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Executive Summary

Past research from Pew’s Economic
Mobility Project has shown the power of
a college education to both promote
upward mobility and prevent downward
mobility.! The chances of moving from the
bottom of the family income ladder all the
way to the top are three times greater for
someone with a college degree than for
someone without one. Moreover, when
compared with their less-credentialed
counterparts, college graduates have been
able to count on much higher earnings
and lower unemployment rates.

Even during the Great Recession, college
graduates maintained higher rates

of employment and higher earnings
compared with less educated adults.?
However, the question of how recent
college graduates have fared has remained
largely unexamined, and many in the
popular media have suggested that the
advantageous market situation of college
graduates is beginning to unravel under
the pressure of the economic downturn.

This study examines whether a college
degree protected these recent graduates
from a range of poor employment
outcomes during the recession, including

unemployment, low-skill jobs, and lesser
wages. The report draws upon data from
the 2003-2011 Current Population Survey
(CPS) to examine the early labor market
outcomes of 21- through 24-year-olds.

The report’s key findings include:

Although all 21- to 24-year-olds
experienced declines in employment and
wages during the recession, the decline
was considerably more severe for those
with less education.

= Before the recession, just over half
(55 percent) of young adults with
a high school degree (HS) were
employed, compared with almost
two-thirds (64 percent) of those
with an associate degree (AA) and
7 in 10 (69 percent) of those with a
bachelor’s degree (BA).

= Job losses during the recession made
existing employment gaps even
worse. The employment declines
for those with HS and AA degrees
were 16 and 11 percent, respectively,
compared with 7 percent for those
with a BA degree.

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The comparatively high employment rate
of recent college graduates was not driven
by a sharp increase in those settling for

lesser jobs or lower wages.

= Before the recession, BA graduates had
more than twice as many college-level
jobs as AA graduates and more than
four times as many college-level jobs as
HS graduates.* This advantage did not
deteriorate during the recession.
Six percent of the HS and AA groups
lost college-level jobs compared with
only 3 percent of BA graduates.’

= Although wages decreased for all
education groups, the decrease was
less pronounced for recent four-
year college graduates. The decline
in weekly wages was only 5 percent
for BA graduates, whereas the
corresponding declines were as high
as 12 and 10 percent for AA and HS
graduates, respectively.

The share of non-working graduates
seeking further education did not markedly
change during the recession.

® During the recession, the non-working
population increased in size for all
three education groups, but the share
of that population attending school did
not increase. Approximately two-thirds
of all non-working graduates were
attending school, a proportion that did
not differ much by degree type.

Out-of-work college graduates were

able to find jobs during the downturn with

more success than their less-educated

counterparts.

= The proportion of BA degree-holders
who made the transition from being
excluded from the labor market
(i.e., not working or in school) to
employment barely changed during
the recession.

= By contrast, the proportions of HS
and AA graduates who found
employment declined significantly

with the recession—by approximately
10 percent for those with AA degrees

and 8 percent for those with
HS degrees.

The findings show that the deteriorating
market situation of recent college
graduates, while real and troubling,

is nonetheless less extreme than that
experienced by less-educated groups.

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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Introduction

As the economic downturn plays out,
the distinctive challenges faced by

new labor market entrants have been
frequently commented upon, with
particular attention on college graduates.
The concern focused on recent college
graduates is perhaps surprising in light
of the long and distinguished tradition
of research on the labor market benefits
of higher education.

Previous research by Pew’s Economic
Mobility Project has shown that a college
degree not only increases the chances

of upward economic mobility, but

also reduces the chances of downward
mobility. The economic returns to college
are substantial: For children born into
the bottom family income quintile,
acquiring a college education increases
the chances of moving to the top
quintile by a factor of three.® Additional
research has shown that relative to their
less-credentialed counterparts, college
graduates have been able to count on
relatively low unemployment rates.”

A recent study found that college
graduates have maintained higher

rates of employment and higher
earnings compared with those lacking a
college degree ®

However, these earlier studies pertain

to labor market outcomes for all college
graduates—regardless of when they
graduated. It is possible that recent college
graduates, aged 21 to 24, have not been
protected against the economic downturn
to the same degree as the broader graduate
population. Whereas those who graduated
from college years ago have the benefit of
accumulated market power and seniority,
the newly graduated are potentially more
vulnerable to the recession.

The popular media has been concerned
that the labor market is beginning to
unravel for recent graduates.” However,
the findings in How Much Protection Does
a College Degree Afford? The Impact of
the Recession on Recent College Graduates
show that, contrary to much popular
commentary, recent college graduates are
better protected from the downturn than
less-educated groups.

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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What Questions

Guide the Analyses?

There is a long history of research on the
effects of economic downturns on labor
market entrants. These studies show, for
example, that college graduates in past
recessions in the United States settled for
jobs for which they were overqualified,'
often took their first jobs at small and
low-paying firms,'" and generally suffered
both short-term and long-term wage
penalties.’? In other countries, past
recessions have had similar scarring
effects; indeed, some studies suggest that
such effects are quite long-lasting and can
color a person’s entire life course.'” The
analyses in this report examine whether

the current downturn had similar negative

consequences for recent college graduates
and other young adults.

The existing literature on the market
situation of recent college graduates is
surprisingly thin relative to the amount
of recession research. It also is difficult to
interpret because it does not compare
how college graduates fared relative to
other educational groups'*or take into
account the many options that college
graduates have in a down economy.*’

The approach taken in this report, by
contrast, is to examine trends in labor
market outcomes for recent college
graduates in conjunction with trends
for those the same age with high school
or two-year college associate degrees.
As shown in Figure 1 (see page 5), the
analyses in this report also take into
account the many options that college
graduates face in a down economy,
considering six potential outcomes for
recent graduates.

Because existing research typically has
not analyzed all of the potential pathways
that recent college graduates face, this
paper provides a more complete picture
of the fate of college graduates during the
downturn than was previously available.
As the following summaries illustrate,

the labor market outcomes of recent
graduates reflect the complex interplay
between individual choices and
situational constraints.

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG



WHAT QUESTIONS GUIDE THE ANALYSES?

FIGURE 1:

LABOR MARKET OUTCOMES FOR RECENT

COLLEGE GRADUATES

Are you
overqualified
or underpaid?

it

Employment

Do you have a job?

Are you making
human capital
investments?

1. Are recent college graduates
fully employed, working in college-
level jobs?

The first and most important question

to be answered is whether recent college
graduates are continuing to secure high-
level occupations of the sort that have
long gone to college graduates. It is quite
possible that the demand for highly
qualified labor has remained relatively
strong through the downturn and has
afforded some protection for recent
college graduates.'®

OUTCOME CATEGORIES

FuIIy Working in a
“college-level job”
Employed

ifi Working in a
0verquaI|f|ed “high school-level job”

Part-time or
Underemployed baorly paid

Training AL

Unemployed
or marginally
attached

Not in labor force
and not marginally
attached

2. Are recent college graduates
overqualified, working in jobs that do
not require a college degree?

Although demand for highly qualified
labor remains relatively strong, many
college graduates still may be unable to
find college-level jobs. At some point in
the search process, these jobless graduates
may ultimately expand their search and
begin to consider less attractive jobs of
the sort that, at least in the past, had been
reserved for less-qualified workers. This
account implies, then, that the demand

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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WHAT QUESTIONS GUIDE THE ANALYSES?

for college-level jobs is decreasing and
that graduates are reacting to the
diminished demand by dropping down
to a lower-status sector.'’

3. Are recent college graduates
underemployed, working for

reduced wages?

The overqualification issue, as described
above, assumes that college-sector
employers have reacted to diminishing
demand by eliminating jobs and that
college graduates have then dropped down
to less desirable jobs. But what if college-
sector employers instead react by reducing
wages or by converting existing full-time
jobs into part-time ones? Under such

an “underemployment” account, many
college graduates will choose to remain
within the desirable college-job sector,
albeit at the cost of settling for part-time
or reduced-pay jobs within that sector.'®

4. Are recent college graduates in

training, pursuing further education?

If opportunities in the labor market are
sufficiently bleak, some college graduates
might instead decide to pursue post-
graduate education. According to this
logic, the best time to engage in additional
training is when labor market demand

is down and wages are not necessarily
foregone by exiting the labor force, and

thereby the opportunity cost of training
is minimized. With this reasoning, a
substantial uptick in postsecondary
enrollment will be in evidence.

5. Are recent college graduates
excluded from the labor market,
by being either unemployed or

marginally attached?

It also is possible that large numbers

of college graduates will remain
unemployed or only marginally attached
to the labor force. This category
combines unemployed workers with
those who are not looking for work,
but who indicate that they want and are
available for a job (i.e., the marginally
attached). The graduates who fall into
this category include those who cannot
afford to engage in further training,
those who are holding out for an ideal
job, and those who are holding out

for a high wage.”

6. Are recent college graduates out of

the labor force?

The final category of Figure 1 refers to
those who are “Not in the Labor Force”
(NILF) and not in school. This category
includes, for example, full-time caregivers
as well as those who have given up

altogether on the possibility of securing
a job.?

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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Data and Methods

The analyses presented below examine
the evidence for each of these possible
scenarios by drawing upon data from
the 2003-2011 Current Population
Survey (CPS).?! The sample includes
graduates between the ages of 21 and
24 in the pre-recession, recession, and
post-recession periods** with a high
school degree (HS), a two-year associate
degree (AA, typically awarded by
community colleges, junior colleges,
technical colleges, or four-year colleges),
or a four-year college degree (BA).>>**

This classification scheme distinguishes
between the “fully employed” and

“overqualified” by using the Occupational

Information Network (O*NET) coding
of 974 occupations.”” The 10 most
common college-level and high school-

level occupations are listed in Table 1 (see

page 8), separately by gender.

As shown here, the college sector
includes such occupations as computer
systems analysts and registered nurses,
while the high school sector includes
such occupations as carpenters and
childcare workers.

Although most of the analyses

presented in this report are cross-sectional

(i.e., a snapshot of a single point in time),
the final set of analyses examines whether
college graduates who start off in less
desirable labor market states are able
to improve their situation within a
one-year period (see Appendix for the
sample sizes of the cross-sectional and
longitudinal analyses).

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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TABLE 1:

DATA AND METHODS

TEN MOST COMMON COLLEGE-LEVEL AND HIGH
SCHOOL-LEVEL OCCUPATIONS, BY GENDER

COLLEGE-LEVEL
OCCUPATIONS
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Male
Managers (other)
Accountants and auditors

Sales representatives, wholesale
and manufacturing

Software developers, applications
and systems software

First-line supervisors of non-retail
sales workers

Computer, automated teller, and office
machine repairers

Computer systems analysts

Elementary and middle school teachers

Designers

Computer programmers

Retail salespersons

Laborers and freight, stock, and materials
movers

Cooks

Driver and sales workers, and truck drivers
First-line supervisors of retail sales workers
Construction laborers

Stock clerks and order fillers

Carpenters

Waiters and waitresses

Grounds maintenance workers

Female
Elementary and middle school teachers
Registered nurses

Preschool and kindergarten teachers

Accountants and auditors

Teacher assistants

Health practitioner support technologists
and technicians

First-line supervisors of office and administrative

support workers
Managers (other)
Designers

Secondary school teachers

Cashiers
Waiters and waitresses

Retail salespersons

Secretaries and administrative assistants
Nursing, psychiatric, and home health aides
Receptionists and information clerks
Customer service representatives

Childcare workers

First-line supervisors of retail sales workers

Hairdressers, hairstylists, and cosmetologists

SOURCE: Occupational Information Network (O*NET) scores and Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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How Do the Demographic
Characteristics of the Three
Educational Groups Ditffer?

As Table 2 (see page 10) shows, analyzing
the demographics of recent graduates with
BA, AA, and HS degrees before, during,
and after the recession (2003-2011)
reveals significant differences in gender,
race, family structure, and labor market
participation.*

Recent BA respondents are especially
likely to be female (59 percent), white
(75 percent), and Asian (9 percent),
while HS respondents are more likely

to be black (15 percent), Hispanic

(17 percent), and non-citizens

(11 percent). The AA respondents have
a spouse in the household (19 percent)
more frequently than do HS (15 percent)
or BA (14 percent) respondents.*’

Focusing on labor market participation
indicates that 42 percent of recent BA
respondents are employed in college-level
jobs, while 26 percent are employed in
high school jobs. By contrast, very few are
excluded from employment (6 percent),
and likewise very few are outside the
labor force (4 percent).

By contrast, less than a fifth of AA
respondents are working in college jobs
(17 percent), and well over two-fifths
(44 percent) are working in high school
jobs. These respondents, however, are
more likely than BA respondents to be in
training (28 percent vs. 22 percent).

The market situation of HS respondents is
even worse. Although they are as likely as
AA respondents to be in high school jobs
(45 percent for HS vs. 44 percent for AA),
they are more likely than AA respondents
to be excluded from employment

(9 percent for HS vs. 6 percent for AA)

or to be out of the labor force (9 percent
for HS vs. 5 percent for AA). But they
also are slightly more likely than the
other groups to be in school (30 percent
for HS vs. 28 percent for AA and

22 percent for BA).

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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HOW DO THE DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF
THE THREE EDUCATIONAL GROUPS DIFFER?

TABLE 2:

DEMOGRAPHIC MAKE-UP AND EMPLOYMENT
OUTCOMES OF RECENT GRADUATES DIFFER
BY DEGREE TYPE

DEGREE
TOTAL HS AA BA
EMPLOYMENT OUTCOMES
High school job 42% 45% 44% 26%
College job 14% 7% 17% 42%
Excluded 8% 9% 6% 6%
Training 29% 30% 28% 22%
Not in labor force 8% 9% 5% 4%
Weekly wage earnings $480 $425 $493 $665
(Standard deviation) (323) (278) (304) (399)
DEMOGRAPHICS
Female 51% 48% 56% 59%
Race
White 65% 62% 69% 75%
Black 13% 15% 10% 8%
Hispanic 15% 17% 14% 7%
Asian 5% 4% 4% 9%
Other and multiracial 2% 2% 2% 2%
Non-citizen 11% 1% 9% 10%
Spouse in household 15% 15% 19% 14%

NOTES: All between-group differences are significant at the 5 percent level with the exception of the differences in the proportions for “other and
multiracial” (across all three education groups). The statistics are weighted for probability of selection and household non-response.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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Differences in How the
Recession Was Experienced

Although all 21- to 24-year-olds Figures 2 (this page) and 3 (see page 12)
experienced declines in employment show that the BA group was indeed
during the recession, the decline was protected from the most severe declines in
more severe and sustained for those employment.*® Even before the recession
with less education. started, there were significant differences

in labor market participation depending

FIGURE 2:
FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE GRADUATES EXPERIENCED
A SMALLER EMPLOYMENT DECLINE

AVERAGE EMPLOYMENT RATE

High school ()
(o)

graduates -16%
R

Associate degree
AA) graduates (o)
e -11%
change

Four-year (BA)
college graduates

-7%

change
65% 9
[ Before recession B During recession B After recession
July 2005-November 2007 December 2007-June 2009 July 2009-December 2011

NOTES: The percentage change is calculated with unrounded estimates and may not reproduce the percentage change exactly based on the
rounded estimates presented here. Statistics are weight-adjusted for probability of selection and household non-response. All differences are
significant at the .01 percent level with the exception of the percent change between the high school and associate degree groups.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2005-2011

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

on recent graduates’ education level. Just
over half (55 percent) of young adults
with a high school degree were employed,
compared with almost two-thirds

(64 percent) of those with an associate
degree and 7 in 10 (69 percent) of those
with a bachelors degree.

Recession losses further differentiated

the employment outcomes of young adults
holding high school or associate degrees
from their bachelors degree counterparts.
The employment decline for BA graduates
(7 percent) was significantly less than

the corresponding declines for HS or AA

FIGURE 3:

graduates. While HS graduates experienced
the sharpest decline in employment during
the recession (16 percent), this decline

was not statistically different from that
experienced by AA graduates (11 percent).

Why were those holding a four-year college
degree protected from the worst losses?
The main difference, as Figure 3 (this page)
reveals quite clearly, is that the downward
trend in employment stabilized more
quickly for the four-year college graduates.

DOWNWARD TREND IN EMPLOYMENT STABILIZED
MORE QUICKLY FOR FOUR-YEAR COLLEGE

GRADUATES

MONTHLY EMPLOYMENT RATE

80%

60%

40%

RECESSION Decline in employment

December 2007- stabilized more

June 2009 quickly for the
college-educated

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
[ High school [l Associate degree [ Four-year (BA)
(HS) graduates (AA) graduates college graduates

NOTES: All graduates are ages 21-24 years old.
SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

The comparatively high employment Figure 4 (this page) shows that prior to
rate of recent college graduates was the recession, the BA group had more
not driven by a sharp increase in those than twice as many college jobs as the
settling for lesser jobs. AA group and more than four times as

many college jobs as the HS group. But
Although Figure 2 (see page 11) reveals did this advantage deteriorate during
that the four-year college group remained ~ the downturn?
employed at comparatively high levels, it

is unclear whether such protection was The simple answer: No. For the four-year
secured by resorting to lesser jobs. Is college group, the trend line indicates a
there any evidence that four-year college surprising (but modest) uptick in college
respondents settled for low-status jobs jobs during the recession, then an equally
and squeezed out AA and HS respondents slight decline after the recession. This is
in the process? not the substantial downward drift of the

sort that some commentators feared.

FIGURE 4:

COLLEGE GRADUATES HELD MORE
COLLEGE-LEVEL JOBS

PERCENT WITH A COLLEGE-LEVEL JOB

80% RECESSION

December 2007-
June 2009

Slight initial uptick in More substantial loss of
college-level jobs for college-level jobs for the

40%
recent college graduates AA degree-holders

30%

20%

10%

PEREERRR e e e r e e e et rr e rerrrrrrrrrrerereerrrrererreeeerereeeeennd
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

[ High school [l Associate degree [Jjjj Four-year (BA)
(HS) graduates (AA) graduates college graduates

NOTES: All graduates are ages 21-24 years old.
SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

FIGURE 5:

DECLINE IN COLLEGE-LEVEL JOBS WAS
TWICE AS HIGH FOR ASSOCIATE DEGREE AND HIGH

SCHOOL GRADUATES
PERCENT HOLDING COLLEGE-LEVEL JOBS
High school (HS)
graduates 6%
change
Associate degree —
(AA) graduates - -6%
—1  change

Four-year (BA)
college graduates

62%
64%
60%

-3%

change

[ Before recession B During recession

July 2005-November 2007

December 2007-June 2009

B After recession
July 2009-December 2011

NOTES: The percentage change is calculated with unrounded estimates and may not reproduce the percentage change exactly based on the
rounded estimates presented here. Statistics are weight-adjusted for probability of selection and household non-response. All differences are
significant at the 5 percent level or lower with the exception of the percent change between the high school and bachelor’s degree groups.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2005-2011

As shown in Figure 5 (this page), the
proportion of HS and AA degree-holders
with college jobs declined by 6 percent,
while the corresponding proportion for BA
degree-holders declined by 3 percent. The
difference between the BA and AA decline
is statistically significant, whereas the
difference between the BA and HS decline
is not quite significant.”

Although wages decreased for all
education groups, the decrease was
less pronounced for recent four-year

college graduates.

Although college graduates did not settle
for lesser jobs in large numbers, some
might still contend that recent college
graduates were able to retain their college
jobs only by taking internships, part-time

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

FIGURE 6

ALL GROUPS EXPERIENCED WAGE DECLINES DURING THE
RECESSION, BUT COLLEGE GRADUATE WAGES STABILIZED
AFTER THE RECESSION

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGES
$800
RECESSION
December 2007-
June 2009
$700
$600 1
Stabilization in wage fall-off for
5 recent BAs
$500
$400
Less evidence of stabilization for
5 high school graduates
$300
CECEERREERER e e et e e e e e e e e e ee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e ee e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e
2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 201 2012

[ High school [l Associate degree [Jjjj Four-year (BA)
(HS) graduates (AA) graduates college graduates

NOTES: All graduates are ages 21-24 years old.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

FIGURE 7:

ASSOCIATE DEGREE AND HIGH SCHOOL
GRADUATE WAGE DECLINES WERE TWO TIMES HIGHER

AVERAGE WEEKLY WAGE

High school (HS)
graduates

Associate degree
(AA) graduates

Four-year (BA)
college graduates

— =-10%

change

-12%

change

$681
$673

-5%

change

B Before recession B During recession

July 2005-November 2007

December 2007-June 2009

B Atter recession
July 2009-December 2011

NOTES: The percentage change is calculated with unrounded estimates and may not reproduce the percentage change exactly based on the
rounded estimates presented here. All statistics are weight-adjusted for probability of selection and household non-response. All differences are
significant at the 1 percent level or lower with the exception of the percent change between the high school and associate degree groups.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2005-2011

jobs, or otherwise settling for lower pay.

If they were indeed doing so, a substantial
decline in wages should be in evidence.
The data suggest otherwise.

Figure 6 (see page 15) graphs the mean
weekly wages of working respondents for
each of the three education groups. There
is clear evidence of wage deterioration
both during and after the recession for all
three groups. It is nonetheless striking that
the fall-off in wages was significantly larger
for the HS and AA samples compared with
the BA sample.*

As Figure 7 (this page) shows, the decline
in weekly wages was only 5 percent for
the recent BA respondents, whereas the
corresponding declines were as high as

12 and 10 percent for the AA and HS
respondents, respectively. It is simply not
the case that recent college graduates took
a wage hit to the same extent as their
less-credentialed counterparts.

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG



DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

The share of non-working graduates
seeking further education did not

markedly change during the recession.

The population of recent graduates who
were not working can be divided into
those attending school (i.e., “training”),
those who were unemployed or marginally
attached (i.e., “excluded”), and those

who were otherwise outside the labor
force (i.e., “NILF”). Analyzing their
outcomes during the recession yields a
simple conclusion: Although the non-

FIGURE 8:

working population increased in size for
all three education groups, the share of
that population attending school did
not increase.’!

This means that HS and AA holders were
not able to use their time not working to
undertake major investments in four-year
college training. It follows that BA holders
were not facing growing competition
from other workers and could, therefore,
more easily maintain their advantageous
position in the queue of workers.

RATES OF SCHOOL ENROLLMENT REMAINED

STABLE FOR ALL

PERCENT NOT WORKING AND ENROLLED IN SCHOOL

100%

80%

RECESSION

December 2007-

June 2009

w

60%

——————

A slightly pronounced falloff for
5 AA degree-holders

40%

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
[ High school [l Associate degree [Jjjj Four-year (BA)
(HS) graduates (AA) graduates college graduates

NOTES: All graduates are ages 21-24 years old. All proportions are based on annual averages of CPS reports.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

FIGURE 9:
DECLINE IN TRAINING WAS SLIGHTLY GREATER FOR
ASSOCIATE DEGREE GRADUATES

AVERAGE PERCENT NOT WORKING AND ENROLLED IN SCHOOL

High school (HS) —
(o)
MR — 4%
I ~T7y change

61%

Associate degree
(AA) graduates

~7%
change

-4%
change

[ Before recession B During recession B Atter recession
July 2005-November 2007 December 2007-June 2009 July 2009-December 2011

Four-year (BA)
college graduates

NOTES: The percentage change is calculated with unrounded estimates and may not reproduce the percentage change exactly based on the
rounded estimates presented here. Statistics are weight-adjusted for probability of selection and household non-response. All differences are
significant at the 1 percent level or lower with the exception of the percent change between the high school and bachelor’s degree groups.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2005-2011

As shown in Figures 8 (see page 17) and recession and a leveling off or slight
9 (this page), approximately two-thirds of  recovery in the post-recession period.
all nonworking graduates were attending ~ The AA group did, however, experience

school, a proportion that does not differ a slightly more substantial decline in

all that much across the three education school attendance, as again shown in
groups. The trend lines for each group Figures 8 and 9. But none of the declines
also are quite stable. The main change, was substantial.

observed across all three samples, was
a slight downturn with the onset of the

WWW.ECONOMICMOBILITY.ORG
18



DIFFERENCES IN HOW THE RECESSION WAS EXPERIENCED

FIGURE 10:

COLLEGE GRADUATES WERE EMPLOYED AND IN THE
LABOR FORCE AT HIGHER RATES

AVERAGE PERCENT EXCLUDED

High school
(HS) graduates

Associate
degree (AA)
graduates

BT

Four-year (BA)
college
graduates

+37%

change

_ +50%

change

+31%

change

AVERAGE PERCENT NOT
IN THE LABOR FORCE (NILF)
.
e
change
-5%
change
_-18%
. change

B Before recession
July 2005-November 2007

B During recession
December 2007-June 2009

B After recession
July 2009-December 2011

NOTES: The percentage change is calculated with unrounded estimates and may not reproduce the percentage change exactly based on the
rounded estimates presented here. Statistics are weight-adjusted for probability of selection and household non-response. All differences are
significant at the 5 percent level or lower with the exception of: during the recession average percent of excluded between the high school and
bachelor’s degree groups; all percent changes for excluded between the three groups; and before and during the recession average percent of NILF

between the associate degree and bachelor’s degree groups.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2005-2011

In Figure 10 (this page), the corresponding Where do these results leave us? There

trends for the excluded and NILF

categories are shown, again for all three
education groups. The trends are similar
for all three groups; the only significant
differences pertain to the NILF category,
but even here, the cross-group differences

are not that large.

were slight declines in employment rates

for recent college graduates, slight declines

in the desirability of their jobs, and

slight declines in their wages. But these

declines among recent BA graduates were

considerably less substantial than those

experienced by their less-credentialed

counterparts .
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Opportunities for Mobility

The final set of analyses examines whether  despite the recession. By contrast, the

opportunities for short-term mobility, corresponding proportions for high school

measured over a one-year period,
were harmed during the recession.*
The findings focus on transitions into
employment for those who were not
working and patterns of occupational
and earnings mobility for those
already working.

The college-educated group
continued to make the transition
successfully into the labor market even

during the downturn.

As shown in the left panel of Table 3
(see page 21), the proportion of BA
degree-holders who made the transition
successfully from the excluded category
(i.e., not working or in school) into

employment remained roughly unchanged

graduates and associate degree-holders
declined substantially and significantly
with the recession. The decline for the
AA group was approximately 10 percent,
and the decline for the BS group was
approximately 8 percent.

Likewise, the proportion of BA degree-
holders who successfully made the
transition from school to work was
unaffected by the recession, whereas
the proportion of high school graduates
who made this transition declined by a
significant amount with the recession
(10 percent). The simple story here, and
one that has surfaced throughout this
report, is that recent college graduates
weathered the recession better, at least
when it comes to securing employment.
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OPPORTUNITIES FOR MOBILITY

College degree-holders did not make
the transition into college jobs as reliably

as before the recession.

Did recent BA graduates make
compromises to maintain such high rates
of employment? As before, there are
indeed signs of “settling” here that take the
form of a slight drop in the rate of upward
mobility from high school to college jobs.

TABLE 3:

As Table 3 (this page) shows, 29 percent
of college graduates successfully made the
transition from a high school to college
job before the recession, whereas only

27 percent made this transition during
and after the recession. Although the

data suggest a minor deterioration in
opportunities for upward mobility, there
was not a corresponding decline in weekly
earnings (see right panel, Table 3).

OUT-OF-WORK COLLEGE GRADUATES REENTERED
EMPLOYMENT DURING THE DOWNTURN WITH

MORE SUCCESS
EXCLUDED TO TRAINING TO HS JOB TO WEEKLY EARNINGS
WORKING WORKING COLLEGE JOB RATIO
Pre-Recession  Recession Pre-Recession  Recession Pre-Recession  Recession Pre-Recession  Recession
High school 47% 399%*** 38% 34%*** 8% 7%*** $1.08 $1.06
(HS) graduates
Associate degree 57% A7%** 39% 420p*x* 12% 8Yp*** $1.06 $1.06
(AA) graduates
Four-year (BA) 68% 67% 43% 43% 29% 27%*** $1.06 $1.06
college graduates

NOTES: The "pre-recession" panel includes all respondents who completed their first interview prior to December 2006, while the "recession” panel
includes all respondents who completed their first interview in December 2006 or later. The weekly earnings ratio is based on the median rather than
on the mean (to reduce sensitivity to the top of the distribution). The asterisks indicate whether the pre-recession and recession proportions (or

medians) are significantly different. * < 0.05; ** < 0.01 ; *** < 0.001

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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Conclusion

This report explored whether recent
college graduates weathered the recession
more successfully than less-educated
groups, drawing on data that extend

to the very end of 2011, analyzing an
exhaustive classification of labor market
outcomes, comparing high school and
college graduates, and examining new
longitudinal evidence on mobility in
the pre-recession, recession, and post-
recession periods. This approach allows
for a comprehensive analysis of the fate
of recent college graduates.

The findings show a real deterioration
over the course of the recession in

the market position of recent college
graduates: the proportion who are working
declined by 7 percent; the proportion
working in “college jobs” declined by

3 percent; and the weekly wages of
working graduates declined by 5 percent.
The results also show that recent college
graduates found it slightly more difficult
to move from lower-level “high school”
jobs to higher-level “college” ones when
compared with before the recession. It is

clear from such results that even college
graduates, long the elite of the U.S. labor
market, suffered under the recession.

These effects are, however, quite small
when compared with those experienced
by high school and two-year college
graduates. The declines in employment
and wages, for example, were
approximately twice as large for recent
high school and two-year college
graduates as they were for recent four-year
college graduates.

The data here are at odds with media
accounts suggesting that young college
graduates are finding it much more
difficult to get jobs, are accepting much
less desirable positions and lower
wages when they can get jobs, and are
increasingly “camping out” at home and
in schools when they cannot get jobs.
When the comparative lens is applied,
it is evident that recent college graduates
were well-protected against the worst
effects of the recession.
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TABLE A1:

APPENDIX

2003-2011 CPS SAMPLE SIZES FOR RECENT

GRADUATES, AGES 21 TO 24

CROSS-SECTIONAL

Person-Months

Persons

LONGITUDINAL

Persons

HIGH SCHOOL
(HS) GRADUATES

466,596

71,023

37,471

DEGREE

ASSOCIATE
DEGREE (AA)
GRADUATES

55,482

8,251

4,561

FOUR-YEAR
(BA) COLLEGE
GRADUATES

118,168

19,499

9,957

TOTAL

640,246

98,773

51,989

NOTES: The cross-sectional analysis is a snapshot of a single point in time compared with the longitudinal analysis that looks at the trajectory of

graduates over a one-year period.

SOURCE: Current Population Survey (CPS), 2003-2011
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identical seasons, indeed the only difference is that
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31 Because the size of the nonworking population is
growing, this stability in the share going to school will
translate into an increase in the absolute number of
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32 These analyses are based on one-year transition
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matched to his or her re-interview one year later.

The transition rates are calculated by matching the
respondent’s first interview to his or her re-interview
one year later. If the follow-up data from one year later
are missing, data are drawn from interviews carried out
in adjacent months, whenever possible choosing a pair
of months separated by exactly one year. Even after
such efforts to limit the amount of missing data, the
attrition rate was still 42 percent for the pre-recession
sample and 51 percent for the post-recession sample.
Although attrition is therefore a serious concern, it will,
of course, influence the results only if the underlying
determinants of attrition change across the two
periods. When a logistic regression model predicting
attrition for each of the samples was estimated, very
little evidence of such change was found.

The periods used for this analysis are slightly different
than those used in the previous analyses. For the
pre-recession period, all of the one-year transitions
should be completed before the onset of the recession,
as otherwise the transition rates may potentially
reflect the effects of the recession. The pre-recession
period for the mobility analysis, therefore, includes

all respondents who completed their first interview

no later than November 2006 (thus allowing follow
up before the recession began). The recession sample
then begins in the following month and continues until
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a follow up interview).
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