasionally rude customers during busy hours. Because of the staffing problem, they are forced to work odd 

shifts, usually late nights and weekends, standing for hours on end. This is just what they do during their free 

time from their packed schedules at school. However, they seldom complain: overtime is an opportunity to 

spend more time with friends and meet new people
1
.  

 

By all appearances, the coffee shop where I conducted my fieldwork should be what Chris Tilly refers to as 

“half a job”-- highly mechanized, with minimal skill requirements, low hourly pay and long shifts.
2
 But despite 

the poor working conditions, the students who work there all agree that: “It’s not like that.”
3
 Their experience 

deviates considerably from traditional notions of work, as an activity for economic production, monetary 

gratification or skill acquisition, but work itself is consumed during their leisure time, remaining from 
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argues that these teenagers, often viewed as privileged because of their consumption patterns and economic 

affluence are socially deprived. They lack social space in which to interact with their friends and meet new 

people. Often, these teenagers experience difficulty meeting new people in large, impersonal high schools and 

lack alternative ways of meeting friends and the space in which they can interact with their friends. The 

centerless suburbs fail to offer central meeting places for local teenagers and create space for social activity. To 

cope with the lack of means of social interaction, Gaines argues, teenagers find alternatives in subcultural and 

gang activity. While her observations about the suburbs are about all teenagers, her analysis focuses exclusively 

on working class youth, therefore, such activities often are not applicable to most of the teenagers in the United 

States. Still, Teenage Wasteland offers a valuable contribution to the study of youth in the United States. This 

work directs attention to a vital characteristic of average, subur
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dependent variable for every change in the dependent variable from the lowest category to the highest category. 

In other words, the Monte Carlo values for each independent variable shows, how much the likelihood of 

working increases or decreases moving from the lowest category of the independent variable to its highest 

value. Simply put, the Monte Carlo simulation allows us to present numerically precise estimates of the effects 

of parameters of interests in a way that requires minimal statistical knowledge on the part of the reader. 

Certainly the procedure outlines rather more complicated than simpler approaches such as odds ratios, but the 

interpretation and the visual representation of the results are much simpler with the aid of Monte Carlo 

simulations. As King et al. argue 
11

with Monte Carlo simulations, the interpretation of the size and the 

magnitude of the effects are much simpler and easier to follow for the readers and they are comparable across 

different models. Also, with Monte Carlo simulations, it is easier to visually observe the size and the magnitude 

of the changes. 

 

Findings 

 

As Table 1 shows, employment at young ages tends to be more common in the U.S.: 55% of students and 72% 

of non-student Americans work, while only 18% of students in other industrialized countries work. The 

descriptive characteristics of the American labor force are presented below. 

 

Based on the logistic regression estimates predicting the likelihood of working, we see a unique case for 

American students. As might be expected, the socio-economic status of the students has a significant effect on 

their labor market entry decisions. However, for the students in the United States, likelihood of labor market 
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Youth in other industrialized countries, however, tend to act quite differently. For both students and non-

students elsewhere, work is primarily an economic activity and not a social one.
13

 Of course, American youth 

are not a homogenous category. While many middle-class and more affluent students work for social reasons, 

the non-students behave mostly like youth in other industrialized countries: working out of economic need. 

 

While this paper illuminates, the motivations of a portion of youth in the United States, how these values and 

motivations are translated into decisions of work remains outside the scope of this paper. For that, a detailed 

ethnographic understanding of the workplace and experience is needed. The next step would be to identify the 

mechanisms and unravel the everyday experience of youth labor.



9 

Table 1: Descriptive Characteristics of the Current Youth Labor Force in the United States 
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Table 3: Estimated Likelihood of Working, Overall and with Effects of Selected Significant Independent 

Variables, by Student Status and Residency 

 

United States Students   

Overall Mean Likelihood of Working 0.555 

Effect of Socio-Economic  Status 0.337 

Effect of Meeting People 0.219 

Effect of Confidence in Education System 0.374 

United States Non-Students   

Overall Mean Likelihood of Working 0.809 

Effect of Socio-Economic  Status 0.349 

Effect of Promotions 0.160 

Effect of Respect 0.208 

Effect of Useful 0.164 

Non-US Students   

Overall Mean Likelihood of Working 0.174 

Effect of Socio-Economic  Status 0.055 

Effect of Pleasant People to work with 0.074 

Effect of Living with Parents 0.511 

Non-US Non-Students   

Overall Mean Likelihood of Working 0.715 

Effect of Socio-Economic  Status 0.153 

Effect of Taking Initiative 0.063 
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Figure 1: Percentage of Youth Working by Socio-Economic Status 
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Figure 2: Composition of Youth Workforce by Socio-Economic Status  
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APPENDIX 

 
The variable names were abbreviated for the presentation of the model. Their definitions are as follows: 

Y= the dependent variable: decision to work measures as whether the respondent said yes or no the question of whether he/she works 

or not. 

Good pay: measures importance of good pay for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work in general.  

No Pressure: measures importance of having a no pressure job for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work 

in general.  

Security: measures importance of job security for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work in general. 

Promotions: measures importance of possibility of promotions for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work 

in general. 

Respected:  measures importance of having a respected job for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work in 

general. 

Good Hours: measures importance of good hours for the respondent for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to 

work in general. 

Initiative: measures the importance of having the opportunity to use initiative in the job for both working and non-working 

respondents in the decision to work in general. 

Useful: measures importance of usefulness of the job for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work in 

general. 

Good Holidays: measures importance of good holidays for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work in 

general. 

Achievement: measures importance of possibility of achievement for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to 

work in general. 

Responsibility: measures importance of having responsibilities at work for both working and non-working respondents in the decision 

to work in general. 

Interesting: measures importance of having an interesting job for both working and non-working respondents in the decision to work 

in general. 

Meets Abilities:  measures the importance of having a job that meets the respondents’ abilities for both working and non-working 

respondents in the decision to work in general. 

Pleasant People: measures importance of having pleasant people to work with for both working and non-working respondents in the 

decision to work in general 

Live with Parents: is a dummy variable that identifies respondents living with their parents, such that respondents living with their 

parents are coded as 1, and 0 otherwise.  

Confidence in Education: respondents were asked to indicate their confidence in the educational system of their nation, with four 

possible responses ranging from a low of “none whatsoever” to a high of “complete confidence.” 
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