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1. It has been argued that in order to control costs, firnms are

i ncreasingly seeking more flexibility in their use of |abor. Enployers have
sought this additional flexibility within their own workforces, as well as
fromsources outside their organization. Internally, they have hired workers
on a tenporary basis. Externally, they have obtained | abor through tenporary
hel p busi nesses or by contracting with firnms or individuals to provide
specific services. Anecdotal evidence of the trend toward nore flexible

enpl oynent arrangenents is fairly extensive; nmeasuring the extent of such
enpl oynment in the | abor force as a whole, however, has been nore problematic.
Job tenure has been of central focus when anal yzing the issue of job security
inthe United States. In addition, the U S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
recently conducted a supplenment to its nonthly |abor force survey, the
Current Popul ation Survey (CPS), to obtain nore information on another aspect
of this issue--contingent jobs, that is, jobs which are structured to | ast
only a limted period of tine.

2. Two approaches to nmeasuring job tenure. Tine spent with an enpl oyer
or job tenure, is a comonly used variable in studies of the |abor market
that focus on topics such as |abor supply, job search, and job turnover. A
nunber of recent studies (D ebold, Neurmark, and Pol sky 1996; Farber 1994;

Swi nnerton and Wal 1995) have exami ned data on job duration fromthe CPS in
order to provide direct enpirical evidence of declining job stability in the
U.S. econony. Although the results are not conpletely consistent, these

1 Prepared by Jonat han Veum and Thomas Nardone, econonists in the Office

of Enpl oynent and Unenpl oyrment Statistics.
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studies generally find little, if any, decline in job stability in the |ast

two decades. While certain subgroups of the popul ati on, such as those with
| ess education, experienced |ess job security than in the past, for the nost
part these analyses indicate no systenic change in the duration of jobs over
time.

3. One issue that arises when examining job durations is the quality of
the job tenure data in the CPS. Information on how | ong individuals have
wor ked continuously for their current enployer is available in periodic CPS
suppl enents. Yet these job tenure data often are viewed as being relatively
crude given that durations are neasured in years and the frequency
distributions tend to exhibit spikes at years which are nultiples of five (5,
10, 15, etc.). Hence, these data may contain substantial recall or rounding
errors.

4, Evi dence fromother U S. data sources also indicates that data on job
tenure are often problematic. |In particular, Brown and Light (1992) found
that in the Panel Study of Income Dynanics, which interviews the sane people
over tine, responses fromtenure questions were often inconsistent with

cal endar time. For exanple, in one year an individual mght claimto have
been working for an enployer for three years, but in the subsequent year the
sane person would claimto have been working with the same enpl oyer six
years. Inconsistent responses such as these suggest that tenure data are
often unreliable, even when collected |ongitudinally.

5. Anot her | ongitudinal data source, the National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth (NLSY), collects data in a way so as to minimze recall problens and
roundi ng errors. These data describe a sanple of young nmen and wonen who
were between the ages of 14 and 22 in 1979 and have been intervi ewed
regularly since then. The NLSY collects data in an event history format, in
whi ch dates are collected for the beginning and endi ng of inportant events.
In the case of work, the starting date for a job is recorded and if a person
stops work for that enployer, the ending date also is recorded. The tinmes in
bet ween jobs are then confirmed as gaps for further investigation. For

mul tiple jobholders, information is collected for each job, with beginning
and ending dates. Periods of nonwork within a job, such as periods on

| ayof f, or when ill, pregnant, and so forth, also are recorded. By recording
the dates of all jobs and all periods of nonwork, the survey provides a

conpl ete and conti nuous enpl oynent history for each individual in the sanple.

6. Informati on on other major events also is collected in this manner.

The nonths spent in school are identified, as is the timng of training
programs. Also collected are dates of changes in nmarital status and the
birth of children. By linking the dates of all these events, it is thought
that individuals are nore able to provide accurate responses to their timng.

7. VWhile collecting data in this event history format is still subject to
recall and other errors, it is thought that respondents provide nore precise
nmeasures of time spent in activities such as enploynment. This nethodol ogy
may decrease the likelihood of recall error, since respondents can link the
dates of events such as the birth of children and marital status changes to
changes in enploynent. Al so, the longitudinal nature of the data allows for
enpl oyment at a particular job to be linked across years, which could



CES/ 1996/ R. 25
page 3

substantially |ower the extent of recall problens often associated with job
tenure data

8. In addition, the event history format of the NLSY allows for a numnber
of techniques that may inprove data quality. For exanple, interviewers are
provi ded informati on about the enployer nanes fromthe previous interview and
use these to see if workers still the have sane enployer. Tineline cal endars
are placed in front of respondents so that they may better visualize their
peri ods of work and nonwork. Research on retrospective reports of individua
events indicates that intervention techniques that help respondents place
events into a personal tineline substantially inprove respondent recal

(Means and Loftus 1991).

9. In the next section, recent job tenure data fromthe NLSY is conpared
with tenure data froma simlar cohort of individuals fromthe CPS.! This
conpari son provides evidence as to how the tenure data fromthe two
collection techniques differ. 1t is inportant to nmention that the conparison
is made using a relatively young age group, rather than the full age

di stribution. Consequently, the job durations for this age group are
general ly shorter and |l ess dispersed than those for all workers.

10. The tenure distributions. Table 1 provides information on the
distribution of job tenure anpbng 28 to 36 year old workers in 1993 using the
CPS and the NLSY.? The percentiles can be conputed directly using the NLSY
since the data are avail able in weeks, which provides for a fairly continuous
distribution. 1In contrast, calculating percentiles using the CPS tenure data
is more difficult, given that the information is available only in years.

The cunul ative distribution function for integer data is a step function, and
noverent along a step will not change the percentile until another step is
reached. One solution to this problemis to conpute “interpol ated”
percentiles, which assunes that job tenure is uniformy distributed within
each interval. This method essentially involves taking a weighted average of
the integer in which the percentile falls and the previous integer.?

11. For the nost part, the figures in Table 1 indicate that the two tenure
distributions are surprisingly simlar. For exanple, nedian tenure using the
CPS is 3.34, while for the NLSY it is 3.46. It might be expected that the
upper tails of the distributions my show the greatest disparities, since
recall problens are likely greater for CPS respondents with |onger job
durations. Yet at the ninetieth percentile, there is little difference
between the two distributions, as CPS job tenure is 11.22, while that of the
NLSY is 11.13.

12. Al so provided in Table 1 are tenure data for subgroups based on gender
race/ethnicity, and education. For nost of the subgroups, the two tenure
distributions are not as simlar as that for the full sanple, but in nost
cases the differences are relatively mnor. The largest disparities appear
to be anmong bl acks and hi gh school dropouts at the ninetieth percentile, in
which the CPS tenure data is about one year higher than that of the NLSY.
Hence, there is sone evidence that the CPS data may be problematic at |onger
job durations anpng these groups.



CES/ 1996/ R 25
page 4

13. Are the differences in the two tenure distributions sensitive to

busi ness cycle fluctuations? Job tenure may vary with changes in the

busi ness cycle due to correspondi ng changes in the conposition of the

wor kers. For instance, an econonic expansion nmay lead to nore hirings and to
a larger sanple of relatively inexperienced or |ower tenure workers.
Conversely, an econom c contraction nmay result in fewer inexperienced workers
bei ng enpl oyed, and the resulting group of workers may be of greater tenure.
Since recall may be nore problematic for those with greater tenure,

particul arly when using the CPS nethod of collecting tenure data, the
differences in CPS and NLSY tenure data nmay be nore severe during econonic
contractions.

14. In order to examine data at two points in the business cycle, Table 2
provides information on median job tenure in 1988 and 1993 (in 1988 the

nati onal unenpl oynment rate was 5.5 percent, whereas in 1993 it was 6.8
percent). |In order to exanm ne workers at conparable ages in both years, it
is necessary to restrict the NLSY and CPS sanples to 28-to 31-year-old
workers in each year.* The data indicate that overall job tenure is sonewhat
| ower during econom c expansions, as expected. |n particular, nedian job
tenure using the CPS was 2.50 in 1988, while it was 2.88 in 1993. Still, in
both years, the differences between the CPS and NLS in nedian tenure are
fairly small. The differences anong sone of the subgroups are often | arger
than that of the full sanple, but it should be noted that the sanple sizes in
many of these subgroups are relatively small.® Thus, the data in Table 2
appear to reinforce the finding that there are not large differences in the
two tenure distributions and that these differences are not particularly
sensitive to changes in the business cycle.

15. In sunmary, despite the differences in the collection nethods between
the CPS and NLSY tenure data, the differences in the job tenure distributions
are very small. There is sone evidence that suggests that, anong certain
subgroups of the popul ation, the CPS may overstate job tenure at |onger job
durations, or when recall is nore problematic. Overall, however, the CPS
data appear to provide an adequate approximation of the tenure distribution
anong young workers.

16. The results suggest that the extent to which tenure information needs
to be “precise” depends upon the type of analysis undertaken. Certainly, for
some studies, particularly those dealing with job turnover, job tenure data
neasured in nonths or weeks, as available in the NLSY, are the nost
desirable. Yet many of the recent studies based on CPS tenure data that dea
with job stability generally conpare trends in relatively sinple statistics.
Consequently, in these recent analyses, the CPS tenure data should provide a
sati sfactory description of the tenure distribution and of changes in job
durations over tine.

17. Measuring contingent enployment. The first special survey to produce
esti mates of the nunber of workers in contingent jobs, that is, jobs which
are structured to last only a limted period of tinme, was conpleted in
February 1995. Prior to this survey, the termcontingent work had been used
to refer to a variety of work arrangenents including part-time work, self-
enpl oyment, enploynent in the business services industry, and, in fact,
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al nrost any work arrangenent that mght be considered to differ fromthe
commonl y perceived normof a full-tinme wage and salary job.

18. Initial results fromthe survey show that, in February 1995, between
2.7 and 6.0 mllion workers--a range of 2.2 to 4.9 percent of tota

enpl oyment--were in contingent jobs. This range spans three alternative
estinmates that were devel oped to assess the inpact of different assunptions
about the factors that constitute contingent enploynent. The narrowest
estimate includes only wage and sal ary workers who had been in their jobs for
1 year or less and expected their jobs to last for an additional year or

less. The nmiddle estinmate added the sel f-enpl oyed and i ndependent
contractors who were in a sinmlar situation. |In the third and broadest
estimate, the limtation on how |l ong workers had held their jobs and expected
to remain in themwas dropped for wage and sal ary workers; thus, this
estimate includes al most any worker who believed his or her job was tenporary
or not expected to conti nue.

19. Several pieces of information were collected in the supplement from
whi ch the exi stence of a contingent enploynent arrangenent coul d be

di scerned. These include: whether the job was tenporary or not expected to
continue, how |l ong the worker expected to be able to hold the job, and how
I ong the worker had held the job. For workers who had a job with an

i nternedi ary, such as a tenporary hel p agency or a contract comnpany,

i nformati on was col |l ected about their enploynent at the place they were
assigned to work by the internmediary as well as their enploynment with the
intermediary itself.

20. The key factor used to deternmine if a worker's job fit the conceptua
definition of contingent was whether the job was tenporary or not expected to
continue. The first questions of the suppl enent were:

1. Sone people are in tenporary jobs that last only for a linmted tine
or until the conpletion of a project. |Is your job tenporary?

2. Provided the econony does not change and your job perfornance is
adequate, can you continue to work for your current enployer as long as you
wi sh?

21. Respondents who answered "yes" to the first question, or "no" to the
second, were then asked a series of questions to distinguish persons who were
in tenporary jobs fromthose who, for personal reasons, were tenporarily
hol di ng jobs that offered the opportunity of ongoing enpl oynment. For

exanpl e, students holding part-tinme jobs while in school might viewthose
jobs as tenporary, since they may intend to | eave themat the end of the
school year. The jobs thenselves, however, would be filled by other workers
once the students | eave.

22. Jobs were defined as being short termor tenporary if the worker was
working only until the conpletion of a specific project, tenporarily
repl aci ng another worker, being hired for a fixed tine period, filling a

seasonal job that is only available during certain times of the year, or if
ot her business conditions dictated that the job was short term |ndividuals
who expected to work at their current job for a year or |ess for persona
reasons, such as returning to school, retiring, or obtaining another job,
were asked if they would continue working at that job were it not for that
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personal reason. |f the job could not have continued, the worker would be
classified as contingent, provided that the other conditions of the
definition were met.

23. Workers al so were asked how | ong they expected to stay in their current
job and how |l ong they had been with their current enployer. The rationale
for asking how |l ong an individual expects to remain in his or her current job
was that being able to hold a job for a year or nore could be taken as

evi dence of at least an inplicit contract for ongoing enploynent. In other
words, the enployer's need for the worker's services is not likely to
evaporate tonorrow. By the sane token, the information on how | ong a worker
has been with the enpl oyer shows whether a job has been ongoi ng. Having

remai ned with an enployer for nore than a year nmay be taken as evi dence that,
at least in the past, there was an explicit or inplicit contract for
conti nui ng enpl oynent .

24, To assess the inmpact of altering sone of the defining factors on the
esti mated size of the contingent workforce, three nmeasures of contingent

enpl oynent were devel oped. Under estimate 1, which is the narrowest,
contingent workers are wage and sal ary workers who indicated that they
expected to work in their current job for 1 year or |ess and who had worked
for their current enployer for 1 year or less. Self-enployed workers, both
i ncorporated and uni ncorporated, and independent contractors are excl uded
fromthe count of contingent workers under estimate 1; the rationale was that
peopl e who work for thenselves, by definition, have ongoi ng enpl oynment
arrangenents, although they nay face financial risks. W rkers enployed by
tenporary hel p agencies or contract conpanies firns are not considered
contingent if they expect to be able to stay with the firns for nore than a
year or have been with the firms for that anmount of tinme, even if the places
they are assigned to work by the firnms change frequently.

25. Estimate 2 expands the neasure of the contingent work force by

i ncludi ng the sel f-enployed--both the incorporated and the uni ncorporated- -
and i ndependent contractors who expect to be, and had been, in such

enpl oyment arrangenents for 1 year or less. (The questions asked of the

sel f-enpl oyed were different fromthose asked of wage and salary workers.) In
addition, tenporary help and contract conpany workers were classified as
contingent under estimate 2 if they had worked and expected to work for the
custonmers to whomthey were assigned for 1 year or less. For exanple, a
"tenp" secretary who is sent to a different custoner each week but has worked
for the sane temporary help firmfor nore than 1 year and expects to be able
to continue with that firmindefinitely is contingent under estimte 2, but
not under estimate 1. In contrast, a "tenp" who is assigned to a single
client for nore than a year and expects to be able to stay with that client
for nore than a year is not counted as contingent under either estinate.

26. Estimate 3 expands the count of contingency by renoving the 1-year

requi renent on both expected duration of the job and current tenure for wage
and sal ary workers. Thus, the estimate effectively includes all the wage and
sal ary workers who do not expect their enploynent to |ast, except for those
who, for personal reasons, expect to | eave jobs that they would otherw se be
able to keep. Thus, a worker who had held a job for 5 years could be

consi dered contingent if he or she now viewed the job as tenporary. These
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conditions on expected and current tenure were not relaxed for the self-
enpl oyed and i ndependent contractors, because they were asked a different set
of questions fromwage and sal ary workers.

27. Sone of the najor findings regarding the characteristics of contingent
wor kers were that they tended to be young and were slightly nore likely to be
worren and bl ack. The mgjority of those in contingent jobs would have
preferred nore pernmanent enpl oynent arrangenents. (See table 3.)

28. The February 1995 survey al so produced estinmates of the nunber of
workers in several “alternative enploynment arrangenents,” including those
wor ki ng as independent contractors and on-call workers, as well as those
wor ki ng t hrough tenporary hel p agenci es or contract conpanies. The survey
showed that 8.3 million workers (6.7 percent of the total enployed) said they
wer e i ndependent contractors, 2.0 million (1.7 percent) worked "on call," 1.2
mllion (1.0 percent) worked for tenporary hel p agencies, and 652,000 (0.5
percent) worked for contract firns that provided the worker's services to one
custoner at that custonmer's worksite. Contingent enploynent was defined
separately fromthese four types of enploynment arrangenents, although an

i ndi vi dual 's enpl oyment arrangenment could be both "contingent"” and fall into
one of the alternative enpl oynment categories.

29. Wil e the February 1995 suppl enent provided a great deal of new

i nformation about workers in contingent and alternative enpl oynent
arrangenents, repetition of the survey will be necessary to determ ne whet her
such enpl oynent arrangenments are increasing. A repeat of the survey is
tentatively schedul ed for February 1997.
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Endnot es
1. Al conputations reported here are weighted so that they are nationally
representati ve of the age cohort.
2. Workers are defined as those enployed for pay in the week prior to the

i nterview, excluding the unincorporated self-enpl oyed.

3. This interpolation procedure is what the Bureau of Labor Statistics
uses in published tables of percentiles for integer data. See Farber (1994)
for a nore detailed discussion of this approach. For those who worked |ess
than one year, the 1993 April CPS suppl enent does not provide any additiona
i nformati on (such as nunber of nonths continuously enployed). For those in
the “less than one year category,” a value of one year was assi gnhed.

4, The NLSY cohort was 23 to 31 years old in 1988 and 28 to 36 years old
in 1993. Hence, data on 28 to 31 year olds workers are available in both
years. Nevertheless, it is possible that the observed differences in the
tenure estimates for the two years could reflect unidentified noncyclica

i nfl uences.

5. The nunber of unwei ghted observations in the snallest subgroups
(particularly for H spanics and high school dropouts) is about one hundred.
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Table 1. Distribution of years of tenure anong 28-36 year ol d workers,

Tot al
CPS
NLS

Men
CPSs
NLS

Wonen
CPSs
NLS

Wi tes
CPS
NLS

Bl acks
CPS
NLS

Hi spani cs
CPSs
NLS

Hi gh school
CPSs
NLS

dr opout

Hi gh school
CPSs
NLS

graduat e

Sonme col | ege
CPS
NLS

Col | ege graduate
CPS
NLS
NOTE:

bl acks.

10t h

0.
0.

.04
.37

.04
.35

.04
.38

.04
.37

.04
.29

.04
.35

.03

.04
.29

.04
.44

04
60

25th

1
1

.04
.13

.19
.13

.97
.13

.10
.15

.92
.92

.00
.19

.85
.65

.04
.08

.14
.19

.08
.52

Percentile

Medi an

3.
3.

3.
3.

34
46

.00
.62

.91
.19

. 60
.54

.91
.08

.42
.17

.54
.92

.73
.46

.67
.48

03
77

75th

7.
.03

[ &)]

6.
6.

00

.52
.25

.47
.62

.22
.15

.72
.44

.78
.19

. 87
. 56

.97
.58

.61
.94

12
88

The race/ehnicity categories are mutual |y excl usive and exhausti ve.
category includes white and bl ack H spani cs.
The “white” category includes all

90t h

11.
.13

11

11.
11.

11.
10.

11.
11.

11.
10.

10.
10.

12.
12.

11.
10.

22

28
42

17
83

31
27

37
15

01
57

15
62

74
92

9.41
9. 88

The “H spani c”
The “bl ack” category includes only nonH spanic
nonbl acks and nonH spani cs.

1993
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Table 2. Median years of tenure anong 28 to 31 year olds, in 1988 and 1993

1988 1993
cPs NS oPs NS
Tot al 2.50 2.52 2.87 3.00
Men 2.65 2.69 3.38 3.04
Voren 2.37 2.25 2.59 2.97
Wi t es 2.65 2.62 3.16 3.08
Bl acks 2.31 2.13 2.31 2.65
H spani cs 1. 66 2.29 1.75 2.73
H gh school dropout 1.53 1.58 1.93 1.67
H gh school graduate 2.39 2.83 3.21 2.93
Some col | ege 3.03 2.36 3.27 3.33
Col | ege graduate 2.56 2.75 2.61 3.16
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Table 3. Enployed contingent and nonconti ngent workers by sel ected
characteristics, February 1995 (In thousands)

| | Conti ngent workers

| | | Noncon-
Characteristic | Tot al | Estimate| Esti mat e| Esti mat e| ti ngent
| Enployed | 1 | 2 | 3 |workers
I I I I I
| | | |
Total, 16 years and over.............. | 123,208 | 2,739 | 3,422 | 6,034 | 117,174
16 to 19 years. ...t | 5,635 | 456 | 521 | 645 | 4,990
20 t0 24 years. . ...t | 12,421 | 685 | 758 | 1,196 | 11,225
25 t0 34 years. . ... | 32,138 | 712 | 940 | 1,587 | 30,551
351044 years. ... | 34,113 | 507 | 678 | 1,265 | 32,848
45 10 54 years. ... | 23,980 | 225 | 326 | 760 | 23,219
55to64 years............ i | 11, 370 | 103 | 127 | 355 | 11,014
65 years and over................. ... ..., | 3,551 | 49 | 73 | 225 | 3, 326
Men, 16 years and over................ | 66,290 | 1,350 | 1,689 | 2,995 | 63,295
16 to 19 years. ... | 2,820 | 197 | 234 | 291 | 2,528
20 t0 24 years. . ... | 6,634 | 329 | 366 | 586 | 6, 049
25 t0 34 years. . ... | 17, 566 | 354 | 465 | 833 | 16,733
351044 years. ...t | 18, 317 | 274 | 352 | 615 | 17,703
45 10 54 years. ... | 12,694 | 91 | 144 | 341 | 12,353
55 to 64 years.......... ... | 6,187 | 72 | 83 | 215 | 5,972
65 years and over........................ | 2,072 | 32 | 44 | 115 | 1,957
VWrmen, 16 years and over.............. | 56,918 | 1,389 | 1,733 | 3,039 | 53,879
16 to 19 years. ... | 2,816 | 259 | 287 | 354 | 2,461
20to 24 years. .. ... | 5,786 | 356 | 392 | 610 | 5,176
25 t0 34 years. ... | 14,572 | 358 | 475 | 754 | 13,818
351044 years. ...t | 15, 796 | 233 | 326 | 651 | 15, 145
45 t0 54 years. ...t | 11, 286 | 134 | 181 | 419 | 10, 866
55 to 64 years............iiiii. | 5,183 | 32 | 44 | 141 | 5,043
65 years and over........................ | 1,479 | 17 | 29 | 109 | 1,370
| | | | |
White. ... | 105,239 | 2,192 | 2,741 | 4,880 | 100,359
Black. ... | 13,108 | 382 | 464 | 804 | 12,304
Hspanic origin.......................... | 10, 441 | 373 | 443 | 682 | 9, 759
| | | | |
Full - or part-tine status | | [ | |
Full-time workers........................ | 99,240 | 1,449 | 1,835 | 3,444 | 95,796
Part-time workers........................ | 23,968 | 1,290 | 1,587 | 2,590 | 21,378
I

| | | |
NOTE: Noncontingent workers are those who do not fall into any estinate of "contingent" workers.

Detail for the above race and H spanic-origin groups will not sumto totals because data for the
"other races" group are not presented and H spanics are included in both the white and bl ack
popul ation groups. Detail for other characteristics may not sumto totals due to roundi ng




