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Abstract
Most criminological theories predict an inverse relationship between employment and crime, but
teenagers' involvement in paid work during the school year is positively correlated with
delinquency and substance use. Whether the work-delinquency association is causal or spurious
has long been debated. This study estimates the effect of paid work on juvenile delinquency using
longitudinal data from the national Monitoring the Future project. We address issues of
spuriousness by using a two-level hierarchical model to estimate the relationships of within-
individual changes in juvenile delinquency and substance use to those in paid work and other
explanatory variables. We also disentangle effects of actual employment from preferences for
employment to provide insight about the likely role of time-varying selection factors tied to
employment, delinquency, school engagement, and leisure activities. Whereas causal effects of
employment would produce differences based on whether and how many hours respondents
worked, we found significantly higher rates of crime and substance use among non-employed
youth who preferred intensive versus moderate work. Our findings suggest the relationship
between high-intensity work and delinquency results from preexisting factors that lead youth to
desire varying levels of employment.
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As has been true for several decades, most adolescents in the United States combine school
and paid work before completing their secondary educations (Staff, Messersmith, and
Schulenberg, 2009; U.S. Department of Labor, 2000). Social scientists have long been
interested in the consequences of paid work for crime, delinquency and other deviant
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behaviors (see Uggen and Wakefield, 2007, for a review), and a separate literature has
developed concerning effects of work during adolescence on psychosocial development
(Greenberger and Steinberger, 1986; Mortimer, 2003; Staff et al., 2009). Some
criminological theories lead to the expectation that employment for teenagers would reduce
deviance, others to the expectation it would increase deviance, and still others argue that any
relationship between them is spurious. Though numerous studies have revealed that
teenagers who work long hours engage in more delinquency and substance use, recent
research suggests that most if not all of this relationship is due to selection rather than any
causal impact of employment (Apel et al., 2006; 2007; 2008; Bachman et al., 2003; 2008;
Paternoster et al., 2003). Many important questions remain, however, and we seek to build
on recent advances in three ways. First, to clarify the consequences of working long hours,
we provide a more differentiated comparison to that status, both distinguishing whether
adolescents work fewer hours versus not at all and considering desired levels of
employment. Second, we test the possibility that the effects of employment vary by
sociodemographic subgroup, giving special attention to adolescents for whom employment
may be most important. Finally, rather than studying all teenagers, we focus our research on
the group of primary interest, namely, adolescents who are enrolled in secondary school.

Leading scholars have long argued that paid work among adults can reduce crime (Becker,
1968; Merton, 1938; Sampson and Laub, 1993), yet studies of youth find little support for
the expected inverse relationship between employment and delinquent behavior. By
contrast, high-intensity workers (i.e., youth who average more than 20 hours of work per
week) exhibit more problem behaviors than youth who work fewer hours or not at all
(Bachman et al. 2003; 2008; Bachman and Schulenberg, 1993; McMorris and Uggen, 2000;
Mortimer, 2003; Staff and Uggen, 2003).

A primary reason that teenage employment might have more negative consequences than
adult employment is that working too many hours could conflict with commitment to
schooling and thereby reduce social control (Hirschi, 1969; Marsh, 1991). Compared to
youth who do work less or not at all, youth who spend long hours on the job tend to have
lower grade point averages, test scores, and educational aspirations; tend to spend less time
on their homework and in extracurricular activities; and are more likely to drop out of high
school (Apel et al. 2008; Lee and Staff, 2007; Marsh and Kleitman, 2005; Mortimer, 2003;
Schoenhals, Tienda, and Schneider, 1998). Moreover, youth with a heavy work commitment
have less flexibility in their work schedules, leaving little time for being engaged in the non-
academic aspects of school.

In addition, employment may gain teenagers financial resources (e.g., money for gas and car
payments) and autonomy from parental supervision (Longest and Shanahan, 2007) that
enable more unstructured socializing (Osgood, 1999). Indeed, Safron, Schulenberg, and
Bachman (2001) found that working youth spend relatively more time in unstructured
socializing activities, such as going to parties and riding around in cars for fun. Based on the
routine activity perspective, Osgood and colleagues (1996) argued that such activities
engender deviant behavior by increasing opportunities for deviance.

Two alternative explanations portray the relationship between teenage work hours and
delinquency as spurious rather than causal. In the first, both arise from a premature striving
for a more “adult-like” status (Bachman and Schulenberg, 1993). This striving is reflected
both in behaviors considered deviant for minors, such as drinking alcohol, using drugs, and
smoking cigarettes, and in the adult-like independence shown by employment. This
premature striving also provides an alternative account for the association of employment
and deviance with key variables of school commitment in social control theory and
unstructured socializing in a routine activities explanation. Detachment from the student role

Staff et al. Page 2

Criminology. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 November 28.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



and a preference for high-intensity work in adolescence is associated with lower school
performance (Warren, 2002; Staff, Schulenberg, and Bachman 2010) and a greater
likelihood of substance use and other problem behaviors (Bachman et al., 2003). According
to Osgood and colleagues (1996), the activities conducive to deviance involve unsupervised
time with peers, which should be especially appealing to adolescents striving for
independence.

In a similar vein, self control theory would predict a spurious relationship of work with
delinquency and substance use. Students with the here-and-now orientation characteristic of
low self control would have little concern that paid work limits their time for school work
(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). Youth who find it difficult to delay gratification may select
work environments that offer more immediate rewards (i.e., money, peer-status, autonomy)
and also entail fewer constraints on their behavior (Newcomb and Bentler, 1988).

These overlapping arguments for spuriousness contend that delinquency and relevant causal
factors precede involvement in paid work. According to these positions, observed
associations between employment and deviant behavior should disappear once these pre-
existing differences are taken into account.

Causal status of the relationship
Though a large body of research shows that teenagers who work long hours engage in more
deviance than youth who do not, this association does not necessarily reflect a causal
influence. Several studies show that controlling for measures such as prior deviance, school
success, and school commitment reduces but does not eliminate this relationship; for several
years many researchers in this area appeared to interpret these results as indicating that the
relationship was causal (Marsh, 1991; Steinberg and Cauffman, 1995). Yet regression
controls of this sort are a weak basis for causal inference because they leave open the
possibility that these findings arise from unmeasured, preexisting differences between high-
intensity workers and other youth (Winship and Morgan, 1999).

A group of scholars including Apel, Brame, Bushway, and Paternoster have addressed this
problem by using analyses that control for all stable individual differences through within-
individual comparisons (such as fixed-effects panel models). This approach fully controls
for a factor such as self control, which Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) specify to be
unchanging,1 but it does not control for any within-person variation over time in a factor
such as striving for adult-like status. In a series of papers, this group (Apel et al. 2006; 2007;
2008; Paternoster et al. 2003) has found that this analytic approach eliminates the
relationship between intensive hours of paid work and delinquent behavior.2 Thus, their
research supports the conclusion that working long hours has no causal effect on deviance,
but rather that the relationship between the two is due to preexisting differences between
who does and does not work long hours.

The Current Study
Though recent research has improved our understanding of the relationship between
intensive work and problem behaviors, important questions remain. The current study
examines this relationship using longitudinal data from the Monitoring the Future project

1As we discuss further below, this would not be a sufficient control if Gottfredson and Hirschi were incorrect and self control does
change during the secondary school years.
2When using state-level child labor laws as instrumental variables, Apel and colleagues (2008) found high-intensity work increased
risk of school dropout and decreased delinquency. They speculated that high-intensity work may provide a positive identity for youth
who drop out of high school and thus inhibit their subsequent criminal behavior.
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(see Johnston et al. 2008a; 2008b). Like the recent work by Apel, Paternoster, and
colleagues, we rule out a large class of spurious relationships by studying within-individual
change. We also seek to advance understanding of this topic in three ways we describe in the
following sections.

Intensive Work Roles Compared to What?
Whereas recent studies using fixed-effects methodologies compare periods when youth are
working intensively to all other periods (Apel et al., 2006; Paternoster et al., 2003), we
provide a more fine-grained comparison that differentiates among amounts of employment
and distinguishes preferences for employment as well as actual employment.

First, we sharpen the comparison to intensive employment by distinguishing when youth are
not working versus when they work moderately (i.e., 20 or fewer hours per week). Because
unemployment and joblessness have long been associated with adolescent deviance (Allan
and Steffensmeier, 1989; Sullivan, 1989), it is important to distinguish non-working youth
from youth who work a moderate number of hours. Moreover, research shows that when
youth limit the hours they spend in paid work, they are more academically engaged and
perform better in school than when they work intensively or not at all (Mortimer, 2003;
Schoenhals, Tienda, and Schneider, 1998). This research suggests that jobs compatible with
the student role may limit involvement in problem behaviors. Thus, by comparing no
employment, moderate employment, and intensive employment, we will determine whether
the common approach of comparing intensive employment to “all else” has masked
important consequences of work.

Second, we further refine our examination of employment during secondary school by
considering preferences for employment as well as actual employment. Though within-
person analysis is a powerful tool, it does not control for time-varying factors like striving
for adult status, which would primarily arise during the post-elementary school years (Jessor
and Jessor, 1977; Newcomb and Bentler, 1988). Preferences for work provide insight about
the likely role of time-varying selection factors tied to employment. Specifically, we
distinguish among non-working youth in terms of whether they would prefer not to work,
would prefer to work a limited number of hours, or would prefer intensive work. Genuine
effects of employment would produce within-person differences based on whether and how
much respondents work, but not based on preferences for work alone. If the same
differences emerge among non-employed youth who prefer different amounts of work, the
relationship would instead appear attributable to whatever factors lead youth to desire
varying levels of employment. No doubt youth who work differ in many ways from youth
who do not, but it seems likely that many of the relevant factors (such as parent's strictness,
neighborhood job market, and the youths' industriousness) vary little over time, and thus are
well controlled in our analyses. Of course this analysis cannot yield definitive proof of
causality, but we believe it can advance this area of research by indicating the plausibility of
a broad and important class of alternative explanations.

Prior studies suggest that preferences for work may be quite relevant both to deviance and to
potential explanatory variables. Cross-sectional research shows that employed teenagers
who place a stronger emphasis on work than school tend to perform poorly in school, even if
they are not spending long hours on the job (Warren, 2002). Bachman and colleagues (2003)
found that eighth graders' desire for intensive hours of paid work was associated with school
disengagement, delinquency, and substance use. These studies suggest that the desire for
intensive employment predates actual intensive work and work preferences may explain the
problem behaviors of high-intensity workers.
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Testing for Differential Effects of Teenage Employment
Our study will also test the possibility that recent studies have missed effects of teenage
employment on delinquency that depend on sociodemographic factors such as gender, race/
ethnicity, and socioeconomic background. Some research suggests that intensive work hours
may not undermine school commitments for those youth who come from more
disadvantaged backgrounds, who may work long hours to pay for educational expenses, or
to help support their families (Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson, 2000; Lee and Staff, 2007).
For youth residing in poor neighborhoods, employment can be a source of protection against
the violence associated with the illicit drug trade (Newman, 1999), and it may increase
exposure to conventional values and behaviors (Sullivan, 1989).

Consistent with this logic, Apel et al. (2007) found that intensive hours of paid work during
the school year at age 16 reduced crime and substance use only among a small group of
disadvantaged youth who displayed high rates of delinquency and substance use prior to
their entry into formal employment. Similarly, Johnson (2004) found that long hours on the
job did not increase the alcohol and substance use of Black and Hispanic youth. In our
research, we will estimate whether the effect of work hours on delinquency varies by
gender, race, and socioeconomic background, all of which affect the onset, intensity, and
duration of early work experiences (Department of Labor, 2000).

Focusing on Teenage Employment During Secondary School
Studies of teenage employment and delinquency comprise a literature distinct from studies
of adult employment and crime (Steinberg and Caufman, 1995), and for good reason. The
dominant U.S. culture calls for a higher priority on school than work until graduation from
secondary school (Rosenbaum, 2001). Thus, it is no surprise that contrasting commitments
to school and work are prominent in theoretical explanations, and the predictions of some of
these theories would not apply to people who have graduated or dropped out of high school.

We will improve on the prior studies that use within-individual comparisons by limiting our
analyses to secondary school students. Paternoster et al. (2003) analyzed the NLSY97
sample, using interview data from 1997, 1998, and 1999 for a sample that was ages 12-16 in
1996, including all respondents who participated in all three waves (Paternoster et al., 2003:
314). By 1998 the age range of the sample was 15-19 (mean age 16.99: 309), so many either
would have dropped out of school or graduated. Apel et al. (2006), using the same dataset,
reported their sample included high school dropouts (7 percent) and graduates (12 percent).
Thus, it is important to confirm the results of these studies with estimates from a sample
better tailored to these issues.

Our study, therefore, relies on a representative sample of U. S. students who provided data
in the eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades, excluding students who had dropped out or
graduated (approximately 11 percent of our sample in twelfth grade). Our sample's age
range is ideal for studying the consequences of intensive teenage employment, which
progresses from being unusual in the eighth grade (5 percent) to common by the twelfth (30
percent).

Method
We use a two-level hierarchical linear model (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002) to estimate
relationships of within-individual change in juvenile delinquency and substance use to
within-individual change in paid work and other explanatory variables. This model treats
multiple observations over time as nested within persons. All explanatory variables that vary
over time are at Level 1, while those that do not are at Level 2, including both measures that
are inherently stable (e.g., demographic factors) and means over time of time-varying
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variables. We assess whether the effects of employment vary by population sub-groups
through cross-level interactions between employment statuses and demographic variables.
Based on significance tests of variance components, we present results for models with
random intercepts but no random coefficients for Level 1 variables.

The effects of the time-varying covariates may be biased and inconsistent if the Level 1
predictors are associated with unmeasured, person-level, selection factors that influence the
outcome variable (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002: 183; Halaby, 2003: 518-523). To eliminate
this potential bias in estimating the Level 1 relationships, we limit the analysis to within-
individual change by including the individual means from each time-varying covariate as
predictors in the Level 2 intercept equation. This analysis strategy accounts for both
observed and unobserved stable differences between students, as well as controlling for any
time-varying variables included in the model.

Our analysis strategy must also deal with the highly skewed distributions that are ubiquitous
for measures of deviant behavior. Applying conventional least squared or linear statistical
models to such measures violates statistical assumptions and could therefore distort results
(Osgood, Finken, and McMorris, 2002). We therefore use ordinal logistic regression models
better suited to our outcome measures (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002).

Data and Variables
The data for our longitudinal analyses come from the Monitoring the Future project, which
is conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. Each year
large, nationally representative samples of eighth, tenth, and twelfth graders are drawn from
135 public and private high schools and 155 middle schools (see Johnston et al., 2008a;
2008b). We use longitudinal data from the eighth grade cohorts who were initially sampled
in 1992 and 1993. Approximately 90 percent of the eighth graders responded to the baseline
survey during those years, with nearly all non-response due to absence from school. Twenty
percent of youth (approximately 4,000 students) from a random sub-sample of each class
cohort were then selected to complete follow-up surveys in the tenth and twelfth grades.
Students who had the highest risk of dropping out of high school before graduating (e.g.,
students with low parental educational attainment, low grade point averages, high rates of
truancy, and prior grade retention) were over-sampled in the follow-up surveys (see
Bachman et al., 2008).

Our longitudinal analysis is based on youth who were in the sample during the eighth grade
and who completed a follow-up survey during the tenth or twelfth grade. Approximately 81
percent of students completed the first follow-up survey and 67 percent completed the
second. Survey non-response in follow-up waves reduced our longitudinal dataset from
12,000 to 9,479 student/wave measurements. We also restricted our longitudinal sample to
those youth who provided information on both the explanatory and outcome variables.
Because our substantive interest is in the effect of working during secondary school
(Steinberg and Caufman, 1995), of the remaining 7,869 cases, we restricted our analysis
sample to youth who were currently attending school. We omitted 352 occasions when
youth were early graduates (13 during the tenth grade and 339 during the twelfth grade), and
485 occasions when youth had dropped out of high school (130 during the tenth grade and
355 during the senior year). Most of our analyses include approximately 3,500 students
followed over 7,000 student/wave measurements. Survey questions regarding delinquency
were asked only to a random one-half of the sample, while all respondents were asked the
questions concerning substance use.
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Prior investigations of the Monitoring the Future data find that eighth graders who were not
retained in the later surveys were more likely to be male, non-white, and of low academic
promise than those students who completed the follow-up surveys (Bachman et al., 2008).
We address panel attrition in the following ways: First, our strategy of analysis does not
require observations across all waves of the study (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002). Second, to
reduce potential bias from non-random sample attrition, in additional analyses we included
gender, race/ethnicity, and parental education as predictors of the intercept and time
equations in our multilevel models (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002: 199-200). The inclusion of
these sociodemographic variables to some of the parameters in the multilevel analyses did
not change our substantive pattern of findings (analyses not shown but available upon
request). Finally, our use of sample weights to adjust for attrition and the over-sampling of
youth with high academic risk in the follow-up surveys (for example, see Bachman et al.,
2008) did not change our results.

Delinquency and Substance Use
To assess the robustness of the effects of paid work on juvenile delinquency and substance
use we consider a range of self-reported behaviors that are illegal for juveniles, including
violence and other violations of the criminal code, as well as heavy drinking and marijuana
use. Delinquent behavior is a summary composite of three violent offenses (including
assault and robbery) and four property offenses (referring to theft and vandalism). For each
item, responses ranged from “0” to “5 or more” occasions during the last twelve months.
The measure of marijuana use ranges from “no use in past year” to “40 or more occasions in
the prior month.” The measure of heavy drinking is based on the number of times
respondents reported having five or more drinks in a row during the past two weeks. This
measure ranges from “none” to “ten or more times.” These items have been shown to have
high validity and reliability (Johnston et al., 2008a).

Not surprisingly, the delinquency and substance use measures had skewed distributions. For
instance, 78 percent of respondents reported no marijuana use or heavy drinking over the
past 12 months, and 43 percent did not commit any of the delinquent acts during that same
period. We addressed these limited distributions through ordinal logistic regression, first
collapsing the frequency of marijuana use into three response categories (0 occasions; 1-2
occasions; or 3 or more occasions) and the frequency of heavy drinking into three categories
(0 times; 1-2 times; or 3 or more times). The multiple-item measure of delinquency was
summed and collapsed into four categories (none at all; 1-2 times; 3-4 times; or 5 or more
times).

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics by grade level for the delinquency and substance use
measures, as well as all our time-varying measures that we describe next.

Preferred and Actual Work Hours
Routine activity and social control perspectives predict a positive relationship between
delinquency and paid work involvement during the school year. By contrast, joblessness for
in-school youth could reflect low self control (i.e., jobs involve unacceptable restraints),
status frustration, or a strong orientation toward school-centered activities rather than toward
work. To address these distinct predictions we distinguish five employment patterns based
on the students' actual and preferred hours of work during the school year. Respondents
were asked “on the average over the school year, how many hours per week do you work in
a paid job.” Work hours thus indicates the average hours of paid work during the entire
school year, as there is often movement in and out of the labor force over the course of a
year. Respondents answered on an eight-point scale coded “0”; “5 or less hours”; “6 to 10”;
“11 to 15”; “16 to 20”; “21 to 25”; “26 to 30”; or “31 or more hours”. For youth who did not
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work, we consider how many hours per week they wish they could work during the school
year. The item asks respondents to “think about the kinds of paid jobs that people your age
usually have. If you could work just the number of hours that you wanted, how many hours
per week would you prefer to work?” Respondents answered with the same response
categories as for actual work hours.

Based on their work status, hours, and preferences, for each school year youth were assigned
to one of five mutually exclusive categories: (1) intensive workers averaged over 20 hours
per week during the school year; (2) moderate workers averaged 1-20 hours per week; (3)
non-workers who prefer intensive work were not employed during the school year but
wished they could have worked 20 or more hours per week; (4) non-workers who prefer
moderate work also did not work during the school year, but they preferred to work 1-20
hours per week; and (5) non-workers who preferred not to work.3 The 20 hour mark is
widely considered the point at which employment becomes excessive for in-school
American youth, interfering with other activities and increasing problem behaviors (National
Research Council, 1998).

During the eighth grade (table 1) most students either worked moderately or wished they
could do so. Only 5 percent of teenagers worked more than 20 hours per week during the
eighth grade school year. In the tenth grade the largest group was jobless students who
wished for intensive hours of work (34 percent). Youth were less likely to work moderately
and more likely to work intensively in the tenth grade (13 percent).4 By the twelfth grade,
the majority of youth were employed (64 percent) and almost one-third of youth averaged
more than 20 hours per week during the school year. High school seniors who were jobless
were more likely to prefer intensive than moderate hours of work. Interestingly, teenagers
rarely were jobless and had no desire for work (ranging from 2 to 4 percent during the
eighth, tenth, and twelfth grades).

Time-Varying Explanatory and Control Variables
As potential explanatory variables for the relationships of work with delinquency and
substance use, we include time-varying measures of unstructured socializing and social
bonds. Unstructured socializing is a composite of the frequency of riding around in a car for
fun, getting together with friends informally, going to parties or other social events (a five-
point scale from “never” to “everyday”), going on dates (a six-point scale from “never” to
“over 3 times a week”), and spending evenings out for fun and recreation (a six-point scale
from “less than one evening per week” to “six or seven evenings per week”). For all
composite measures, each item was transformed into a z-Score, and then the items were
averaged (Cronbach's α for unstructured socializing ranges from .66 to .70 across the three
time points).

The time-varying measures of social bonds in this analysis reference attachment and
commitment. According to Hirschi (1969), attachment incorporates ties to both significant
others (e.g., parents, teachers) and conventional institutions (e.g., school, clubs). Our
measure of attachment indicates whether the respondent enjoys being in school, hates being

3We did not analyze preferred hours for employed youth because they rarely preferred to work a different number of hours. Of high-
intensity workers, 82 percent preferred that level of employment and only 2 percent of workers preferred not to work. Also, many
economists use the term “preferences” in reference to time-stable individual differences. We consider our application for the term
appropriate because the item asks what respondents would prefer, 89 percent of respondents changed preferences across waves, and
many studies show social influences on preferences (e.g., Bowles, 1998).
4Though the percentage of moderate workers dropped from the eighth to tenth grade (see table 1), the average hours worked per week
increased. Whereas approximately 21 percent of the moderate workers in the eighth grade worked 1-5 hours per week, only 6 percent
of tenth graders worked 1-5 hours per week. This reflects the typical types of informal jobs available for 14 year olds, such as baby-
sitting and lawn work; such jobs become less attractive with age during adolescence.
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in school (reverse coded), tries to do his or her best work in school, finds school work
interesting, and fails to turn in assignments (reversed coded). The responses to these items
range on a five-point scale from “never” to “almost always.” The attachment measure also
includes an item indicating whether respondents feel like they could talk to their parents if
they were having problems in their life (a three-point scale ranging from “no” to “yes, for
most or all of my problems”). Cronbach's α ranges from .72 to .76. Commitment to school is
based on three items: school grades on a nine-point scale from “D” to “A”; how likely
respondents feel that they will go to college, and how likely they feel they will graduate
from college (both on a four-point scale from “definitely won't” to “definitely will”).
Cronbach's α ranges from .78 to .80.

Finally, we include a time-varying attitudinal measure of risk-taking to control for a
potential spurious link between paid work and problem behaviors. Favorable attitudes
toward risky and dangerous activities in part reflect low self control, in that respondents with
high levels of self control tend to be cautious (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990). Risk-taking
references how much respondents agree with the statements “I get a real kick out of doing
things that are a little dangerous” and “I like to test myself every now and then by doing
something a little risky,” with responses on a five-point scale from “disagree” to “agree”
(see, e.g., Schulenberg et al., 2005). Cronbach's α ranges from .76 to .82. Though attitudes
toward risk is often considered an indicator of a time-stable self control construct, this
variable did change during the observation period for the vast majority of respondents (84
percent). We therefore take the more conservative approach of treating it as a time-varying
predictor variable, thereby more thoroughly controlling for any association of this aspect of
self control with the other time-varying variables. Though this measure is limited to two
items, it is strongly associated with problem behavior (for delinquent behavior r =.35; for
heavy alcohol use r =.21; for marijuana use r =.21).

Sociodemographic Measures
To assess whether the effects of paid work vary by sociodemographic factors, we include
measures of gender, race/ethnicity, and socioeconomic background. Race and ethnicity are
measured using four dummy variables referencing blacks, whites, Hispanics, and other
races. Parental educational attainment is based on the average educational level of the
mother and father. Approximately 53 percent of the sample is male, 17 percent are African
American, 15 percent are Hispanic, 55 percent are White, and 13 percent are coded as other
race/ethnicity. The average educational level of the respondents' parents is a high school
degree.

Findings
We present our empirical findings in two parts. Our first goal is to understand the plausible
causal roles of the potential explanatory variables of social bonds and unstructured
socializing in relation to employment during the secondary school years. For this purpose,
we first show bivariate correlations between the explanatory variables and the work
categories, and then we repeat those comparisons in terms of within-individual change over
time. Our second goal is to understand how changes in work hours and preferences
correspond with changes in delinquent behavior and substance use, as well as whether
changes in the explanatory variables account for any relationship between work and
deviance.

Precursors and Correlates of Paid Work Hours and Preferences
We assessed the association of work hours and preferences with social bonds and
unstructured socializing both through correlations (see table 2) and regressions controlling
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for stable characteristics that might render the relationship spurious (see table 3). We will
concentrate on the unstandardized coefficients for the within-individual regressions of social
bonds and unstructured socializing on work hours, work preferences, and risk-taking. The
measure of risk-taking was not used as an outcome variable because we had no reason to
expect that employment would affect levels of self control. Furthermore, in analyses not
presented here, we found that work hours and preferences are not predictive of changing
levels of risk-taking during adolescence.

The results presented in table 3 indicate that unstructured socializing is related to actual
employment rather than preferences for employment, while attachment and commitment
have comparable relationships with both. The first two rows of table 3 isolate the
relationship of bonds and unstructured socializing with preferences for work (rather than
actual employment). When youth were jobless but preferred intensive hours of work, they
had significantly lower commitment and attachment than when they were jobless but
preferred moderate hours of work (the reference category). In contrast, the average level of
unstructured socializing did not differ significantly when youth who were not employed
preferred different levels of unemployment. Turning to relationships with actual
employment, working a moderate number of hours, in comparison to preferring to do so but
not actually working, is associated with greater unstructured socializing but minimal
difference in social bonds. Actually working intensively coincided with more unstructured
socializing and weaker bonds than did not working and preferring moderate hours. Because
this comparison reflects differences in both preferences and actual work, however, it is less
informative. From the overall pattern of results in table 3, it appears that employment may
well have a causal effect on unstructured socializing; however, changes in social bonds are
more likely to stem from factors affecting the preference to work, rather than the actual
experience of employment.

Effects of Paid Work Hours and Preferences during Adolescence
We now turn to the analyses relating deviance to work and the other explanatory variables.
The findings for delinquent behavior, heavy drinking, and marijuana use are presented
separately in tables 4, 5, and 6, respectively. The first model in each table examines these
relationships without controlling for stable individual differences. The reference category for
the employment and work preference dummy variables remains not working but preferring
moderate hours, because this is the most common non-work status. Model 2 then controls
for the between-individual variation in work hours and preferences to produce within-
individual relationships, as well as controlling for risk-taking as a time-varying variable. The
remaining models add (in step-wise fashion) social bonds (model 3) and unstructured
socializing (model 4) in order to assess their contributions to the relationship between
deviance and teenage employment. Though not shown in tables 4, 5, and 6, we controlled
for time in all of the models in order to address changing work and leisure patterns with age.
Supplemental analyses indicated that the rate of change in delinquency and substance did
not vary significantly across individuals, so these models do not include this variance
component.

Consistent with long-standing findings, when stable individual differences were not
controlled (model 1), deviance was associated with actual employment, and we also find an
association of deviance with preferences for employment. Delinquency, marijuana use, and
heavy drinking were significantly higher for adolescents who spent long hours on the job
compared with adolescents who were jobless but preferred moderate hours of work. An
association with work, holding preference constant, is evident in that youth who work a
moderate number of hours also report higher rates of delinquency and substance use, in
comparison to youth who prefer to do so but were not actually working. Note also the
statistically significant links with the preference for work: Among youth who are not
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working, those who wish they could work just a little engage in less delinquency and
substance use than those who want to be employed intensively.

Controlling for spuriousness due to stable individual differences and risk-taking5 (model 2)
alters but does not eliminate relationships of deviance with actual and preferred
employment. The pattern of results differs across the three outcomes, with delinquent
behavior and marijuana use associated no more strongly with actual employment than with
preferences for employment, while heavy alcohol use is associated only with actual
employment and not with preferences. The relationship marijuana use with employment
preferences is apparent in significant coefficients for not working while preferring intensive
hours (compared to not working and preferring moderate hours); this same coefficient is not
statistically significant for heavy alcohol use and delinquency (t-ratios = 1.22 and 1.82,
respectively), though it is important to note that the magnitude of the effect on delinquency
changes by only 3 percent from Model 1 to Model 2 [i.e., (.250/.242)/.250=.032]. Evidence
of greater heavy alcohol use during actual employment comes from both the significant
coefficient comparing working moderate hours with merely preferring such employment and
from evidence of significantly more use when actually working intensively versus preferring
to work intensively (γ = .286, S. E. = .132, p = .03).6 These differences did not hold for
delinquency and marijuana use, either for moderate work (see coefficients in tables 4 and 6)
or intensive work. In fact, marijuana use was significantly higher when respondents
preferred intensive work but were not employed than when they were actually employed for
intensive hours (γ = -.249, S. E. = .127, p = .049). Also, preferences rather than actual
employment account for the significant coefficient indicating more delinquency during
intensive employment than during non-employment when preferring moderate hours (table
4, γ = .451): Respondents were not significantly more delinquent when employed
intensively than when they only preferred such employment (γ = .208, S. E. =.145, p = .
150). In contrast, the difference in delinquency between intensive and moderate actual
employment was significant (γ = .299, S. E. = .138, p = .030) and of the same magnitude as
the difference between mere preference for intensive and moderate employment (table 4, γ
= .242).7

The remaining models in tables 4, 5, and 6 assess the degree to which social bonds and
unstructured socializing account for the significant relationships observed in Model 2.
Accounting for relationships with actual employment but not preferences would be
consistent with the role of causal mediator, while accounting for the relationships of
deviance with preferences would suggest that the factor is associated with selection into
employment.

Results from model 3 show that when youth have stronger attachments to school and
parents, they are less likely to be delinquent or engage in either type of substance use.
Commitment to school is also negatively associated with all three measures of deviance, but
significantly so only for marijuana use. Social bonds account for a portion of the
relationships of work and work preferences with deviance: the coefficient relating intensive
work to delinquency drops by approximately 20 percent [i.e., (.451-.363) / .451=.195)]; the
coefficients relating moderate and intensive work to heavy drinking drop by 9 and 27

5Risk-taking significantly predicts delinquency, heavy drinking, and marijuana use (tables 4, 5, and 6). Yet controlling for risk-taking
has little consequence for the magnitudes of differences between the various employment and work preference groups.
6Coefficients presented in the text but not the tables, such as this one, come from re-specifications of the model with different
reference groups.
7Though our analyses differentiate among amounts of employment and distinguish preferences for employment as well as actual
employment, we find in supplemental analyses that delinquency, heavy drinking, and marijuana use were not significantly higher
when we conduct the same comparison as recent research by Apel and colleagues, i.e., between when respondents worked intensively
compared to all other work statuses combined (for delinquency γ = .181, S. E. = .129, p = .16; for heavy drinking γ = .140, S. E. = .
120, p = .25; for marijuana γ = -.189, S. E. = .119, p = .11).
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percent, respectively; the coefficient relating preferring no work to marijuana use drops by 4
percent; and the positive coefficient relating preferring intensive work to marijuana use is
diminished by 15 percent. Social bonds toward school and parents thus account for a
meaningful share of the associations of “intensive” work (both the preference and the actual
hours) with delinquency and substance use, even after controlling for risk-taking and time-
stable differences between students. Because our earlier analyses indicated that social bonds
are equally a function of both actual and preferred work hours, it is more likely that these
reductions reflect selection than causal mediation, with youth more likely both to prefer
intensive employment and to engage in deviance during periods when their bonds are weak.

Our earlier analyses suggested that unstructured socializing might serve as a causal mediator
because it was associated with actual employment rather than mere preferences. Indeed, not
only is unstructured socializing significantly associated with all three types of deviance, it
accounts for additional portions of the relationships of actual work and work preferences to
delinquency. Controlling for unstructured socializing reduced to statistical non-significance
the differences in delinquency and heavy alcohol use between times youth worked
intensively and times they preferred to work moderately but were not actually working. The
reduction in relationships was similar to that for social bonds: 17 percent for the coefficient
relating intensive work to delinquency (relative to model 2, and beyond the approximately
20 percent of the relationship explained by model 3), 23 and 11 percent of coefficients
relating moderate and intensive work to heavy drinking; none of the coefficient relating
preferring no work to marijuana use; and 15 percent of the coefficient relating preferring
intensive work to marijuana use.

Type of Employment—In additional analyses we addressed whether characteristics of the
job might also affect deviance. Our analyses begin in the eighth grade, when “informal” jobs
(e.g., babysitting, paper routes, lawn care activities, etc.) are common, and 15 percent of our
sample worked in such jobs during the survey period. Adding a measure of informal vs.
formal employment to our regression equations did not change the pattern of findings, nor
was it a statistically significant predictor of delinquency or substance use. We also
considered the amount earned from employment as a possible predictor of delinquency and
substance use. This measure was not related to the outcomes either, and including it in our
models did not substantively change the pattern of results. Thus, our findings appear equally
applicable to both formal and informal employment during secondary school and to jobs that
carry higher and lower wages.

Testing for Differential Effects of Teenage Employment—To test for variations in
the effects of teenage employment, we assessed whether the effect of paid work on deviance
differed by gender, race, and socioeconomic background. Non-whites and youth whose
parents have lower levels of education were overrepresented among the jobless youth who
preferred to work intensively. By contrast, non-working youth who preferred not to work
averaged the highest socioeconomic family background. We included gender, race, and
parental education as predictors of both the overall levels of deviance and each time-varying
indicator of work status and assessed whether these interactions significantly improved
model fit. In analyses not shown, this test was statistically significant only once (p < .05) in
over 20 different model specifications, which is no more than expected by chance.
Consistent with Apel and colleagues (2006), we find that the effect of paid work on
delinquency and substance use does not significantly differ between boys and girls; between
whites, blacks, and Hispanics; and between youth from more or less advantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds.
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Discussion
Our goal has been to explain why youth who spend long hours on the job are more likely to
engage in delinquency and substance use, as past research has overwhelmingly
demonstrated. First, we used within-individual comparisons to rule out many preexisting
factors that might explain the delinquency of high-intensity workers. These analyses
provided evidence that differences in stable characteristics explained some, but not all, of
the relationship between paid work and deviance. Second, we distinguished desired from
actual work hours to consider the role of preferences as a reflection of time-varying
selection factors (such as striving for adult-like status) that may be linked to high-intensity
work, school engagements, and leisure activities. We found significantly higher rates of
crime and substance use among non-employed youth who preferred intensive versus
moderate work, which suggests that at least part of the relationship between paid work and
delinquency results from factors that lead youth to desire varying levels of employment.
Third, to insure our work pertains to the theoretical and policy discussions relevant to
teenage employment, we limited our sample to adolescents enrolled in secondary school.
Finally, we gave special attention to adolescents for whom high-intensity employment may
be most important, namely males from disadvantaged backgrounds, but we found little
evidence that the effect of paid work on delinquency varied across demographic groups.

Consistent with other researchers who question the causal effect on delinquency (e.g., Apel
et al., 2006; 2007; 2008; Bachman and Schulenberg, 1993; Paternoster et al., 2003), our
results highlight the role of selection. We found that among non-working youth, those who
wish they could work long hours are most delinquent. The preference for paid work often
precedes actual employment (Bachman et al., 2003; 2008; table 1), likely because some
youth are externally constrained from holding a job (e.g., they are too young, they lack a car,
they have no prior work experience, etc.) or lack certain skills and motivations needed to
translate that preference to actuality. The relatively high rates of delinquency and substance
use among youth who preferred to work intensively may reflect a premature striving for
adult status, especially among students who have weak bonds to family and school.

Self control theory would predict a similar convergence between joblessness and a
preference for long hours on the job among delinquent youth. The preference to work long
hours could reflect desire for immediate gratifications, whereas actually working over 20
hours per week requires diligence, tenacity, and effort. Yet self control is not a plausible
explanation for the relationships of preferences with deviance in model 2 of tables 4, 5, and
6, which controls for all stable individual differences (including self control, as
characterized by Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990) and for within-person variation in risk-
taking (going beyond their specification).

Why is marijuana use more frequent when adolescents prefer to work intensively, but not
when they actually do so? From a strain perspective, jobless teenagers who wished for
intensive work would be especially frustrated. Not only did these youth have weak social
bonds (shown in table 3), but additional analyses indicate they are more likely to be non-
whites and to have parents with less education. This disjunction between actual work hours
and preferences may also contribute to psychological strain (Agnew, 1992), which might be
relieved by marijuana use. We also find that complete disengagement from the world of
work (i.e., the jobless youth who do not wish to work) is associated with more marijuana
use. Note, however, that this pattern does not hold for delinquency and heavy alcohol use.

Precocious development theory would also predict higher rates of marijuana use when youth
are jobless but desire long hours on the job. According to Newcomb and Bentler (1988: 37),
adolescent drug users have a strong drive to grow up quickly and enjoy a “pseudomaturity”
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of adult-like roles and privileges (e.g., work, autonomy, money), yet drug use “interferes
with the critical development of interpersonal skills, coping abilities, and cognitive
sophistication, which are necessary to participate effectively in adult roles”. Thus, youth
may find it more difficult to both obtain and maintain more adult-like work when they are
using illicit drugs than when they are merely wishing for it.

Because social bonds were associated with both working intensive hours and the mere desire
to do so, our findings cast doubt that social bonds explain any causal impact of employment
on deviance. When youth have less interest and success in school and in other adolescent-
centered activities (such as playing sports or participating in other extracurricular activities),
they may be drawn to the autonomy, pay, and status that can come from working (Bachman
and Schulenberg, 1993). The association of social bonds with the mere preference for work
counters the argument that the pay and status of work undermines the social control of the
school or parents (Willis, 1977).

We found that when youth work long hours they also spend relatively more time with their
peers in unstructured and less supervised settings, but when they merely prefer intense work,
they do not spend more time with their peers in this way. These results are consistent with
Osgood's (1999) argument that employment provides young people with financial resources
and with respect from parents that enable more unstructured socializing and autonomy from
parental supervision. Thus, time spent in these activities may at least partially account for
why work experience but not work preference influences heavy alcohol use in our analyses.
Interestingly, our results also show that unstructured socializing mediates some effects of
work on delinquency and alcohol use, despite the lack of significant overall effects.

In summary, past research on work and crime has been troubled by the problem of selection;
how can the effects of paid work on delinquency and substance use be separated from
character traits and other experiences of the individual? Though studies have offered
sophisticated methodologies to address this issue, they have largely relied on comparing
high-intensity workers to other youth. By also measuring preferred work hours when youth
are not employed, we are better able to understand why intensive work is frequently
associated with teenage transgressions. We believe that our strategy of identifying likely
time-varying selection factors by investigating preferences as well as actual experiences
holds considerable potential for research about a wider range of topics as well. Future
research should consider whether preference for statuses such as marriage or military service
might also contribute to changes in crime and other outcomes during adolescence and the
transition to young adulthood.
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