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Abstract

Over the past several decades, U.S. men’s paid work has transformed from a state of high 

stability and continuity to a state of increased instability and precarity. Despite this, full-time 

employment throughout adulthood remains the presumed standard for modern American men. The 

authors investigated the diversity of men’s workforce experiences using the National Longitudinal 

Survey of Youth “National Longitudinal Survey of Youth - 1979 cohort” and identified six 

multitrajectories of men’s time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the labor force from 

ages 27 to 49. The authors identified one multitrajectory of steady work, three of increasing 

unemployment or time out of work, one of increasing steady work, and one of intermittent 

work. Contrary to conventional assumptions, only 41 percent of men followed a trajectory of 

continuous, high employment over the duration of their prime earning years. This suggests that 

most men do not achieve the “ideal worker norm,” raising implications for how research and 

policy conceptualize men’s work experiences.
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Men’s continuous, full-time employment throughout adulthood is a ubiquitous expectation 

in America—a norm so entrenched that despite changing economic trends, paid work 

continues to be a defining feature of masculinity (Moen and Roehling 2005; Thébaud 

2010). Through the mid-1900s, most American men followed “lockstep lives” in which they 

entered the workforce immediately after education and continued until retirement (Moen 

and Roehling 2005). Decades later, despite major shifts in the labor market (Kalleberg 
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2009, 2011) and new ways of working and forming families (Damaske 2021; Ridgeway 

2009, 2011), steady work remains the assumed norm for the modern American man 

(Moen, Kojola, and Schaefers 2017). In fact, men’s familial and societal obligations remain 

stubbornly tied to steady paid employment (Thébaud and Pedulla 2016), creating the 

impression that nonsteady work is a “deviation” from the norm. Although efforts have 

been made to challenge the “ideal worker norm” of continuous men’s employment, such as 

increasing recognition of men’s need for work-life balance and flexibility, the professional, 

financial, and social consequences of nonsteady work remain substantial (Cooper 2014; 

Pedulla 2016; Western et al. 2012). Therefore, even as traditional gender norms shift, gender 

continues to “frame” contemporary life, shaping the life course via dichotomized obligations 

(Damaske 2021; Ridgeway 2009, 2011).

At the same time, enormous changes in employment relations over the past 50 years threaten 

men’s ability to achieve stability at work (Hollister 2011; Kalleberg 2011). The overall rate 

of men’s labor force participation has decreased since the 1960s (Hipple 2016). Precarious 

employment has spread from the unskilled, less educated segment of the labor force to 

almost all sectors of the market, a trend accompanied by growing precarity at the bottom 

of the labor market via a decline in unionized jobs and an increase in nonstandard work 

arrangements (Cooper 2014; Kalleberg 2009, 2011). Growth in precarious work has left 

many men, especially those with structural disadvantages, with more involuntary job losses, 

greater income volatility, and lower workforce attachment (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017; 

Frech and Damaske 2019; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020; Western et al. 2012). As a 

result, many American men face less employment and financial stability than in any other 

decade in recent history (Center on Budget and Policy Priorities 2021; Federal Reserve 

Board 2021; Hollister 2011). This suggests two questions: if men expect to continuously 

work full-time, yet no longer have access to stable work, (1) what longitudinal trends in 

men’s employment do these countervailing forces produce, and (2) which men are most 

likely to have access to continuous full-time work?

Prior research is limited in its ability to answer these questions, because of the use of 

repeated cross-sectional data (Autor 2011; Banerjee and Blau 2016; Binder and Bound 

2019; Hollister 2011; Winship 2017), the comparison of men’s and women’s employment 

(which may obscure differences among men) (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017; Weisshaar and 

Cabello-Hutt 2020), and the use of a singular measure of employment, such as income, 

work hours or weeks worked per year (Banerjee and Blau 2016; Frech and Damaske 

2019; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020). To address these limitations, we use prospective 

panel data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 (NLSY79) to identify 

group-based multitrajectories of time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the labor 

force for a cohort of U.S. men born between 1957 and 1964 from ages 27 to 49, almost 

the entirety of their prime working-age years. We draw on a life-course perspective to 

investigate early-life and early-career predictors of multitrajectory membership, including 

race/ethnicity, U.S. nativity, poverty, education, health and geographic limits to work, the 

local labor market, and marital status.
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Background

Recent Trends in Men’s Work in the United States

Since its peak in 1954, the labor force participation of men ages 25 to 54 has fallen from 

more than 98 percent to less than 88 percent, with a steady decline from the 1970s onward 

(Hipple 2016). Secure, well-paying jobs are increasingly less common, while jobs with few 

benefits and little long-term security are on the rise (Kalleberg 2011), leading to fewer men 

in the labor market at any given time and overall lower workforce attachment (Coglianese 

2018). Studies using repeated cross-sectional data reveal that men’s employment is now 

far less consistent than in previous decades (Hollister 2011; Hollister and Smith 2014; 

Kalleberg 2009, 2011). Moreover, recent research using the Survey of Income and Program 

Participation found that men have experienced a significant increase in the likelihood 

that they will move “in and out” of the labor market, moving not from employment to 

unemployment but from employment to out of the labor force and then back to employment 

again (Coglianese 2018).

Understanding men’s longitudinal employment trajectories requires a consideration of how, 

when, and which men leave the labor market. A life course framework suggests that 

trajectories of employment are “socially constructed and socially sustained,” and as such 

should be understood in the context of labor market conditions, family structure, and 

the early-life advantages and disadvantages experienced when entering the labor market 

and maintaining employment (Moen and Sweet 2004:219). A prospective examination of 

men’s employment could capture the potential cumulation of advantage or disadvantage in 

access to stable steady work across the life course by examining longitudinal patterns of 

employment, unemployment, and out of labor force experiences as men age as well as their 

predictors.

Overall, precarious work has risen in every sector of the market (Winship 2017), but the 

distribution of precarity remains uneven and disproportionately occurs among men who 

enter the workforce with fewer advantages. Jobs requiring more than a high school diploma, 

but less than a bachelor’s degree, have become more precarious; men previously employed 

in vocational settings are now increasingly at risk of being “discouraged workers” who stop 

looking for work because their skill set does not match demand (Sharone 2013). Moreover, 

many so-called good manufacturing jobs requiring specialized skills have been replaced with 

automation or outsourced overseas, even as the share of jobs in professional and service 

sectors have largely stayed constant or increased (Autor 2011; Foote and Ryan 2015). Many 

men are unemployed for increasingly long periods with no stable jobs to which they can 

return (Chen 2015). Service-sector positions are also notoriously “bad jobs” with high levels 

of turnover and unemployment for service workers (Foote and Ryan 2015; Kalleberg 2011). 

Together, these trends created a fragmented and heterogeneous labor market in which men 

with less education, work experience, and local labor market opportunities are more likely 

to face long-term precarity (Autor 2011; Coglianese 2018; Kalleberg 2009; Kalleberg and 

Vallas 2018).
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Out of the Labor Force or Unemployed?

Although it is clear “baby boomer” men in the United States are spending less time in 

paid employment than previous cohorts (Johnson, Butrica, and Mommaerts 2010), whether, 

when, and who experiences time out of the labor force rather than unemployment over 

time remains unclear. Those out of the labor force—men who are neither employed nor 

seeking work—constitute a growing percentage of adult men and are quite heterogeneous, 

containing groups with vastly different levels of advantage, such as students, stay-at-home 

parents, discouraged workers, and individuals with disability benefits (Autor and Duggan 

2003; Rothstein 2019; Winship 2017). Moreover, men vary in the timing and duration 

of their time out of the labor force. Some may do so for a relatively short period of 

time, displaying high labor force attachment both before and after leaving the labor force 

(Coglianese 2018), while others may have dropped out of the labor force permanently. 

Prospective patterns of time spent out of the labor force have not been widely studied, and 

whether and when those out of labor force return to paid employment and the timing of 

these transitions may vary significantly.

There is also important heterogeneity among the unemployed (Damaske, Frech, and Wething 

2023), suggesting a comprehensive picture of men’s employment trajectories must also 

consider the timing and duration of men’s time spent not working and seeking work. 

Although most unemployed individuals eventually return to paid work (Binder and Bound 

2019), they do so with relatively different levels of success and following different periods 

of time spent unemployed (Aquino, Brand, and Torche 2022; Brand 2015). Although past 

research suggests unemployment will be more concentrated among less advantaged men, as 

is the case with those out of the labor force (Binder and Bound 2019; Winship 2017), there 

is evidence that unemployment risk has expanded to include the highly educated (Brand 

2015; Hout, Levanon, and Cumberworth 2011) who may pay a steeper cost for their job 

loss (Gangl 2006). Others argue that the highly educated may be better equipped to respond 

to unemployment (Cooper 2014; Damaske 2021). These contradictory findings suggest a 

longitudinal approach that examines time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the labor 

force will shed critical light on our understanding of men’s access to employment over their 

lives.

Past Limitations

Limitations in past research may obscure the true range of between-person and within-

person variation in U.S. men’s work over time. First, previous studies frequently examine 

changes to men’s work using repeated cross-sectional data (Autor 2011; Banerjee and 

Blau 2016; Binder and Bound 2019; Hollister 2011; Winship 2017). This gives useful 

insight into population-level trends but cannot speak to individuals’ experiences over the 

life course. Second, of the longitudinal studies focused on work hours or occupational 

status, most compare men’s work to women’s (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017; Weisshaar 

and Cabello-Hutt 2020), with very few studies focusing solely on men (Rothstein 2019). 

These studies effectively demonstrate U.S. gender differences in employment (Weisshaar 

and Cabello-Hutt 2020) and work-family patterns (Aisenbrey and Fasang 2017), but likely 

minimize within-gender variation. For example, using the NLSY79, Weisshaar and Cabello-

Hutt (2020) identified six group-based trajectories of weeks worked per year across ages 
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22 to 50 and the gender distribution within each trajectory. Of these six groups, one was 

predominantly experienced by men with two others showing relatively similar proportions of 

men and women, whereas women were more likely than men to be in the final three groups. 

Although this provides important insight into the gender gap in steady work, it may mask 

other less prevalent patterns found predominantly among men.

Third, and most notably, research often employs a singular measure of men’s 

longitudinal employment (e.g., work hours or weeks worked), ignoring distinctions between 

unemployment and time spent out of the labor force (Banerjee and Blau 2016; Binder and 

Bound 2019; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020). Given that the precarious employment 

framework emphasizes multiple dimensions of employment precarity—particularly the 

rise of unemployment risk, the increase of contingent work, and the decline in steady 

employment—research that focuses on a singular measure may miss important dimensions 

of precarity (Kalleberg 2009, 2011; Nelson and Smith 1999). Additionally, as men who are 

unemployed vary significantly in sociodemographic characteristics, local market contexts, 

and structural limitations from those out of the labor force (Autor and Duggan 2003; 

Coglianese 2018; Winship 2017), distinguishing between time spent employed, unemployed, 

and out of the labor force may be key for understanding when and why some men 

experience precarious employment while others do not. A final limitation is that the 

common use of work hours or weeks worked as the measure of employment has led 

prior employment trajectory work to exclude persons or person-year observations in which 

people report zero weeks worked (Frech and Damaske 2019; Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 

2020), which likely excludes some of the greatest evidence of precarity. Identifying 

multidimensional and longitudinal measures of employment variation among men will be 

key to understanding how men fare in today’s fragmented labor market.

The Present Study

We draw on a life-course perspective to guide our focus on men’s employment trajectories, 

as well as to predict which men are likely to have access to steady workforce participation, 

with little unemployment or time spent out of work. Life-course scholars argue that early 

advantages and disadvantages early in life cumulate over time, widening disparities between 

groups (Elder, Kirkpatrick Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). This perspective informs our study 

in two ways. First, a life-course perspective leads us to anticipate that men’s workforce 

participation trajectories will be heterogenous and more complex than can be captured 

by a cross-sectional approach; moreover, this perspective leads us to anticipate men’s 

changing employment can be best understood with a longitudinal lens that emphasizes the 

timing and transitions into and out of employment, unemployment, and nonemployment. 

Second, because early experiences of employment and unemployment are strong predictors 

of continued workforce attachment (or further unemployment), we expect that men who are 

employed early in life are more likely to continue to enjoy stable work.

A recent methodological innovation can address two primary shortcomings of prior research 

on men’s work: (1) a focus on repeated cross sections of data or short time spans and (2) 

a focus primarily on measures of continuous employment, such as work hours or weeks 

worked, with very little attention to multidimensional measures, such as the combination of 
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time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the labor force. Group-based multitrajectory 

models (Nagin et al. 2018), an extension of group-based trajectory models (Nagin 2005), 

use longitudinal data to identify clusters of individuals following similar trajectories of 

multiple variables measured over time. We use group-based multitrajectories to identify 

common experiences among U.S. men in a single birth cohort (born from 1957 to 1964) 

in the time they spend employed, unemployed, and out of the labor force between ages 27 

to 49 and to identify predictors of these workforce experiences. We hypothesize that most 

men will experience a multitrajectory characterized by steady work participation between 

ages 27 to 49, with most weeks spent employed, and few weeks spent unemployed or out 

of the labor force. Among the men who do not experience steady work participation, we 

expect to identify two groups: those experiencing an early workforce exit, with fewer weeks 

spent employed (Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 2020) and increased weeks spent unemployed 

and out of the labor force at older ages; or those working intermittently, with part of the 

year employed and part of the year either unemployed or out of the labor force over time 

(Coglianese 2018; Damaske 2011).

Characteristics such as race, nativity, poverty, education, health, transportation limitations, 

occupation, marital status, and the presence of children in the household may clarify why 

some men retain steady employment while others experience greater instability (Cherlin 

2014; Frech and Damaske 2019; Kalleberg 2011; Pager and Shepherd 2008). For example, 

no or inconsistent access to reliable transportation can significantly reduce the ability to 

consistently commute to work and keep a “good” job, or reduce the number of available 

jobs to apply for altogether (Bastiaanssen, Johnson, and Lucas 2020). Being Black or Latino, 

an immigrant, having less than a college education, having poor health, and holding a 

service-industry job are negatively associated with landing and keeping steady employment 

(Binder and Bound 2019; De Jong and Madamba 2001; Pager and Shepherd 2008). In 

contrast, some studies suggest men experience a “boost” in the labor market from marrying 

and having children, making them more likely to acquire or be promoted in a well-paying 

and stable job (Cheng 2016; Glauber 2018). Finally, if individuals are unable to build 

early work experience (as measured by longest job tenure in young adulthood), it may be 

difficult for them to “catch up” to peers who are able to more immediately establish a steady 

employment record (Brand 2015; Damaske et al. 2023).

Early labor market conditions, such as the local unemployment rate, percentage of unionized 

jobs, and rurality of the area (Damaske et al. 2023; Slack and Jensen 2002), may also set 

individuals on different work pathways, shaping initial and subsequent work experiences. 

Areas with a greater concentration of jobs, often more urban locations, provide individuals 

with a greater breadth of employment opportunities following the end of a contract or 

other job loss, allowing them to maintain more consistent employment over time. Moreover, 

unionized positions are positively associated with job tenure (Parolin 2020), suggesting 

workers will fare better in markets with more organized labor. In sum, processes of 

cumulative advantage and disadvantage, drawn from a life-course perspective, may help 

predict which men are most likely to enjoy the “ideal worker norm” of stable employment 

across their working years. Following the identification of group-based multitrajectories 

of men’s workforce participation, we estimate whether these variables are associated with 

membership in these multitrajectories.
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Data and Measures

Data and Sample

The NLSY79 cohort first interviewed a nationally representative sample of 12,686 14- to 21-

year-olds in the United States in 1979, with yearly interviews through 1993 and interviews 

in even-numbered years through the most recently released wave of data for 2020. These 

data are well suited to answer our research questions because they contain rich information 

at each interview on respondents’ time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the labor 

force; detailed occupational histories; marriage and fertility histories; and information on 

the counties where respondents have lived (Bureau of Labor Statistics n.d.). Our analytical 

sample excludes members of oversampled groups that were not retained by the NLSY79 

after the 1984 or 1990 interviews (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2021); respondents who 

attrited before turning 25, because they provide no data on workforce participation between 

ages 27 to 49 (Aughinbaugh, Pierret, and Rothstein 2017), and men in active-duty military 

service which are classified as “out of the labor force” by NLSY79. Our final sample 

included 4,538 men.

Missing Data

Missing data in our analytical sample comes from three sources: item nonresponse within 

waves, skipped waves, and attrition. Item nonresponse was relatively low, with predictor 

variables missing at <10 percent for all variables other than living below the poverty line 

in 1979, for which 24 percent were missing. Attrition and missed survey waves are more 

complex, as the NLSY79 allows respondents to exit and reenter the survey over time. 

Because of this, men varied in how many waves they reported their workforce participation 

and their ages when workforce data were missing (Aughinbaugh et al. 2017). In our sample, 

men reported their weeks employed, unemployed, or out of the labor force at 9.7 of 12 

possible waves per respondent between the ages of 27 and 49 (see Appendix Table A1). The 

ages of missing workforce participation data varied, and as shown in Appendix Table A2, 

most men had no missing workforce participation data or were missing at a single survey 

wave in their forties. Thus, the most common patterns of survey wave missingness indicated 

no missing data or a temporary exit from the study rather than permanent attrition.

We imputed missing values for item nonresponse and missed survey waves using the 

mi impute suite in Stata 16, and averaged results across 20 imputed datasets using the 

mi estimate commands. Our findings were similar when imputing item nonresponse for 

predictor variables only. These results are available upon request. Multivariate results using 

complete case analysis or listwise deletion are not presented as these approaches produce 

biased results in longitudinal data (Jackson, Engelman, and Bandeen-Roche 2019; Young 

and Johnson 2015). Overall, results were consistent across the two imputation strategies in 

the multitrajectories identified and in the predictors of multitrajectories.

Multitrajectory Variables

We began measuring men’s work experiences at about 27 years old to control for early work 

experiences and early-life advantages and disadvantages prior to the measurement of the 

multitrajectories (Nagin 2005). Employment experiences were tracked beginning in 1984 for 
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respondents born in 1957, in 1985 for respondents born in 1958, and so on through 1991 

for respondents born in 1964. We continued to follow respondents, the oldest of whom were 

born in 1957 and 1958, until 2006, when they were about 49 years old. Respondents born 

in 1959 or 1960 were followed until 2008, and so on through 2012, when the youngest 

respondents born in 1963 and 1964 were approximately 49 years old. Thus, our employment 

histories capture the period after which most men in this generation completed schooling 

and before these men entered retirement.

We measured men’s workforce participation every two years at or near odd numbered ages 

between 27 and 49 during calendar years 1984 to 2012, consistent with the biennial nature 

of the NLSY79 data after 1993. Three time-varying variables are used for identification of 

men’s multitrajectories of workforce participation: (1) the proportion of weeks in the last 

year spent employed (participating in the paid civilian workforce), (2) the proportion of 

weeks in the last year spent unemployed (not employed and actively seeking work), and (3) 

the proportion of weeks in the last year spent out of the labor force (not employed and not 

seeking work). When there were no data missing, these variables summed to 1. Weeks out 

of the labor force included time spent as a student, caring for family, disabled, or some other 

reason for not seeking work (Bureau of Labor Statistics n.d.). At age 27, the most common 

answer among those out of the labor force was “some other reason.” Only 50 men reported 

they were out of work because they were attending school or in training at age 27.

Explanatory Variables

Variables used to predict membership in a multitrajectory must be measured prior to 

the earliest time-varying variables included in the trajectory model to preserve causal 

order between independent and dependent variables. Because of this, all variables used to 

predict multitrajectory membership were measured prior to age 27 (Nagin 2005), including 

demographic and early-life characteristics, family and household characteristics at age 25, 

and the local employment context at age 25. Demographic and early-life variables included 

race/ethnicity (Latino, Black, non-Latino non-Black), U.S. nativity (1 = non-U.S. native), 

family of origin socioeconomic status (1 = lived below the poverty line in 1979; 1 = 

mother did not graduate from high school), cognitive skill (measured in 1980 using the 

Armed Forces Qualifying Test [AFQT]), educational attainment (measured in years at age 

25), work-limiting health conditions at age 25 (1 = has limitation to type or amount of 

work one can do), transportation barriers to a good job between ages 18 to 25, current or 

most recent occupation (reference: professional), and longest job tenure in years between 

ages 22 to 25. Family and household variables at age 25 included marital status (never 

married, married, or divorced or widowed) and coresidence with children (1 = yes). Finally, 

the local employment context at age 25 was measured by residence in a rural area, the 

local unemployment rate, and the percent of workers in the respondent’s state with union 

contracts (Hirsch, Macpherson, and Vroman 2001).

Methods

Multitrajectory models expand upon group-based trajectory models by identifying 

individuals who share similar trajectories across multiple time-varying measures 
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simultaneously rather than one time-varying variable (see Nagin et al. 2018 for a detailed 

explanation and relevant equations). Group-based trajectory models using one time-varying 

variable have previously been used to describe unemployment experiences over time 

(Damaske et al. 2023; Frech, Damaske, and Ohler 2022), men’s personal income (Frech 

and Damaske 2019), men’s and women’s percent of weeks employed (Weisshaar and 

Cabello-Hutt 2020), and women’s weekly work hours (Damaske and Frech 2016) in the 

NLSY79. A multitrajectory model expands upon these prior studies in its ability to show 

(for example) one multitrajectory group with high employment, low unemployment, and low 

levels of time spent out of the labor force over time, and a second multitrajectory group with 

(for example) declining employment over time, rising levels of unemployment, and rising 

levels of time out of the labor force at later ages. The goal of multitrajectory modeling is 

not to identify the “correct” number of groups but rather to identify clusters of individuals 

sharing common experiences across multiple (and often related) variables measured over 

time and to draw meaningful comparisons among these groups (Nagin et al. 2018). We used 

multitrajectory models to identify groups of individuals who followed similar trajectories of 

weeks employed, weeks unemployed, and weeks out of the labor force across ages 27 to 

49. We then examine associations between group membership and our predictors of interest, 

correcting for the systematic underestimation of the structural parts of the predictive model 

using the Bolck, Croon, and Hagenaars (BCH) approach (Bolck, Croon, and Hagenaars 

2004).

Researchers using group-based trajectory or multitrajectory methods fit models on the 

basis of quantitative measures of fit as well as substantive concerns and guiding theories. 

Quantitative fit measures include Bayesian information criterion statistics calculated at the 

person and person-year levels, where negative values closer to zero indicate better fit, as well 

as the average probability of correct placement (APP) for each group, where scores greater 

than 0.70 indicate that individuals are, on average, a good fit for their assigned group (Nagin 

2005). We evaluate these measures of model fit when we introduce each multitrajectory. 

Researchers also take into consideration substantive decisions such as avoiding especially 

small groups, avoiding the replication of existing groups, and guidance from existing 

findings and theory (Nagin et al. 2018; Saloniemi et al. 2021). We explain these decisions 

when we describe our models of best fit in the results.

After selecting a final multitrajectory model, we tested our hypotheses predicting 

membership in multitrajectories using multinomial logistic regression with a BCH 

correction (Bolck et al. 2004). Relating latent class membership to external variables 

through such a structural model leads to a systematic underestimation of parameters, and 

this bias is amplified as classification error increases (Vermunt 2010). Thus, we implement 

the BCH approach to address measurement error in classifying trajectory groups using 

a pseudo–maximum likelihood estimation of the multinomial logistic regression model 

with classification weights, and estimating variances using a clustered sandwich estimator 

(Vermunt 2010). To avoid challenges relating to changes in the structural model altering the 

membership probabilities, we rely on this three-step approach (Bakk and Kuha 2021). All 

analyses are conducted using Stata 16.
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Results

Descriptive Statistics

Descriptive trends in men’s work participation over time are shown in Figure 1, which 

graphs the average proportion of weeks men in the sample spent employed, unemployed, 

and out of the labor force from ages 27 to 49.

Figure 1 indicates that men’s employment experiences are relatively stable over time, with 

most weeks spent employed across ages 27 to 49, and the remaining weeks roughly evenly 

split between time spent unemployed or out of labor force. Men were, on average, employed 

for 83 percent of the year at age 27 (about 43 weeks), and this number increased to 86 

percent as men aged into their late 30s and early 40s before declining to 79 percent (about 

41 weeks) by age 49. At age 27, men in our sample spent an average of seven percent of 

the year (approximately 3–4 weeks) unemployed, and this number declined to 4 percent in 

their late 30s and early 40s before increasing to 6 percent (about three weeks per year) by 

age 49. The percent of weeks out of the labor force increased with age, with men spending 

an average of 9 percent of weeks (4–5 weeks per year) out of the workforce at age 27, 

increasing to 14 percent of weeks (about seven weeks) by age 49. The descriptive statistics 

for predictors of men’s multitrajectories are shown in Table 1.

Multitrajectories of Men’s Workforce Participation

To create multitrajectory models, researchers first specify the distribution of each trajectory 

variable, the polynomial order of each trajectory, and the total number of multitrajectories. 

All three time-varying trajectory variables used in our multi-trajectory models—proportion 

of weeks employed in the last year, proportion of weeks unemployed in the last year, and 

proportion of weeks out of labor force in the last year—were classified as a censored normal 

distribution with values ranging from zero (0 percent of weeks in the last year employed, 

unemployed, or out of labor force) to one (100 percent of weeks in the last year spent 

employed, unemployed, or out of labor force). All trajectories were set to a quadratic form 

because all linear forms were significant, all quadratic forms were significant, and few cubic 

forms reached significance (and none altered the findings presented below). From here, the 

aim was to identify the total number of multitrajectories.

Because multitrajectory models are an extension of group-based trajectory models, we began 

the process of determining the total number of multitrajectories by comparing measures of 

model fit for each variable separately, using single-variable group-based trajectory models. 

We identified five group-based trajectories of the proportion of weeks employed between 

ages 27 and 49, four group-based trajectories of the proportion of weeks unemployed 

between ages 27 and 49, and four group-based trajectories of the proportion of weeks out of 

the labor force between ages 27 and 49. Measures of model fit are available upon request. 

We used these results to set the minimum number of multi-trajectory groups at four, as 

four was the minimum number of groups in the models of best fit for the single-variable 

group-based trajectories (Nagin et al. 2018).

Measures of model fit for multitrajectory models are presented in Table 2, where we 

compared fit across 4 to 7 multitrajectories of men’s workforce participation. As the 
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number of multitrajectory groups increased, Bayesian information criterion statistics moved 

closer to zero and APPs remained above the recommended threshold of 0.70, indicating 

progressively better fit. However, when we reached seven multitrajectories, we encountered 

a group containing only 18 men—well under 1 percent of the sample—indicating a poorer 

substantive fit in comparison with the six-group model, which we selected as the model of 

best fit. The final multitrajectories are shown in Figure 2 and described in Table 3.

Ordered by size, the six graphs in Figure 2 show the six multitrajectories of men’s workforce 

participation from ages 27 to 49. Each multitrajectory includes estimates of the proportion 

of weeks employed, unemployed, and out of the labor force by age, and the three variables 

measured separately add to approximately one or 100 percent at each age. Descriptive 

statistics by multitrajectory group are available in Appendix Table A3. With 41 percent 

of the sample, the largest multitrajectory group, steady work participation, reflected the 

strongest labor force attachment among the six groups, with men in this group experiencing 

nearly all weeks per year employed across all ages and less than five percent of weeks spent 

unemployed or out of the labor force across ages 27 to 49. The second largest multitrajectory 

group, increasingly steady work, consisted of 25 percent of men who worked an average of 

73 percent of weeks at age 27; the men slowly increased their percent of weeks employed 

as they aged such that by age 49, 97 percent of weeks were spent employed, nearly 20 

years after the steady workers achieved full participation, on average. For this group, weeks 

spent unemployed or out of the labor force declined with time, with both variables trending 

closely to one another, each beginning at about 15 percent of weeks at age 27 and declining 

to less than 3 percent by age 49.

Increasing unemployment and out of labor force (hereafter, increasing UE and OOLF), 

was the third largest group with 13 percent of the sample, characterized by relatively high 

workforce participation until about age 40 (80 percent to 90 percent of weeks per year). 

In their forties, paid employment declined with men reporting an average of 16 percent of 

weeks unemployed and 21 percent of weeks out of the labor force by age 49. The fourth 

group included 11 percent of the sample and was characterized by intermittent work, with 

workers averaging about 50 percent of weeks per year employed from ages 27 to 49, 20 

percent to 30 percent of weeks out of the labor force, and 15 percent to 20 percent of weeks 

unemployed from ages 27 to 49. These men reported their highest levels of employment at 

age 49 and their highest percent of weeks of out of the labor force around ages 31 to 33.

Early-career exit and midcareer exit were the smallest two groups, 6 percent and 4 percent 

of men, respectively, and were characterized by their low attachment to the workforce. 

Early-career exit men worked just under 30 percent to 40 percent of weeks in their late 20s, 

and increased their percent of weeks out of the labor force as they aged, so that by age 49, 

fully 85 percent of all weeks per year were spent out of the labor force, and only 6 percent 

of weeks were spent employed. Unemployment was low and declining across age from 10 

percent to 20 percent of weeks unemployed per year in their 20s and early 30s to less than 

10 percent of weeks through their 40s. Finally, midcareer exit respondents had mid to high 

levels of workforce participation throughout their 20s and much of their 30s, and reported 

working 65 percent to 80 percent of weeks per year until age 40, when the percent of weeks 

spent out of the labor force increased from about 25 percent to nearly 100 percent between 
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ages 39 and 49. Unemployment was also relatively low for this group, and remained below 

20 percent of weeks at each age, declining from 13 percent of weeks at age 27 to less than 1 

percent of weeks by age 49.

Overall, we observed remarkable diversity in men’s working lives. Only 41 percent of 

men embodied the ideal worker norm of low unemployment, low out of work, and a 

high proportion of weeks worked across most ages (steady work participation). Most men 

(58 percent) faced more precarious employment trajectories, with one trajectory where 

men consistently had fewer weeks worked, and more time unemployed and out of the 

labor market (intermittent work) and three trajectories characterized by labor force exits at 

different ages (increasing UE and OOLF, early-career exit, midcareer exit). These results 

did not support our hypothesis that most men would experience steady work participation. 

We found partial support for our expectation that men who did not experience steady work 

participation would experience early workforce exits or intermittent work, but we also see 

the emergence of a new category: increasingly steady work.

Predicting Multitrajectory Membership

Our final analyses, presented in Table 4, predict membership in each multitrajectory, relative 

to the modal steady work participation multitrajectory, characterized by the highest levels 

of workforce participation across all ages and the lowest levels of unemployment and time 

spent out of the labor force. Results are presented as relative risk ratios, with statistically 

significant values above one indicating higher risk of membership in a multitrajectory 

relative to steady work participation, and statistically significant values below one indicating 

lower risk of membership in a multitrajectory relative to steady work participation.

Relative to non-Black, non-Latino men, Black men were more likely to experience 

increasingly steady, increasing UE and OOLF, intermittent, and early-career exit 

multitrajectories relative to steady work. Latino men were more likely to experience 

intermittent or early-career exit multitrajectories. Non-U.S. natives were less likely to 

experience early-career exit or midcareer exit multitrajectories, but more likely to experience 

increasing UE and OOLF. Living below the poverty line was positively associated with 

intermittent and midcareer exit multitrajectories, and a mother who did not graduate from 

high school increased the risk of midcareer exit. Both higher AFQT scores and higher 

educational attainment decreased the risk of all multitrajectories relative to steady work, 

as did longer job tenures in young adulthood. Health limitations to work at age 25 were 

associated with an increased risk of all experiences except increasing UE and OOLF 

relative to steady work, and a transportation barrier to a good job in young adulthood 

increased the risk of all non-steady multitrajectories. The role of occupation varied: relative 

to professional work, service sector work at age 25 made increasing UE and OOLF and 

intermittent work across adulthood more likely, while working as operators, fabricators, and 

laborers increased the risk of all groups other than early-career exit. Precision production, 

craft, and repair occupations increased the risk of intermittent work and midcareer exit. 

Those not in the workforce at age 25 had the highest risks of nonsteady work; their increased 

risk of all multitrajectories other than the increasing UE and OOLF ranged from relative risk 

ratios of 5.38 (increasingly steady) to 28.2 (early-career exit).
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Compared with never-married men at age 25, married men were less likely to experience all 

multitrajectories relative to steady, while divorce was associated with an increased risk of 

increasing UE and OOLF and a decreased risk of midcareer exit. Children in the household 

at age 25 was positively associated with intermittent work but was not associated with other 

multitrajectories.

The local context at age 25 was also associated with multitrajectories of workforce 

participation. Living in a rural area was associated with a lower risk of an increasingly 

steady multitrajectory, while higher area unemployment rates at age 25 increased the risk of 

increasingly steady work. A higher percent of union work in the respondents’ state increased 

the likelihood of intermittent and early-career exit multitrajectories relative to steady work.

These results supported our assertion that processes of cumulative advantage and 

disadvantage would contribute to men’s long-term trajectories of workforce participation. 

Men who were less attached to the workforce early in their careers, including those 

experiencing shorter job tenure or time out of the workforce by age 25, were less likely 

to experience steady work as they moved through midlife. Manufacturing, labor, and service 

jobs at age 25 were associated with several nonsteady trajectories, while being married 

was associated with steady employment. Other variables associated with greater exposure 

to precarious work, including facing racial or ethnic discrimination, lower educational 

attainment, or structural disadvantages in local labor markets were also associated with 

trajectories of higher unemployment and time out of work relative to steady workers.

Discussion

Men’s work lives were once characterized as a “lockstep progression” in which men 

completed their formal education, entered the labor market, and remained in the workforce 

with stably high workforce attachment until retirement years (Moen and Sweet 2004). 

Although men continue to face broad cultural norms presuming their steady employment 

and breadwinning (Thébaud 2010; Thébaud and Pedulla 2016), the rise of precarious work 

(Kalleberg 2009), the decline of good jobs for middle-skill men (Yavorsky and Dill 2020) 

and recent recessions (Hipple 2016) have contributed to U.S. men’s declining workforce 

participation. Using group-based multitrajectory models, we identified common patterns 

across men’s time spent employed, unemployed, and out of the workforce from ages 27 

to 49. To our knowledge, this study is the first to demonstrate that men’s workforce 

experiences across the life course reflect the tension of these countervailing forces. This 

novel approach illustrates the importance of a life-course perspective in examining an 

individual’s complete work history, including levels of unemployment and out of labor force 

alongside weeks spent employed, as all three variables differed across the groups in their 

timing and duration.

Astonishingly, only 41 percent of younger baby boomer men followed trajectories of steady 

workforce participation, spending 98 percent of their weeks employed between the ages of 

27 to 49. This trajectory is frequently assumed to be characteristic of the vast majority of 

men’s experiences, therefore, this number is staggeringly low given societal expectations 

about men’s continuous labor force attachment (Cooper 2014; Thébaud and Pedulla 2016). 
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We further find that 25 percent of men experienced increasingly steady work, characterized 

by early bouts of unemployment and time out of the labor force. Despite rising precarity 

in American jobs overall in this period (Kalleberg 2009, 2011), this was the only group 

to grow more attached to the labor market over time, seeming to accumulate advantages 

at least in terms of weeks spent employed. Increasingly steady men were, on average, less 

educated, more likely to experience health limitations to work, and lived in areas with higher 

unemployment rates at age 25 compared with steady worker peers (see Appendix Table A3). 

However, they were somewhat more advantaged than those experiencing other nonsteady 

trajectories, suggesting that increasingly steady men’s moderate level of advantage allowed 

them to improve on their circumstances in ways that less advantaged groups did not. 

Although these men eventually experienced the stable employment enjoyed by those with 

steady workforce participation, these men took nearly 20 years to reach parity with steady 

workers; because of this timing difference, we anticipate that, in comparison with steady 

workers, increasingly steady workers will likely experience substantial losses in their end-

of-career wages, retirement savings, and income stability (Western et al. 2012).

Thirteen percent of men experienced increasing unemployment and out of labor force, 

experiencing a lower percent of paid work weeks and more time spent unemployed and out 

of labor force rise as they entered their mid to late forties. These men experienced several 

early-life disadvantages contributing to their midlife precarity, including demographic, 

occupational, and family-related variables. They did not, however, show any significant 

associations between the local employment context at age 25 and their employment 

trajectory. Given that these men were some of the most likely to be operators, fabricators, 

and laborers at age 25 (see Appendix Table A3), it is possible that their skills became less 

marketable in a changing labor market. Moreover, once they experienced an initial decline in 

weeks employed, their employment fell seemingly exponentially; it seems likely that these 

individuals will continue to face this cumulative disadvantage for the remainder of their 

careers (Elder et al. 2003).

The remaining 21 percent of the sample experienced much more precarious employment, 

including trajectories of intermittent workforce participation and early exits from work. 

Eleven percent of men experienced intermittent work, never showing year-round paid 

employment but still exhibiting some degree of continuity in their level of labor force 

attachment over the life course, as their time spent in employment, unemployment, and out 

of work was relatively constant year to year. Several demographic, occupational, and family 

disadvantages were positively associated with membership in this trajectory. Notably, this 

was the only trajectory significantly associated with having children in the household at age 

25. A majority of men exhibiting intermittent work were Black (52 percent; see Appendix 

Table A3), and compared with non-Black non-Latino men, Black men were more than 

2.5 times as likely to experience intermittent work than steady work. This suggests racial 

discrimination may be a significant factor in the “steadily unsteady” work of intermittent 

employment. Previous literature has documented a rise in men’s experience of short-term, 

temporary periods not in paid employment (Coglianese 2018). Although studies indicate 

these individuals differ from the unemployed and often return to steady employment later 

(Coglianese 2018), our results suggest that intermittent workers experience relatively equal 

time unemployed and out of work; these breaks are a recurring feature of their careers. A 
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variety of occupations may result in this pattern, including agricultural or construction work 

(U.S. Department of Labor 2022). Future research should investigate heterogeneity within 

this multitrajectory.

Six percent of men faced an early-career exit, with both employment and unemployment 

rates lowering early in their careers. Given that these men were the most likely of any 

group to report health limitations at age 25, this group is likely to encompass those with 

chronic or early-onset disabilities, among other men with persistent loose attachment to the 

labor market. Early-career exiters had the lowest weeks of employment at age 27 of any 

group, a number that continued to decline over the next decade. Finally, 4 percent of men 

experienced midcareer exit, leaving work in their late 30s. Yet even in their twenties, the 

men in this group reported a relatively small proportion of weeks worked, suggesting that 

they had the most tenuous ties to the paid labor force. This trajectory may encompass men 

who feel their skill set is being “phased out” of the labor market, such as factory workers 

or other skilled laborers (Autor 2011; Coglianese 2018; Winship 2017), or men who are 

discouraged workers who leave the labor market after a considerable amount of time spent 

underemployed or unemployed (Dooley and Prause 2003; Sharone 2013).

Out of all six trajectories, early-career exit and midcareer exit men experienced some 

of the greatest early-life disadvantages, with many reporting low family socioeconomic 

status at their baseline interview, transportation limitations, lower paying occupations, and 

lower AFQT scores and educational attainment (see Appendix Table A3). This suggests 

early-life disadvantage set these men on much more precarious trajectories than their steady 

work counterparts. Whereas weeks out of the labor force accumulated immediately for 

early-career exit men, midcareer exiters saw a slightly delayed, but far more rapid, increase 

in time spent out of the labor force. Future work should seek to examine the diversity of 

paths to early work exits, as well as the effects of social disadvantage on the timing and pace 

of these paths.

Our findings both support and differ somewhat from other research identifying group-based 

trajectories of workforce participation in the NLSY79. Most notably, our multitrajectories 

include three patterns similar to those identified by Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt (2020) 

in their analysis of weeks worked among NLSY79 men and women from ages 22 to 50. 

Like Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt (2020), we identify groups of men with steady high, 

late entry, and early exits patterns. Our multitrajectories allow us to identify that the early 

exit groups typically experience increasing time out of the paid labor force (i.e., they 

are not unemployed). Additionally, we find that the group Weisshaar and Cabello-Hutt 

(2020) termed “late entry”—and in our study is increasingly steady—is employed most 

(but not all) weeks of the year and is as likely to be unemployed as out of the labor 

force, suggesting these men experience divergent routes to stable paid employment. We 

also identify intermittent employment patterns which were not identified by Weisshaar and 

Cabello-Hutt (2020). The difference across these studies is likely due to their different 

samples and methodologies. Our sample did not include women and may reveal new 

patterns that are likely not as characteristic of women. Our sample included person-year 

observations where respondents spent an entire year out of the labor force, allowing us to 

identify greater precarity among men. In addition, our multi-trajectory approach includes 
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time spent unemployed and out of the labor force, which likely affects the composition 

of our multitrajectory groups and their predictors. As such, measuring unemployment and 

out of the labor force as separate states allows us to establish greater inference about 

why men are not in full-time employment. By revealing when men are actively seeking 

employment and when they are not, we are able to more clearly hypothesize about disability, 

skills being phased out of the market, and seasonal work (early-career exit, midcareer 

exit, and intermittent work, respectively). Future research should continue to investigate the 

heterogeneity of workforce experiences and the variables most associated with job security 

and stability.

Limitations

Our study has several limitations. Group-based trajectory models and multitrajectory models 

focus on the group as the unit of comparison rather than the individual. This means the 

workforce experiences we present represent common experiences, but men assigned to these 

groups may have individual experiences that deviate from the groups to which they are 

assigned, although our approach does account for the probability an individual assigned 

to the correct group. We are also unable to adjust for the many experiences that affect 

men’s employment across their careers, including health conditions, family circumstances, 

and economic shifts that occur after we begin measuring men’s employment at age 27. 

Finally, our findings are less generalizable to the men who were most likely to attrit from the 

NLSY79 study, including Black men and non-U.S. natives.

Group-based trajectory models and other finite-mixture models have been critiqued in recent 

years for producing inconsistent results across methods, and for lacking a standardized 

approach for selecting the best-fitting number of groups (Sijbrandij et al. 2019; van der Nest 

et al. 2020; Warren et al. 2015). We address these concerns in three ways. First, by using 

the NLSY79 data, we measure individuals’ experiences at closely spaced intervals, which 

improves the consistency of results. Second, we identify groups that are well specified (i.e., 

APPs above the 0.70 recommended threshold), indicating that individuals are, on average, 

a good fit for their assigned group (Nagin 2005). Third, we select the best-fitting number 

of groups by combining measures of model fit with existing theory and research rather than 

using model fit alone (Nagin 2005; van der Nest et al. 2020; Warren et al. 2015).

Conclusion

These findings clearly demonstrate that assumptions of the “ideal worker” do not account for 

structural and other barriers that so many men face at the start of their careers. In fact, our 

research suggests men experience far more time both out of the labor force and unemployed 

than the “ideal worker norm” prescribes. Although this norm is deeply intertwined with 

ideals of masculinity in the United States, it has not resisted the structural changes to paid 

employment over the past 40 years. With less than half of all men able to work stably 

across their working years, men’s employment precarity appears to be a far more expansive 

phenomenon than is often understood. Moreover, gendered norms of breadwinning and the 

pressure on men to provide financially (Frech and Damaske 2019) may encourage less 

advantaged men to continue to seek steady work, which may keep them in the paid labor 
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force despite an inability to find a “good job,” as with the intermittent workers. In addition 

to clear social, personal, and health consequences for inconsistent or intermittent work, 

studies show failure to achieve employment norms can have further social and personal 

consequences for men, including a toll on mental health and well-being, financial instability, 

reduced social status, strained personal relationships, and limited access to benefits or 

protections (Aquino et al. 2022; Dooley and Prause 2003; Frech et al. 2022). Given the 

prevalence of nonsteady work, public policy should seek to target the modifiable causes of 

men’s lower workforce attachment.
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Appendix

Table A1.

Respondents’ Number of Missing Waves for Work Participation Variables (n = 4,538).

Number of Waves Missing n Percentage Cumulative Percentage

0 2002 44.1 44.1

1 808 17.8 61.9

2 401 8.8 70.8

3 267 5.9 76.7

4 209 4.6 81.2

5 162 3.6 84.8

6 160 3.5 88.3

7 114 2.5 90.9

8 72 1.6 92.4

9 95 2.1 94.5

10 92 2.0 96.6

11 107 2.4 98.9

12 49 1.1 100

Table A2.

Prevalence of the 10 Most Common Patterns of Missingness for Workforce Participation 

Variables, Ages 27 to 49.

Age

27 29 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47 49

44%

3% X

2% X

2% X

2% X

2% X

2% X X

1% X X X X X X X X X X X

1% X

1% X

Note: X = work participation missing at this age.
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Table A3.

Descriptive Statistics across Men’s Multitrajectories of Workforce Participation (n = 4,538).

Steady Work 
Participation

Increasingly 
Steady work

Increasing 
UE and 
OOLF

Intermittent 
Work

Early-
Career Exit

Midcareer 
Exit

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Demographic and 
early-life 
variables, age 25

 Latino 18% 21% 20% 20% 23% 24%

 Black 20% 29% 33% 52% 54% 37%

 Non-Latino, 
non-Black

62% 50% 47% 28% 23% 39%

 Non-U.S. 
native

7% 9% 10% 7% 4% 6%

 Lived below 
poverty line, 
1979

11% 19% 18% 33% 37% 31%

 Mother did not 
graduate from 
high school

33% 45% 46% 57% 63% 64%

 AFQT 
percentile, 1980

47.37 (31.2) 35.64 (29.7) 32.17 (27.9) 21.67 (22.9) 14.42 (18.0) 20.11 (20.5)

 Educational 
attainment, 
centered at 12 
years

1.24 (2.3) .39 (2.3) .29 (2.2) −0.60 (1.9) −1.13 (1.90) −0.67 (1.88)

 Health limits 
work

2% 4% 3% 6% 9% 5%

 Transportation 
limits access to a 
good job

15% 27% 27% 41% 43% 39%

 Occupation

  Professional 18% 10% 9% 4% 3% 4%

  Technical or 
sales

24% 16% 16% 9% 6% 11%

  Service 11% 14% 16% 16% 14% 14%

  Operators, 
fabricators, and 
laborers

26% 34% 37% 35% 29% 44%

  Precision 
production, craft, 
repairs

19% 20% 19% 18% 11% 21%

  Not in 
workforce

1% 7% 3% 18% 37% 6%

 Longest job 
tenure in years, 
ages 22–25

2.96 (1.9) 2.21 (1.7) 2.47 (1.8) 1.50 (1.4) 1.12 (1.4) 1.90 (1.6)

Family and 
household 
variables, age 25

 Never married 56% 64% 60% 69% 75% 61%

 Married 40% 28% 32% 21% 15% 32%
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Steady Work 
Participation

Increasingly 
Steady work

Increasing 
UE and 
OOLF

Intermittent 
Work

Early-
Career Exit

Midcareer 
Exit

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

Percentage/
Mean (SD)

 Divorced or 
widowed

5% 8% 8% 10% 10% 6%

 Children in 
household

24% 23% 24% 25% 16% 28%

Local context, 
age 25

 Lives in rural 
area

18% 16% 18% 16% 17% 23%

 Local 
unemployment 
rate

7.79 (3.3) 8.09 (3.5) 7.78 (3.4) 7.90 (3.3) 8.06 (3.5) 8.07 (3.4)

 Percent of 
workers in state 
with union 
contracts

18.% (7.6) 18% (7.8) 17% (7.6) 18% (7.8) 18% (7.8) 17% (8.0)

n 1,947 1,079 640 439 249 184

Note: AFQT = Armed Forces Qualifying Test; OOLF = out of labor force; UE = unemployment
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Figure 1. 
Men’s workforce participation from ages 27 to 49 (n = 4,538).
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Figure 2. 
Multitrajectories of men’s workforce participation from ages 27 to 49 (n = 4,538). (A) 

Steady work participation (41 percent), (B) increasingly steady work (25 percent), (C) 

increasing unemployment and out of labor force (13 percent), (D) intermittent work (11 

percent), (E) early-career exit (6 percent), and (F) midcareer exit (4 percent).
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Table 1.

Descriptive Statistics of Predictors of Men’s Multitrajectories (n = 4,538).

Percentage/Mean (SD)

Early-life advantages and demographics, age 25

 Race/ethnicity

  Latino 20%

  Black 30%

  Non-Latino, non-Black 51%

 Non-U.S. native 7%

 Lived below poverty line, 1979 18%

 Mother did not graduate from high school 43%

 AFQT percentile, 1980 37.75 (30.5)

 Educational attainment, centered at 12 years 0.54 (2.34)

 Health limits work 3%

 Transportation limits access to a good job, ages 18–25 24%

 Occupation

  Professional 12%

  Technical or sales 18%

  Service 13%

  Operators, fabricators, laborers, and agriculture 31%

  Precision production, craft, repairs 19%

  Not in workforce 7%

 Longest job tenure in years, ages 22–25 2.42 (1.84)

Family and household, age 25

Marital status

  Never married 61%

  Married 33%

  Divorced or widowed 7%

 Children in household 23%

Local context, age 25

 Lives in rural area 18%

 Local unemployment rate 7.86 (3.38)

 Percentage of workers in state with union contracts 20% (8)

Note: Descriptive statistics were calculated using the misum command in Stata 16. AFQT = Armed Forces Qualifying Test.
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Table 4.

Covariate Association with Men’s Multitrajectories Using Multinomial Logistic Regression with Bolck, 

Croon, and Hagenaars Correction (n = 4,538).

Increasingly 
Steady

Increasing UE 
and OOLF

Intermittent 
Work

Early-Career 
Exit Midcareer Exit

Early-life advantages and 
demographics, age 25 Latino 
(reference: non-Latino, non-Black)

1.06 .92 1.53** 2.30*** 1.09

(.91–1.24) (.78–1.07) (1.14–2.03) (1.62–3.26) (.81–1.5)

 Black 1.19* 1.34*** 2.62** 2.34*** 1.06

(1.04–1.36) (1.10–1.64) (1.93–3.57) (1.85–2.98) (.87–1.29)

 Non-U.S. native 1.21 1.42** .73 .23*** .45**

(.99–1.48) (1.13–1.79) (.49–1.08) (.11–.47) (.26–.77)

 Lived below poverty line, 1979 1.17 .99 1.38** 1.26 1.33*

(.98–1.39) (.78–1.27) (1.12–1.69) (.93–1.72) (1.04–1.71)

 Mother did not graduate from high 
school

1.05 1.11 1.05 1.00 1.62***

(.92–1.20) (.93–1.31) (.89–1.24) (.72–1.37) (1.35–1.95)

 AFQT percentile, 1980 .996** .993*** .992** .97*** .98**

(.994–.999) (.990–.995) (.987–.997) (.97–.98) (.98–.98)

 Educational attainment .87*** .89*** .73*** .67*** .79***

(.84–.90) (.84–.95) (.69–.78) (.63–.72) (.74–.83)

 Health limits work 1.75*** 1.37 1.93* 3.10*** 2.07***

(1.35–2.28) (1.00–1.87) (1.18–3.14) (2.01–4.80) (1.53–2.81)

 Transportation limits access to a 
good job, ages 18–25

1.63*** 1.61*** 2.05*** 1.98*** 2.11***

(1.46–1.82) (1.39–1.86) (1.63–2.58) (1.50–2.60) (1.71–2.60)

 Occupation (reference: professional) 
Technical or sales

.079 1.08 1.17 .87 1.50

(.87–1.19) (.82–1.42) (.83–1.64) (.51–1.50) (.73–3.08)

  Service 1.18 1.37* 1.90*** 1.45 1.82

(.98–1.42) (1.01–1.86) (1.41–2.56) (.97–2.17) (.96–3.45)

  Operators, fabricators, and 
laborers

1.44** 1.55** 1.94*** 1.33 2.35*

(1.19–1.75) (1.21–1.98) (1.44–2.62) (.88–1.99) (1.27–4.34)

  Precision production, craft, 
repairs

1.20 1.23 1.82** 1.01 1.94*

(.97–1.49) (.891–1.71) (1.24–2.67) (.60–1.72) (1.05–3.58)

  Not in workforce 5.38*** 2.04 16.89*** 28.20*** 6.03***

(4.10–7.05) (.86–4.87) (10.59–26.94) (15.52–51.24) (2.52–14.46)

Longest job tenure in years, ages 22–
25

.81*** .87** .63*** .59*** .71***

(.77–.85) (.79–.96) (.58–.69) (.53–.66) (.65–.78)

Family and household, age 25 Married 
(reference: never married)

.60*** .78* .45*** .51*** .71*

(.53–.68) (.61–.98) (.35–.59) (.38–.68) (.54–.92)

 Divorced or widowed 1.09 1.28* 1.36 1.32 .71*

(.88–1.33) (1.01–1.63) (.99–1.86) (.95–1.83) (.51–.98)

 Children in household (1 = yes) 1.15 .95 1.51** .95 .955
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Increasingly 
Steady

Increasing UE 
and OOLF

Intermittent 
Work

Early-Career 
Exit Midcareer Exit

(1.00–1.29) (.76–1.20) (1.19–1.90) (.70–1.29) (.73–3.08)

Local context, age 25 Lives in rural 
area

.83** .98 .92 .87 1.19

(.73–.94) (.81–1.19) (.74–1.14) (.66–1.13) (.97–1.45)

 Local unemployment rate 1.03*** 1.00 1.00 1.01 1.02

(1.02–1.04) (.98–1.03) (.97–1.04) (.97–1.04) (.99–1.05)

 Percentage of workers in state with 
union contracts

1.00 .998 1.02*** 1.03** 1.01

(.99–1.01) (.991–1.01) (1.01–1.03) (1.01–1.04) (1.00–1.02)

Constant 1.05 .64 .32 .35 .22

(.05–22.7) (.03–12.2) (.02–5.9) (.02–6.1) (.01–4.7)

Note: The reference category is steady work. Results are averaged across 20 datasets using the mi estimate command in Stata 16 and presented as 
relative risk ratios. AFQT = Armed Forces Qualifying Test; OOLF = out of labor force; UE = unemployment.

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01, and

***
p < .001,

two-tailed hypothesis tests.
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