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Early Career Workers
in the Service Sector

Key Points

e The early career period is an important time for
launching one’s career trajectory. The service sec-
tor is a common setting for early career workers.
The Shift Project study provides an opportunity
to examine working conditions for early career
workers in the service sector along multiple di-
mensions and to make comparisons across de-
mographic groups, industry subsector, and across
companies within industry subsectors.

e Early career workers report prioritizing not just pay
but also predictability in their work schedules. Yet,
pay is often low and schedule predictability is of-
ten lacking. Precarious working conditions are the
norm for early career workers in the service sector.

e Comparing work conditions for early career
workers by gender reveals that female workers
are particularly disadvantaged. Conditions for
early career workers are similar for parents and
non-parents and across race-ethnic groups.

e Working conditions are strongly related to worker
well-being outcomes. Early career workers with pre-
carious working conditions report more volatile in-
comes, more material hardship, and more difficulty
paying bills compared with their counterparts.

e Comparing across seven industry subsectors re-
veals a large degree of consistency in precarious
working conditions across sectors. The food service
sector stood out at as having particularly low wages
and high levels of schedule instability. Across sub-

sectors, however, low pay, lack of schedule con-
trol, and schedule instability were the norm for
early career workers.

e Comparing across companies within subsectors
reveals a contrast between companies offering
better and worse working conditions. We present
four pairs of employers, which each demonstrate
that companies in the same sub-sectors neverthe-
less offer quite different working environments
for early career workers, which translate into
starkly different levels of job satisfaction.

Introduction

For many young workers, the service sector is the site
where they begin their careers. The service sector
comprises 17 percent of jobs in the U.S. economy, and
35 percent of the jobs occupied by those under the age
of 25 (BLS, 2018). Young workers in the service sector
typically receive low wages and few fringe benefits,
and also contend with erratic work schedules, with
hours and shifts that change day to day and week to
week with little advance notice. These workers rarely
have much input into the timing and amount of their
scheduled work hours. These conditions may create
serious obstacles to longer-range planning, and may
also interfere with furthering education and training,
and balancing work and other pursuits.

We draw on survey datacollected between Fall 2017and
Spring 2020 as part of The Shift Project. The Shift Proj-
ect sample includes more than 13,000 early career ser-
vice-sectorworkersbetweenthe agesofi8and 24 years.
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Section I of our report presents a descriptive por-
trait of the characteristics of early career workers
in the service sector. In Section II, we present our
findings on what early career workers value most
in their working conditions and their satisfaction
with different dimensions of their jobs. Then, in
Sections IIT and IV, we describe the objective job
conditions faced by early career workers in the ser-
vice sector overall and for gender, parenthood, and
racial/ethnic groups. In Section V, we demonstrate
how working conditions are related to economic
security outcomes for early career workers. In Sec-
tions VI and VII, we present information on how
working conditions vary across sectors and across
employers and consider the work settings that of-
fer early career workers the most security and op-
portunity. Finally, Section VII discusses these find-
ings and their policy implications.

Descriptive Portrait

To understand the characteristics of early career
workers employed in the service sector, we begin by
drawing on data from the Current Population Survey
to present a nationally-representative, descriptive
portrait of the young adults who are employed in
the service sector compared with young adults over-
all and with young adults employed in any industry.
These comparisons are shown in Table 1. Here and
throughout the report, we define early career workers
as those who are employed and aged 18 to 24 years.

Overall, young adults and employed young adults
are evenly split between female and male. (The
Current Population Survey doesEn’t capture non-
binary gender identities). But, young women are
overrepresented in the service sector (55%) compared
with young men (45%). While 55% of all young adults

Table 1 Characteristics of Young Adults, Employed Young Adults,
and Young Adults Employed in the Service Sector

All
Young Adults

Sex

Female 50%
Race

White 55%
Black 14%
Hispanic 21%
Other/Two or More 9%
Average Age (years) 211
Parental Status %
Has children 7%
Education

No high school diploma 17%
High school diploma 29%
Some college/Bachelors Degree 53%
Enrolled in high school 1%
Enrolled in college 37%
Work Sector

In service sector

N 165,995

Employed
Young Adults

Young Adults Employed
in Service Sector

50% 55%
59% 64%
12% 1%
21% 17%
8% 8%
21.8 227
1% 13%
11% 5%
1% 32%
58% 63%
5% 2%
31% 26%
35% 100%
89,955 31,015

Source: Weighted estimates from the 2010-2019 Current Population Survey
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Figure 1 Importance and Satisfaction with Working Conditions among Early Career Service Sector Workers
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identify as white, non-Hispanic, white non-Hispanics
are over-represented among employed young adults
(59%) and make up an evenlarger share of youngadults
employed in the service sector (64%). In contrast,
Black, non-Hispanic and Hispanic young adults are
under-presented in the service sector relative to the
population and to the working population.

Early career workers in the service sector are slightly
older (23 years) than the average early career worker
(22 years) or the average young adult (21 years).

Compared with young adults overall or all employed
young adults, early career workers in the service sector
have higher levels of educational attainment, with 63%
reporting some college or more education, and are
less likely to be enrolled in high school or college (28%
of these workers are enrolled in school). Among all
employed young adults, 35% are employed in service
sector jobs and 65% are employed in other industries.

What Early Career Service Sector
Workers Look for in a Job

While the Current Population Survey captures a broad
representative sample of young adults, it lacks details on
job fit and working conditions. To fill in this important

70%

59%

60%

55%

71%

55%

61%

53%

45%

40% 67%

[l 'mportant

part of the portrait of early career workers in the service
sector, we turn to data collected by The Shift Project.

In Figure 1, we present worker reports of the importance
of ten dimensions of working conditions. We also
present workers’ reported satisfaction with these same
dimensions of job quality.

Figure 1 shows that nearly all early career workers in
the service sector (96%) place a high value on the sta-
bility and predictability of pay, the level of pay, and en-
joying their day-to-day work. These same workers also
reported on their satisfaction with these dimensions
of their current jobs. On stability and predictability
of pay, 70% of workers were at least somewhat satis-
fied and 30% of workers were not satisfied. Satisfac-
tion was lower at 59% for the level of pay and 60% for
enjoying day-to-day work.

Stable and predictable hours followed closely behind in
terms of importance, with 94% of workers reporting that
this is important to them. Yet, only 55% of workers were
satisfied with the stability and predictability of their hours.

Many workers also report that job security (92%) and
having a sense of purpose (90%) are important to

them in their job. 71% of workers are at least some-
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what satisfied with their job security but only 55%
were satisfied with the sense of purpose their current
service sector job provides.

Alarge majority of workers also highly value having the
power to change things (83%), having control over the
timing and location of their work (79%), and career ad-
vancement opportunities (78%). Two-thirds of work-
ers place a high value on employee benefits.

Across the ten dimensions of working conditions, early
career workers in the service sector are least satisfied
with their career advancement opportunities (45% sat-
isfied, 55% not satisfied) and their employee benefits
(40% satisfied, 60% not satisfied).

Taken together, these data reveal the high hopes that
early career workers have for their jobs in providing
them with both economic and temporal stability, pre-
dictability, and security, as well as a sense of purpose,
empowerment, and control. Yet for many early career

workers, the fit between these high hopes and lived re-
ality is not good. Especially when it comes to levels of
pay and stable and predictable hours, large shares of
early career workers say that their jobs fall short.

Working Conditions for Early
Career Workers Employed in the
Service Sector

As a complement to distilling the lack of subjective “fit”
for early career workers, we can also examine the objec-
tive conditions faced by early career workers in the ser-
vice sector. We provide a detailed description of young
workers’ job characteristics including hourly wages,
usual weekly hours and variation in weekly hours, fringe
benefits, schedule control, and schedule predictability
and stability. These descriptive results are presented in
Table 2. In this section, we also include some narrative
details that workers shared in response to a question
about the “best” and “worst” parts of their jobs.

Table 2 Working Conditions for Early Career Workers employed in the Service Sector

Mean Hourly Wage

Work Hours

Usual Weekly Hours

Variation in weekly work hours over prior month
Fringe Benefits

Paid sick leave

Health insurance

Paid parental leave

Retirement

Tuition benefits

No benefits

Lack of Schedule Control

No employee input into timing of work schedule
Must keep schedule open and available for work
Desire a more predictable work schedule

Lack schedule control scale (o to 3=least control)

Schedule Instability and Unpredictability

Shift was cancelled in prior month

Less than 2 weeks’ notice of work schedule

Variable or rotating work schedule

Last-minute changes to timing of shift

Back-to-back closing then opening shifts (clopenings)
Worked on-call in prior month

Schedule instability scale (o to 6=least stability)

Job Satisfaction and Turnover Intentions
Very satisfied with job

Very likely to search for new job

N

Source: Shift Project survey data

Mean or Percent Standard Deviation

$11.31 $3.40

31.3 1.2
43%

38%
52%
23%
31%
20%
23%

45%
66%
80%
1.9

18%

64%
62%
73%

51%

28%
3.0

28%
20%

13015
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In the previous section, we saw that the level of pay,
stability of pay, and stability of hours were high prior-
ities for workers, and here we see that the realities of
working conditions are quite far from these ideals.

As shown, wages are on average $11.31 per hour with
a large amount of variation across workers. Workers
at the 10th percentile on the wage distribution earn
about $8.25 per hour and workers in the g9oth percen-
tile earn nearly $14.65 per hour. The average hourly
wages would provide a living wage only in states with
a low cost of living but fall far short of a living wage —
even for a one-person household - in medium or high
cost states. In high cost states like California or New
York, a worker would need to earn more than $15 per
hour to meet the basic needs of a one-person house-
hold. Even these living wages are not enough to sup-
port a household with children or to allow for expens-
es such as school tuition.

Such calculations assume that workers are getting
steady full-time hours. But, the Shift Project data show
that is far from the case. Usual work hours are 31 hours
per week, but also vary considerably across workers
(standard deviation of 11 hours). A worker making the
average hourly wage and working the average number
of weekly work hours would earn about $350 per week
and around $1,500 per month. Annually, the average
early career service sector worker would earn around
$18,000, assuming 50 weeks of work per year. But,
for a worker at the 25th percentile of wages and the
25th percentile of usual hours, annual earnings would
amount to just $9,500.

I think the only real worst parts of my
job is that my hours range a lot, for ex-
ample one week I’ll get almost 40 hours
and then the next I'm down to 18.

- 19 year old PetSmart worker

Further, even against low average hours, early career
workers in the service sector also contend with a great
deal of volatility in their work hours. The average worker
experiences fluctuations of 43% between the week they
work the most and least hours in a month. The means
the average worker would work as little as 22 hours one

week and as much as 39 hours another week in a typical
month. These workers also often lack fringe benefits.

Only 38% of these workers report having access
to any paid sick leave. The large share of workers
without paid sick leave is of heightened concern in
the context of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and
places young workers and the public health at risk.
Just over half of workers reported having employer-
sponsored health insurance, and fewer than one-
quarter reported access to paid parental leave.
Around 30% of workers have retirement benefits and
tuition benefits from their employer, but 70% do not
have these benefits. Almost one-quarter of workers
report that they do not have any fringe benefits from
their employer.

There is no sick leave and the reper-
cussions for calling in sick aren’t great,
mcluding being potentially fired.

- 24 year old part-time Target worker

When asked about the best aspects of their job, one
grocery store worker who was represented by a union
highlighted fringe benefits along with job security,
and a “steady job that pays the bills.”

Kroger has quite a few benefits, and I
feel that I am protected by the union
in regard to job security... I am not
doing something particularly fun or
life-changing every day, but I have a
steady job that pays the bills.”

- 22 year old grocery worker

Table 2 shows early career service sector workers
have little control over their work schedules. Two-
thirds report that they have to keep schedules open
and available for work, and 45% have no input into
their work schedules. Four out of five workers, or
80%, report they would like to have a more stable and
predictable work schedule. We construct a scale that
pools three indicators of lacking schedule control

Early Career Workers in the Service Sector



into a scale ranging from o=greatest schedule control
to 3=least schedule control. On average, early career
workers in the service sector score 1.9 on this scale.

Early career workers employed in the service sector
also face a substantial amount of schedule instability
andunpredictability. Almost1insworkersexperienced
a canceled shift in the past month, almost two-thirds
report usually getting less than two weeks of advance
notice of their work schedule. More than 3 out of
every 5 workers have a variable or a rotating schedule
and almost three-quarters report experiencing last-
minute shift changes. Around half of workers report
working back-to-back closing then opening shifts,
and more than one-quarter work on-call. When we
tally these six types of schedule instability into a scale
ranging from o=none of the six types of instability
to 6=all six types of schedule instability, the average
early career service sector worker reports an average
of 3 types of schedule instability.

Taken together, objective conditions of service sector
work for many early career workers are characterized
by few fringe benefits, low-wages, and scarce hours
that sum to insufficient and, given variation in work
hours, volatile earnings. But, this economic reality is
only part of the story. Workers also contend with work
schedules that are often unstable and unpredictable
and over which they have little control.

The Gender Divide in Early Career
Service Sector Working Conditions

Next, we disaggregate our data to examine variation
in job conditions across gender, parenthood, and
race/ethnic groups.

In comparing young women and men in the service
sector, we find that young women have worse job con-
ditions than young men across several of dimensions
of job quality. Young women have lower hourly wages

Table 3 Working Conditions for Early Career Workers employed in the Service Sector
by Gender, Parenthood, and Race/Ethnicity

Female
Share of early career service sector workers (CPS) 55%
Hourly Wage $10.98
Work Hours
Usual Weekly Hours 30
Variation in weekly work hours over prior month 39%
Fringe Benefits
Paid sick leave 33%
Health insurance 47%
Paid parental leave 21%
Retirement 26%
Tuition benefits 22%
No benefits 25%
Lack of Schedule Control
No employee input into timing of work schedule 46%
Must keep schedule open and available for work 66%
Desire a more predictable work schedule 80%
Lack schedule control scale (o to 3=least control) 1.9
Schedule instability and unpredictability
Shift was cancelled in prior month 17%
Less than 2 weeks’ notice of work schedule 64%
Variable or rotating work schedule 65%
Last-minute changes to timing of shift 74%
Back-to-back closing then opening shifts (clopenings) 51%
Worked on-call in prior month 27%
Schedule instability scale (o to 6=least stability) 3.0
Job satisfaction and turnover intentions
Very satisfied with job 26%
Very likely to search for new job 29%

Source: Shift Project survey data

Male No Kids Kids White Black Hispanic
45% 87% 13% 64% 1% 17%
$11.67 $11.24 $12.06 $11.08 $11.41 $1.85
33 31 35 31 32 3
45% 3% 5%  43% 48%  37%
45% 38% 40% 37% 30% 49%
590% 52% 56% 52% 49% 57%
26% 23% 27% 23% 20% 25%
37% 31% 36% 34% 25% 30%
36% 29% 28% 31% 26% 24%
19% 23% 15% 24% 19% 20%
44% 44% 52% 46%  40% 44%
67% 67% 61% 68% 61% 64%
81% 80% 79% 78% 84% 83%
1.9 1.9 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.9
19% 18% 17% 16% 21% 20%
64% 63% 70% 64% 63% 65%
590% 63% 52% 63% 62% 60%
72% 73% 70% 73% 64% 77%
51% 51% 50% 51% 45% 55%
30% 28% 20% 27% 28% 3%
2.9 3.0 2.9 2.9 2.8 31
30% 28% 29% 30% 20% 29%
20% 20% 33% 28% 35% 27%
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($10.98/hour) compared with young men ($11.67/hour), a
6% wage penalty. Female workers also have 3 fewer week-
ly work hours on average (30 hours/week) compared with
males (33 hours/week). Assuming 50 weeks of work a year,
these unequal wages and unequal hours sum up to a near-
ly $3,000 difference in earnings or a 14% gender gap.

We also see a gender disparity in fringe benefits avail-
able to early career workers in the service sector. Young
women are less likely than young men to report access
to paid sick leave (33% of women compared to 45% of
men), employer-sponsored health insurance (47% to
59%), paid parental leave (21% to 26%), retirement ben-
efits (26% to 37%), and tuition benefits (22% to 36%).

Young women and men report similar levels of sched-
ule control and are also similar along most dimen-
sions of schedule stability and predictability. How-
ever, women are more likely to work a variable or a
rotating schedule (65%) compared with men (59%).
Women also report lower levels of job satisfaction
(26%) compared with men (30%).

Comparing early career workers without children to their
working parent counterparts shows that non-parents
earn somewhat less per hour ($11.24 versus $12.06 for par-
ents) and work fewer hours per week on average (31 hours
compared with 35 for parents). Non-parents are slightly
less likely to have access to most types of fringe benefits
compared with parents. But, even as parents fare some-
what better, wage levels and fringe benefits fall far short
of the standard that parents are likely to need to support
children and provide necessary caregiving.

Parents and non-parents report similar levels of
schedule control and are also similar in terms of
schedule stability and job satisfaction. It is notewor-
thy that parents are largely subject to the same pre-
carious work schedule conditions as non-parents. We
see no evidence in this comparison that parents’ care-
taking responsibilities are accommodated with great-
er schedule control or stability.

Across race and ethnic groups, disparities in working
conditions varied by indicator of job quality. Hispan-
ic workers reported the highest hourly wages ($11.85)
and white workers had the lowest wages ($11.08), with
Black workers falling in between. Usual weekly hours

were similar across groups, but Black workers reported
greater week-to-week fluctuations in their work hours
(50%) than other two groups (around 42%).

Hispanic workers were most likely to report access
to paid sick leave (49%) compared with White (37%)
and Black workers (30%). Black workers were the
least likely to report access to health insurance, paid
parental leave, and retirement benefits.

White, Black, and Hispanic workers reported similar
levels of work-schedule control, but Hispanic workers
seemed to experience more schedule instability com-
pared with the other groups. Hispanic workers aver-
aged 3.1 of 6 types of schedule instability compared
with 2.9 for White workers and 2.8 for Black workers.
In particular, Hispanic workers were more likely to re-
port last-minute timing changes, working back-to-back
closing then opening shifts, as well as on-call shifts
compared with their White or Black counterparts.

Black workers were the least likely to report being
very satisfied with their jobs (20%) compared with
White and Hispanic workers (around 30%).

Job Quality and Worker Well-Being
The typical early career service sector worker con-
tends with low wages, a lack of schedule control, and
a high degree of schedule instability and unpredict-
ability. These working conditions leave early career
workers vulnerable to economic insecurity.

Figure 2 displays the relationship between hour-
ly wages and three economic indicators. As shown,
increases in hourly wages are associated with lower
levels of income volatility. This means that the low-
est wage workers are also the ones who tend to expe-
rience the largest fluctuations in their income from
week-to-week. The other panels of Figure 2 show
the expected relationships between higher wages and
reductions in difficulty paying bills and in material
hardships. Over 70% of those with average wages of
$8/hour report difficulty paying bills compared with
closer to 60% of those with hourly wages of $20/hour.
Figure 3 shows lacking schedule control is also associ-
ated with economic insecurity. Those with the most
schedule control report less income volatility (50%)
compared with their counterparts with the least
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Figure 2 Wages and Economic Insecurity

Income Volatility (%)

Difficulty Paying Bills (%)

Hardships (0 to 6)

80
L

o |
(&}

70
L

o |
@

60
L

.\'\'\‘\’\'\1

50
L

40
L

30
L
50
Il

’\7‘\‘\‘\‘\‘\‘\‘ ::’ﬂ*.‘,*'

8 10 12 14 16 18 20 8
Hourly Wage ($)

1‘0 1é 1‘4 1‘6 1‘8 éO 8
Hourly Wage ($)

: 1b 1‘2 1‘4 1‘6 1‘8 Zb
Hourly Wage ($)

Figure 3 Lacking Schedule Control Scale and Economic Insecurity
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Figure 4 Schedule Instability and Economic Insecurity
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schedule control (56%). About 62% of those with the
most schedule control report difficulty paying bills
compared with almost 75% of those with the least
schedule control. Lacking schedule control is also as-
sociated with higher values on the material hardship
scale, which captures experiences like going hungry
because of not being able to afford enough to eat, de-
ferring needed medical care because of the cost, and
experiencing housing instability. Those with the most
schedule control report fewer than 1 material hard-
ships on average compared with over 1.2 for those
with the least schedule control.

Figure 4 shows the relationship between schedule insta-
bility and economic insecurity. Moving from the least to
the most stable schedules is associated with a 20 per-
centage point decrease in income volatility as workers
with the most stable schedules are less likely to report in-

3

Sched. Instab. scale (0 to 6)
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come volatility (40%) compared with their counterparts
with the least stable schedules (60%). The gap between
workers with the least and most stable schedules is also
around 20 percentage points on difficulty paying bills,
with about 60% of those with the most stable schedules
reporting difficulty paying bills compared with almost
80% of those with the least stable schedules. The sched-
ule stability scale is also strongly associated with the
number of reported material hardships. Those with the
most stable schedules report 0.7 of 6 material hardships
compared with almost 2 hardships for those with the
least stable schedules.

Having shown that early career workers face working
conditions that are associated with economic insecu-
rity, the next two sections consider which subsectors
and companies within the service sector provide the
best and worst working conditions for these workers.

Early Career Workers in the Service Sector



Job Fit by Sector

Table 4 compares working conditions for early career
workers in different segments of the service sector:
general merchandise, grocery stores, retail apparel,
food service (fast food and casual dining), pharma-
cies, and miscellaneous retail.

The food service subsector employs the largest share
of early career service sector workers. Over 1/3 of ear-
ly career workers employed in the service sector have
jobs in this subsector. Wages in this subsector are
substantially lower than in other parts of the service
sector at $9.76/hour compared with $11.70 to $13.07 in
other subsectors. Food service workers also stand out
as lacking fringe benefits compared with their counter-
parts in other part of the service sector. For example,
only 21% of food service workers have paid sick leave
benefits, compared with 38% in the service sector as a
whole. Food service workers are also far less likely to

have paid parental leave compared with their counter-
parts (12% to 23%) or retirement benefits (16% to 31%).
The fast food sector is typical of the service sector as a
whole in terms of hours, hours volatility, and schedule
control. However, workers in this sector report more
shift cancellations and less advance notice of sched-
ules than is typical in the service sector overall.

Grocery stores and General Merchandise stores each
employ about 15% of early career service sector work-
ers. Jobs in Grocery and General Merchandise subsec-
tors have wages just slightly above the service sector
average. These sectors are about average for the service
sector on fringe benefits with a few exceptions: Half of
those in the general merchandise sector have paid sick
leave, which is better than in most other segments of
the service sector. And, those in the grocery sector are
relatively advantaged on retirement benefits. The lack
of schedule control in these two subsectors is typical

Table 4 Working Conditions for Early Career Workers Employed in the Service Sector by Industry

Building
Share of early career service sector workers (CPS) 3%
Hourly Wage $11.96
Work Hours
Usual Weekly Hours 31

Variation in weekly work hours over prior month 39%
Fringe Benefits

Paid sick leave 73%

Health insurance 79%

Paid parental leave 44%

Tuition benefits 64%

Retirement 54%

No benefits 5%
Lack of Schedule Control

No employee input into timing of work schedule 46%

Must keep schedule open and available for work 55%

Desire a more predictable work schedule 77%

Lack schedule control scale (o to 3=least control) 1.78
Schedule Instability and Unpredictability

Shift was cancelled in prior month 16%

Less than 2 weeks’ notice of work schedule 15%

Variable or rotating work schedule 60%

Last-minute changes to timing of shift 64%

Back-to-back closing then opening shifts (clopenings) 56%

Worked on-call in prior month 14%

Schedule instability scale (o to 6=least stability) 2.24
Job Satisfaction and Turnover Intentions

Very satisfied with job 36%

Very likely to search for new job 27%

Source: Shift Project survey data

General

Merch. Grocery Clothing Restaurant Pharm. Misc.
14% 15% 1% 36% 4% 21%
$11.70 $11.72 $11.85 $9.76 $12.83 $13.07
29 30 25 32 27 36
45% 3% 5%  43% 48%  37%
50% 38% 28% 21% 35% 55%
52% 59% 36% 41% 54% 70%
31% 22% 15% 12% 28% 34%
22% 36% 9% 22% 26% 44%
33% 43% 25% 16% 39% 48%
17% 15% 40% 34% 24% 12%
46% 48% 45% 42% 39% 47%
60% 71% 69% 67% 71% n%
81% 83% 84% 79% 81% 79%
1.88 2.02 1.99 1.89 1.91 1.98
19% 8% 33% 21% 12% 19%
33% 72% 47% 86% 59% 76%
66% 69% 84% 58%  80% 53%
64% 74% 78% 81% 79% 68%
50% 50% 63% 50% 61% 49%
23% 26% 22% 35% 24% 32%
2.55 2.99 3.27 3.31 3.16 2.97
24% 30% 32% 27% 22% 33%
20% 23% 30% 32% 23% 29%
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of the service sector as a whole with workers reporting
on average about 2 out of 3 indicators of lack of sched-
ule control. In each subsector, about half of workers re-
port no input into their work schedules and over 80%
would prefer a more predictable work schedule.

Retail apparel employs 11% of early career service sec-
tor workers. Hourly wages are slightly higher than the
service sector overall at $11.85. Along with the food
service sector, retail apparel is characterized by rela-
tively few fringe benefits. Workers in this sector are
much less likely to have each type of fringe benefit
compared with the service sector as a whole. Work-
ers in retail apparel report a similar lack of schedule
control to their counterparts in grocery stores. Work
schedules for those employed in clothing stores are
some of the most unstable and unpredictable of the
service sector. Only fast food and restaurant sector
workers report more instability and unpredictabili-

ty. Retail apparel workers stand out as experiencing
the most shift cancellations. Fully one-third of these
workers reported at least one cancelled shift in the
prior month. These cancellations typically mean that
workers face an involuntary reduction in hours and
pay. In the retail apparel sector, 84% of workers re-
port a variable or rotating shift, and almost 2/3 report
working back-to-back closing then opening shifts.

The pharmacy sector offers wages nearing $13/hr but
no better schedule control than the service sector as
a whole. Pharmacy jobs also have average or below
average fringe benefits and above average levels of
schedule instability and unpredictability, relative to
the service sector as a whole.

Miscellaneous retail encompasses a wide range of re-
tail employer types - such as auto parts, home furnish-
ings, electronics, sporting goods, hobby, and toy stores.

Table 5 Company Contrasts: Pairs of Companies from Same Subsector that Differ in Work Conditions and Job Satisfaction

Building Supply

Home Depot Lowe’s
Hourly Wage $11.84 $12.63
Work Hours
Usual Weekly Hours 29 34
Variation in weekly work hours over prior month 41% 37%
Fringe Benefits
Paid sick leave 80% 64%
Health insurance 77% 88%
Paid parental leave 51% 41%
Retirement 59% 50%
Tuition benefits 76% 57%
No benefits 4% 5%
Lack of Schedule Control
No employee input into timing of work schedule 37% 60%
Must keep schedule open and available for work 50% 63%
Desire a more predictable work schedule 73% 84%
Lack schedule control scale (o to 3=least control) 1.6 2.7
Schedule instability and unpredictability
Shift was cancelled in prior month 7% 290%
Less than 2 weeks’ notice of work schedule 3% 15%
Variable or rotating work schedule 51% 73%
Last-minute changes to timing of shift 59% 74%
Back-to-back closing then opening shifts (clopenings) 45% 70%
Worked on-call in prior month 13% 13%
Schedule instability scale (o to 6=least stability) 1.8 2.7
Job satisfaction and turnover intentions
Very satisfied with job 48% 24%
Very likely to search for new job 27% 20%

Source: Shift Project survey data

General Merch. Grocery Stores Fast Food
Dollar
Costco General Wegmans Safeway Starbucks Dunkin’
$16.45 $9.85 $n.51 $11.61 $11.08 $10.07
35 27 28 30 27 32
31% 46% 53% 42% 47% 40%
82% 1% 20% 34% 62% 13%
94% 49% 50% 66% 82% 34%
77% 15% 25% 21% 48% 8%
90% 24% 50% 45% 57% 8%
22% 16% 57% 20% 73% 7%
3% 35% 25% 18% 9% 52%
61% 50% 33% 56% 37% 39%
64% 72% 74% 65% 62% 66%
69% 77% 64% 94% 81% 79%
1.9 2.0 17 2.4 1.8 1.8
1% 25% 1% 13% 12% 24%
19% 89% 28% 94% 22% 96%
48% 77% 84% 75% 62% 41%
67% 84% 50% 77% 78% 82%
28% 73% 40% 49% 46% 44%
19% 50% 14% 31% 19% 43%
1.9 4.0 2.2 3.4 2.4 3.3
55% 19% 58% 16% 4% 19%
16% 29% 10% 34% 18% 35%

Note: Percentages and mean values are adjusted to account for variations across states. The adjustment for variations across states has little influence on estimated
percentages or mean values with two notable exceptions: Safeway workers are geographically concentrated in three states that have minimum wages higher than the
Federal minimum and require paid sick leave (CA, OR, and WA). The adjustment to account for variations across states results in a lower hourly wage and percent with
paid sick leave for Safeway workers compared with the unadjusted hourly wage of $12.46 and the unadjusted percentage with paid sick leave of 58%.
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These jobs have relatively high wages at $12/hour but
typical levels of schedule control and instability.

The bottom of Table 4 tabulates worker reports of job
satisfaction and intentions to search for a different
job, which we consider an indicator of job satisfaction
and fit. Notably, workers in the food service sector—
the sector with the lowest wages and most schedule
instability —are most likely to intend to search for a
new job. Job satisfaction for these workers was lower
than other subsectors. Pharmacy workers were least
satisfied in spite of relatively high wages, perhaps ow-
ing to high levels of schedule instability.

Job Fit by Employer

The job conditions that matter for workers’ econom-
ic security are not uniform across employers within
subsectors. In this section, we compare pairs of com-
panies that operate in the same subsector - building
supplies, general merchandise, grocery, and fast food
- to demonstrate that companies can and do make dif-
ferent choices with respect to working conditions. We
also show that these working conditions are strongly
related to early career workers’ job satisfaction.

Box 1. Working at Starbucks

Home Depot and Lowes are the two largest U.S. build-
ing supply stores. These companies have quite different
working conditions. Although Home Depot’s hourly
wage and number of week hours are somewhat lower
compared with Lowe’s, Home Depot offers paid sick
leave and tuition benefits to a larger share of workers
and offers considerably more schedule control and pre-
dictability than Lowe’s. For instance, 37% of Home De-
pot workers report they have no input into their work
schedules compared with 60% of Lowe’s workers. Only
7% of Home Depot report shift cancellations compared
with 29% of Lowe’s workers. Greater schedule control
and stability at Home Depot seemed to translate into
higher levels of job satisfaction with almost one half of
Home Depot workers reporting that they are very satis-
fied with their job compared with less than one quarter
of Lowe’s workers.

Within the grocery subsector, we contrast working con-
ditions at Wegman’s and Safeway, which offer differing
benefits and drawbacks to their workforce. Safeway
offers more paid sick leave and health insurance cover-
age whereas Wegman’s offers far more coverage on tu-
ition benefits. Wegman’s also provides more schedule

A 23-year-old, employed at Starbucks in the Bay Area, describes some of her firsthand experiences working at Star-
bucks. This worker experienced desirable schedule flexibility, because of shift swapping and a supportive manager, and
also listed a range of fringe benefits. Nevertheless, making ends meet on her Starbucks wages could be challenging.

“You can take a day off”

When you're hired, you're asked for availability, which you can change at any time... And she [ the scheduling manager ] will
try her best to take your requests into account as you go. But she’s really good about letting you switch with people and
find cover. So, if you do want to take a day off, as long as you find someone from town to take the shift — because you can
get someone from any store around here. It doesn’t matter where they are. So, as long as you find someone to come in

for you, you can take a day off.. She just lets us take care of it.

“It adds up pretty quickly, and it’s paid”

Health insurance, the paying for school... So, if you want to go to school online somewhere, I'm pretty sure they’ll give you
a certain amount per semester... There’s a lot of really good vacation time. It adds up pretty quickly, and it’s paid. And you
have paid sick days off, too, separate from the vacation days. So, that’s really good.

“What am | eating?”

There definitely have been a few weeks where it’s just like there’s $40-something left, and I’'m like, “Okay, | have 11
more days to go on this, and | don’t have much left in the fridge. What am | eating?” I'm eating Starbucks sand-

wiches and ramen. So...
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control and predictability compared with Safeway. For
instance, 1/3 of Wegman’s workers report they have no
input into their work schedules compared with 56% of
Safeway workers. The gap in schedule predictability is
even wider: 28% of Wegmans’ workers report that they
receive less than 2 weeks’ notice of their work sched-
ule compared with 94% of Safeway workers. Compar-
ing job satisfaction, 58% of Wegmans’ workers report
being very satisfied with their jobs compared with just
16% of Safeway workers.

In the food service subsector, Starbucks offers high-
er hourly wages - $11.08/hour - than Dunkin’ - $10.07/
hour. Starbucks also offers far more in the way of fringe
benefits coverage, with 62% of their workers report-
ing access to paid sick leave compared with just 13%
of Dunkin’ workers. Starbucks workers are also much
more likely than Dunkin’ workers to have employ-
er-sponsored health insurance benefits (82% for Star-
bucks compared with 34% for Dunkin’), paid parental
leave (48% to 8%), retirement benefits (57% to 8%),
and tuition benefits (73% to 7%). Schedule control is
similar at these two employers, but Starbucks offers
much more schedule notice and more schedule sta-
bility. Starbucks workers report much higher levels of
job satisfaction (41% are very satisfied) compared with
Dunkin’ workers (19% are very satisfied). We share the
experiences of one Starbucks worker in Box 1.

The company comparisons within subsectors illustrate
two key points. First, competitors within the same sub-
sector offer starkly different working conditions, and
these differences are associated with wide gaps in job
satisfaction. Second, not just higher hourly pay but also
fringe benefits and greater schedule stability and pre-
dictability are associated with higher levels of job satis-
faction among early career workers in the service sector.

Discussion

The restaurants, shops, groceries, pharmacies, and big
box stores of the service sector are where millions of
early career workers start their shifts each week and
where they start their careers. More than one-third of
workers under the age of 25 work in the sector, more
than a quarter while attending school and more than
1in 10 while parenting young children.

These young adults have high hopes for their jobs, with

nearly all young workers placing a high priority on sta-
ble, predictable, and sufficient wages as well as stable and
predictable hours. Workers also valued more intangible
aspects of job quality, including having a sense of purpose
and being empowered and in control at work. Yet work-
ers also reported the lack of fit between these aspirations
for their jobs and what they encountered at work.

In objective terms, early career workers in the ser-
vice sector struggled with low wages, unstable and
unpredictable work schedules, little schedule con-
trol, and sparse fringe benefits. These precarious
and challenging job conditions were even worse, on
average, for women than for men. Further, despite
likely more significant caregiving obligations, we dis-
cern few differences in schedule stability or predict-
ability between parents and non-parents. Together,
these working conditions neither accorded with what
workers wanted in a job or with achieving economic
security or facilitating economic mobility.

While it can be tempting to see the service sector as
offering uniformly precarious jobs that do not live up
to workers’ aspirations, we show that there is actually
substantial variation in job fit and job quality within
this large sector. Some of that variation is evident be-
tween subsectors, with workers in general merchan-
dise subsector reporting relatively higher wages and
greater schedule stability compared with their coun-
terparts, and food service workers contending with
the lowest wages and most schedule instability.

Importantly, there are also real differences in how in-
dividual companies approach job quality within the
same sub-sector and between firms competing for
the very same customers. Firms such as Home De-
pot, Costco, and Starbucks clearly show that there
are viable business models that provide jobs that
come closer to the aspirations of early career workers
and offer higher wages, more generous benefits, and
more stable and predictable work schedules.

This report provides an in-depth portrait of work-
ing conditions for early career workers in the service
sector in the period from Fall 2017 to Spring 2020, a
period that mostly preceded the COVID-19 pandem-
ic. But, since the second quarter of 2020, the service
sector has been dramatically impacted by the ongo-
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ing pandemic. COVID-19 represents an enormous
health and economic shock, which has taken a heavy
toll on the service sector. Some subsectors have seen
widespread layofts and furloughs, while other essential
service sector workers in grocery and pharmacy sub-
sectors have experienced greatly elevated health risks
on the job in the context of the pandemic. It is there-
fore sobering that our research shows that, even when
the economy was strong, the working conditions for
early career workers in the service sector were far from
what workers were looking for in a job and were associ-
ated with a great deal of economic uncertainty.

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised awareness of the
vital importance of service sector work for meeting
the basic needs of our communities. This heightened
awareness may provide an opportunity to reconsider
the working conditions in the service sector. A recent
Senate proposal to raise the minimum wage from
$7.25 to $15/hour was defeated 58 to 42 in March of
2021, with several opponents calling for a more mod-
est increase to $11/hour. It is worth noting that 91%
of early career workers reported wages less than $15/
hour and nearly half (46%) reported an hourly wage
of less than $11/hour. These low wages were associ-
ated with substantial levels of economic insecurity,
with the more than 70% of these low-wage workers
reporting difficulty making ends meet and about half
reporting one or more serious material hardships.
Raising wages represents a crucial strategy for offer-
ing more economic security to early career workers.
Looking beyond hourly wages, proposals to regulate
work schedules through fair workweek legislation and
to expand paid sick leave would benefit millions of
service sector workers, of whom early career workers
comprise a sizeable share. These policies represent
important avenues for improving economic stability
and economic opportunity for early career workers.
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Methodological Appendix

The Shift Project has collected survey data from hourly service-sector workers employed at large retail and
food establishments since the fall of 2016. This brief focused on a subsample of 13,015 hourly service-sector
workers between the ages of 18 and 24 years who were interviewed between September 2017 and May 2020.
The Shift Project recruits survey respondents using online Facebook/Instagram advertisements, targeted
to workers employed at large retail and food-service employers. Those who responded to the Shift survey
invitation were automatically routed to a survey landing page where they were asked to consent to participate
in the study, then began the online self-administered survey using the Qualtrics platform. As an incentive, those
who completed the survey and provided contact information were entered into a lottery for an Apple iPad.
The survey included modules on job characteristics, work schedules, demographics, economic stability, health,
parenting, and child outcomes. To screen out invalid survey responses, we used an attention filter (a question
that instructed respondents to select a particular response category to verify the accuracy of their responses)
as well as a speed filter (discarding data for surveys that were completed too hastily). We multiply impute the
data for non-response.

The survey recruitment approach yields a non-probability sample of workers, which may differ from the broader
population of service-sector workers. To mitigate potential bias, we have applied survey weights that adjust our
sample to reflect the universe of early career service-sector workers in the U.S. These weights are constructed
in two stages.

First, we construct survey weights to adjust the demographic characteristics of the Shift survey sample to
match the demographic characteristics of service-sector workers in the American Community Survey (ACS) for
the years 2008-2017. We align the ACS sample with the Shift sample by selecting workers in the ACS who are
employed in the same occupations and industries as the Shift sample. These weights are constructed using age,
gender, race/ethnicity, and educational attainment.

Second, to ensure that our sample accurately reflects the distribution of employment types among large retail
and food-service employers, we use data from the Reference USA database of U.S. establishments. The RefUSA
database contains a detailed listing of all retail and food establishments nationally. RefUSA contains the size of
the workforce for each establishment, which we aggregate up to the industry level. Then, using the aggregated
RefUSA employer data, we weight our Shift survey sample to match the distribution of workers by industry
within state. All of the descriptive results we present in this report apply these ACS demographic and RefUSA
employer weights.

Table 1 draws on data from the Current Population Survey (CPS) and applies the CPS survey weights. The
tabulations from the Shift Project survey data presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4 apply the Shift study sample
weights described above, and do not adjust for any covariates. The tabulations presented in Table 5 applied the
survey weights and also adjust for U.S. state to account for differences in state policies or cost of living that
may lead to differences between company pairs. Our analysis in Figures 2, 3, and 4 present predicted levels
of economic insecurity by job quality indicators from weighted regression models that control for gender,
race/ethnicity, educational attainment, school enrollment, parenthood status, relationship status, whether the
respondent is a manager, their years of job tenure, and whether they are a member of a labor union.

For a detailed discussion of The Shift Project data collection, methodology, and data validation, see:
Schneider, D. and K. Harknett. 2019. “What’s to Like? Facebook as a Tool for Survey Data Collection.” Sociological
Methods & Research. https://doi.org/10.1177/0049124119882.477.
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