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PAOLO PALAZZI 

THE SEGMENT ATI ON OF THE LABOR MARKET IN THE UNITED 
STA TES. THE ROLE OF YOUNG PEOPLE 

J.E.L/824 

L'articolo analizza il problema della segmentazione del 
mercato del lavoro negli Stati Uniti e la collocazione 
della forza lavoro giovanile in questa segmentazione. Il 
peso dei giovani nel mercato del lavoro statunitense ha 
cominciato a divenire significativo negli anni '60 ed ha 
poi continuato ad accrescersi, al di là delle differenze di 
sesso e razziali. Ciò non significa ovviamente che non vi 
siano discriminazioni nel mercato del lavoro giovanile 
degli usA, ma piuttosto che esse hanno assunto caratteri­
stiche nuove direttamente connesse al ruolo assunto dai 
giovani nel mercato del lavoro secondario. 
Una analisi dinamica dei cambiamenti avvenuti nella 
struttura dell'occupazione negli USA mostra, in analogia 
con quanto a suo tempo avvenuto con la forza lavoro 
femminile e le minoranze etniche, il peso crescente dei 
giovani nella formazione e nella crescita del mercato del 
lavoro secondario, dove le forze di lavoro giovanili van­
no progressivamente sostituendosi a quelle femminili e 
alle minoranze etniche. Questo fenomeno trae origine 
dagli ostacoli sempre più frequenti che incontra la libera 
utilizzazione delle differenze razziali e sessuali e quindi 
dal decadere di queste come supporto alla sopravvivenza 
del mercato del lavoro secondario; in questo senso il 
ruolo assunto dai giovani nel mercato del lavoro secon­
dario appare l'avvio di un processo di sostituzione di 
donne e neri cominciato negli anni '60 in coincidenza 
dell'affermazione in quel periodo dei movimenti per i 
diritti civili. 
Questi cambiamenti non vanno letti come un fenomeno 
soltanto quantitativo avvenuto nella struttura dell'occu­
pazione, poiché essi tendono ad influenzare il ruolo e il 
funzionamento del settore secondario e la struttura della 
segmentazione del mercato del lavoro nel suo comples-
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so. In particolare occorre tener presente il carattere 
transitorio dei profili qualitativi della forza lavoro giova­
nile che per questo non appare adattabile ad una suddivi­
sione del mercato del lavoro in segmenti rigidi. 
L'articolo analizza le contraddizioni che sono sorte in 
ragione della collocazione dei giovani sul mercato del 
lavoro secondario negli USA e individua nella sfera edu­
cativa l'area in cui queste contraddizioni possono essere . 
attenuate. 

INTRODUCTION 

S tarting in the sixties the specific role of the 
youth labor market in the United States has 

grown more and more significant, over and 
above differences of sex and race. This of 
course does not mean that there are no diffe­
rences an d discriminatiòns of sex an d race with­
in the youth labor market; but these differences 
take on new characteristics that are specifically 
linked to the role of youth employment in the 
secondary labor market. 

A dynamic analysis of the changes in the 
structure of employment shows that, somewhat 
as with the historical experience of women an d 
ethnic minority groups, young people have be­
gun to play an important role, partly in substitu­
tion of that of women and blacks, in contribut­
ing to the survival and growth of the secondary 
labor market. This phenomenon is rooted in the 
tendential crisis of the free utilization of racial 
and sexual differences as the primary source of 
support for the secondary labor market; it 
appears as a thorough-going process of sub-
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stitution of blacks and women witb young peo­
ple tbat started in tbe sixties in connection witb 
tbe upsurge oftbe civil rigbts movements in tbat 
peri od. 

Tbese cbanges in tbe structure of employ­
ment do not represent a merely quantitative 
pbenomenon, but tend to affect tbe role and tbe 
functioning of tbe secondary sector and of tbe 
segmentation in generai. In particular tbe qual­
itative features of tbe youtb labor force, dif­
ferently from women and blacks, are by defini­
tion transient and tberefore not easily fitted to a 
subdivision of tbe labor market into rigid seg­
ments. 

Tbe artide analyzes tbe contradictions tbat 
bave arisen from tbe presence of young people 
on tbe secondary labor market and identifies 
tbe spbere of tbe social reproduction of tbe 
labor force, in particular education as tbe area 
wbere tbese contradictions will tend to be miti­
gated. 

THE THEORY OF SEGMENTATION 

Sin ce tbe end of tbe sixties tbere bas been a 
growing number of studies in labor economics 
tbat bave explicitly abandoned tbe bypotbesis 
of a bomogeneous labor market. Tbe literature 
on wbat is generically known as tbe «tbeory of 
labor market segmentation» (TLs) is vast and 
tbere are just as many reviews of tbe literature 
on tbis tbeme 1

. In tbis artide I sball briefly put 
forward wbat in my opinion is tbe most correct 
approacb to tbe aspects of tbe TLS tbat are re­
levant to tbis analysis. _ 

According to tbe TLS tbe functioning of tbe 
labor market is cbaracterized by tbe presence of 
two structurally different sectors. Tbere is a 
primary sector witb well-paid jobs tbat are 
bigbly stable and union-protected and tbat 
offer career prospects; tbis sector is divided into 
two sub-sectors: tbe independent primary and 
the subordinate primary. Tbe elements distin­
guisbing the two sub-sectors are essentially 
linked to tbe level of qualification and profes-
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sional expertise needed to carry out particular 
jobs. Tbe secondary sector on tbe otber band 
consists of badly-paid, insecure and non-unio­
nized jobs, offering no career prospects and 
requiring little or no professional expertise. 

In defining tbe sectors it is fundamental to 
refer first an d foremost to tbe structural cbarac­
teristics of t be jobs an d no t t o tbose of t be labor 
force employed in tbem. Tbe confusion tbat 
generally arises is due to tbe fact tbat almost 
always a segmentation of jobs is matcbed by a 
segmentation of workers; in fact, irrespectively 
from bow it is defined, tbe secondary sector 
sbows a more tban proportional presence of 
«weak» workers: women an d blacks2

• 

In tbe definition of tbe tbeoretical premises 
we sball refer to, our major stimulus bas come 
from tbe latest work of D.M. Gordon, R. Ed­
wards and M. Reicb (1982) wbicb in my opinion 
constitutes a decisive step forward in tbe defini­
tion of a tbeoretical frame of reference for tbe 
TLS. 

Tbe most notable aspect of tbe contribution 
of tbese autbors is tbat tbey analyze tbe tbeme 
of segmentation in tbe framework of a bistori­
cal analysis of tbe cbanges tbat bave taken piace 
in tbe work process in tbe USA. Segmentation is 
tbus identified as a specific bistorical pbase in 
tbe evolution of tbe structure of tbe work pro­
cess. 

Tbe tbree bistorical pbases tbat bave cbar­
acterized tbe work process in tbe development 
of American capitalism are: proletarianization, 
bomogenization and segmentation. Proletar­
ianization entails a cbange in status from inde­
pendent worker t o w age worker, witbout neces­
sarily involving a cbange in tbe way of working. 
Homogenization is a process tbat directly 
affects tbe way of working an d tends to standard­
ize and simplify tbe work process by incorpo­
rating tbe tecbnological knowledge of tbe 
workers into macbinery. Segmentation, on tbe 
contrary, tends t o differentiate qualitatively in 
tbeir logic and in tbeir dynamic jobs and labor 
markets (Gordon et al., 1982:165). 

Tbe problem of segmentation is only one 
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part of the analysis of Gordon, Edwards and 
Reich; in their work they aim at broader objec­
tives: in this artide however I shall confine 
myself to indicating those aspects of their work 
that seem to me to be more pertinent in connec­
tion with the aims of this work. 

In particular, the most important points are 
in my opinion four: 
l. 1t makes sense to talk of the segmentation of 
labor only in a historical phase characterized by 
an explicit strategy on the part of enterprises to 
differentiate systematically the work process, 
both by introducing new technologies and by 
management policies. 
2. The segmentation can only be analyzed by a 
dynamic approach: attempts to catalog and 
identify the various segments of the labor mar­
ket as static elements, separately from a dyna­
mic analysis of their transformations, willlead 
to nowhere. 
3. When analyzing the functioning of the labor 
market, the non-economie aspects, which come 
under the heading of what is called the «multi­
dimensionai character of capitalist accumula­
tion», are of decisive importance. 
4. Fora theory of segmentation to be significant 
it must not only be able to explain the features 
whereby the segmentation phase goes beyond 
the two previous phases, but also to identify the 
contradictory elements within the new phase. 

In this artide I shall analyze the changes that 
have come about in the internai composition of 
the workers in the various segments ofthe labor 
market. As I pointed out previously it is true 
that the segments should be identified indepen­
dently from the characteristics of the workers 
employed in them, butto my mind the composi­
tion of the labor force within each segment has 
no small effect on the functioning of the seg­
mented work process. In other words l believe 
it to be inadequate and a source of errar to 
consider the labor market so malleable that it 
can adapt itself to any segmentation of the work 
process. If it is only partly true that enterprises 
have complete contro} over the organization of 
production and therefore of the type of job 
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segmentation, it is even less true that this con­
trai extends to the labor force. The differentia­
tions within the labor force have multivarious 
characteristics, and depend on historical, social 
and politica} as well as economie factors. The 
possibility that these differentiations may be­
come homogeneous with the segmentation of 
jobs should be analyzed as an area of conflict 
and a source of contradictions, to the point that 
one may posit the hypothesis of a feed-back 
effect on the process itself of segmentation of 
the work process. 

YOUTH EMPLOYMENT 

The attention of eèonomists and labor 
sociologists vis-à-vis problems concerning the 
youth labor force has mainly been concentrated 
on studying and commenting on themes con­
nected with unemployment and rates of parti­
cipation. Strangely little interest is devoted to 
the analysis of the structure of youth employ­
ment, its modification over time and its specific 
feature with respect t o the average structure3

. 

Y oung people are commonly considered to 
be part of the weaker section of the labor force 
and hence suitable as one of the components, 
together with women and blacks, of the secon­
dary labor market. The peculiar characteristics 
that make young workers suitable for the 
secondary labor market can be grouped under 
two headings: the first is of «objective» charac­
teristics such as the lack of experience and spe­
cialization; the second is of «subjective» char­
acteristics connected with the cultura} attitudes 
of young people towards work. As regards the 
objective characteristics their significance is 
confined almost exdusively to those profes­
sions from which young people are structurally 
exduded inasmuch as by law or tradition they 
require a superior degree of schooling; in fact 
lack of experience cannot be considered a char­
acteristic preduding access to employment on 
the primary market. A widespread vie w, which 
in my opinion is wrong, sees young people en-
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tering the secondary labor market so as to ac­
quire the experience that will enable them to 
move on to the primary market. The character­
istic feature of secondary jobs is that they do 
not require, and therefore do not give, any 
professional expertise: on the contrary the ex­
perience needed for primary jobs is acquired by 
entering directly (al bei t in a subordinate posi­
tion) the primary market. 

The subjective characteristics may be sum­
med up by the so-called «spirit of adventure». 
On the one hand this attitude leads young peo­
ple to look on their first entry into the labor 
market as a possibility of economie independ­
ence. Work is seen as a mere source of income, 
independently from career prospects or the 
quality of the work itself: this makes them 
agreeable to accepting secondary jobs. On the 
other hand this «spiri t of adventure» appears in 
the eyes of employers in the primary market as 
a lack of those characteristics of reliability, 
credibility and serious-mindedness which can 
be found more easily in older people. When 
looking at young people's willingness to under­
take a secondary job their cultural attitude 
must be considered significant for those young 
people who have, or think they have, good 
chances in the immediate future of obtaining a 
better job on the market or even a complete 
change in status. These are therefore predomi­
nantly young white middle class males whose 
first job constitutes a second and secondary 
occupation with respect to their studies and is 
se e n as a temporary parenthesis in their lives4

• 

For other young people (women, blacks and 
poor whites) entering the secondary job market 
turns out to have nothing to do with their being 
young but a lotto do with their being women, 
black and poor; their chances of leaving the 
secondary job market are therefore consider­
ably smaller. 

lf the problem of the functioning of the 
youth labor market were confined to these 
aspects i t would lose its specific character, or 
rather, as regards the analysis of the structure 
of employment, it would be reduced within the 
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problems of the employment of women and 
racial minority groups and of intergenerational 
mobility. It is therefore no accident, as we have 
already mentioned, that the interest of those 
concerned with the youth labor market has 
mainly focussed on the problems of unemploy­
ment and rates of participation. 

In this paper I shall analyze the themes of 
youth employment as a specific segment of the 
labor force. The identification of the specific 
characteristics of the youth labor force will be 
made possible by an analysis of the historical 
dynamic of the qualitative structure within the 
secondary labor market. 

YOUNG PEOPLE IN THE STRUCTURE OF THE LABOR 

FORCE 

We give some data which offer an overall 
vie w of the composi ti o n of the labor force in the 
USA, highlighting the role and specific weight 
of the youth labor force. 

The data shown in tables l, 2 an d 3 refer 
respectively to the dynamic and to the structure 
of the labor force, t o the rates of participation 
and those of unemployment for the years 1960 
and 1980. 

The most significant phenomena concern 
women and young people: both these catego­
ries increase considerably within the labor force 
and this growth is independent from demog­
raphic factors insofar as their rates of participa­
tion also increase. The black labor force shows 
a slight increase in the total over the twenty­
year period, while it remains constant amongst 
young people. 

What we are concerned with here is to iden­
tify the peculiar characteristics of the youth 
labor force with respect to the average. There 
are three main points: 
l. The rate of participation increases both for 
young males and females; for adults there is, in 
contrast, an increase for women and a reduc­
tion for men. 
2. The rates of participation for adult, blacks 
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TABLE l. Civilian Labor Force by Sex, Race and 
Age 1960-1980 

Ali Workers 
Female 
Black and Other 
Ali Workers 
16-19 years 

Female 
16-19 years 
Black and Other 
16-19 years 

1980 ·100 
1960 

150.4 
192.4 
169.4 

190.3 

209.1 

185.5 

Percent of 
Ali Workers 

1960 1980 

33.3 42.6 
11.1 12.5 

6.9 8.8 

Percent of Ali 
Workers 

16-19 years 

1960 1980 

42.5 46.7 

11.7 11.4 

Source: us Department of Labor, Employment and 
Training Report of the President. 

TABLE 2. Participation Rate by Sex, Race and Age 
1960-1980 

White Black and 
Other 

T o tal 
Male Fe- Male Fe-

male male 

Total Labor Force 

1960 59.4 83.4 36.5 83.0 48.2 
1980 63.7 78,2 51.2 71.5 53.6 

Labor Force 16-19 

1960 44.0 55.9 40.2 57.5 32.8 
1980 56.7 63.7 56.2 43.3 35.9 

Source: See Table l. 
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TABLE 3. Unemployment Rate by Sex, Race and 
Age 1960-1980 

White Black and 
Other 

Total 
Male Fe- Male Fe-

male male 

Total Labor Force 

1960 5.5 4.8 5.3 10.7 9.4 
1980 7.1 6.1 6.5 13.3 13.1 

Labor Force 16-19 

1960 14.7 14.0 12.7 24.0 24.8 
1980 17.8 14.8 12.7 31.7 31.3 

Source: See Table l. 

and whites, show the same dynamic ((reduction 
for men, increase for women), whereas the 
rates of participation for young blacks and 
whites follow a different trend. For young white 
males there is an increase; for women the in­
crease is greater than in the adult female labor 
force; amongst young blacks there is a heavy 
drop in the rate of participation for mal es and a 
slight growth for females. 
3. The unemployment rate for young women is 
lower than for young men, while amongst 
adults it is the other way round. 

As regards the first point the significant 
aspect is that the increase in the youth presence 
in the labor force coincides with an increase in 
the presence of young white males on the labor 
market. Any differences in behavior between 
the youth and adult labor markets cannot there­
fore be attributed to a greater female presence, 
insofar as the phenomenon of «feminization» of 
the labor force has been more accentuated, in 
the period we are looking at, amongst adults 
than amongst young people. The second point 
indicates how racial discrimination on the 
youth labor market takes on different charac-
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teristics than it does with respect to the adult 
labor force. Even ifthe unemployment rates for 
blacks and whites, both amongst young people 
and adults, are equaliy far apart (for blacks the 
rate is twice as high), the level reached by the 
'youth unemployment rate for blacks is so high 
that it has devastating effects even on the rates 
of participation. 

The third and last observation concerns the 
difference in unemployment rates between 
men and women for young people and for 
adults. The fact that the unemployment rate for 
young women is lower than for young men can­
not be simply interpreted as a phenomenon of 
discouragement from entering the labor mar­
ket: in fact the rate of participation for young 
women has grown considerably and has nearly 
reached the rate for young men. A plausible 
explanation is that sexual differences in job 
opportunities have dropped or at any rate are 
smaller amongst young people than amongst 
adults. 

THE SEGMENTED LABOR MARKET 

As regards the analysis of the structure of 
jobs and the distribution of employment we 
shall refer to the subdivision worked out by 
Gordon et al. (1982) which not only from a 
theoretical but also from an empirica} stand­
point has stood up weli t o tests of consistency5

. 

W e have therefore grouped jobs into three seg­
ments: the independent primary, the subordin­
ate primary and the secondary. 

The problem of attributing the various jobs 
an d professions to each of the three segments is 
far from simple. lt would involve a detailed 
analysis of the contents of the various jobs and 
their evolution over time, and therefore a very 
high availability of disaggregation. The solution 
adopted here is a simplified version of the 
analysis, effected by Gordon (1982) and not yet 
published: the simplification is dictated above 
ali by the availability of data on the structure of 
employment by age groups6

• 
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I have considered as belonging to the inde­
pendent primary sector ali non-manual jobs in 
management and requiring highly professional 
expertise, and also those manual jobs that, on 
account of their highly professional an d special­
ized nature, have considerable possibilities of 
controliing the organization and effort of their 
own labor. The subordinate primary market 
includes those jobs, non-manual and manual, 
that w e could cali «structural»: although these 
jobs have characteristics that are typical of the 
primary market (job security, career opportu­
nities, negotiating capaciti es, etc.) the worker 
has a limited control over his own labor owing 
to the fact that his level of professional exper­
tise is confined to the specific tasks in which he 
is employed. Lastly the secondary market is 
made up of manual jobs with no specialization 
an d of manual jobs in sectors dominated by the 
fragmentation of jobs and workers. In a note 
I give a more analytical classification of the 
various professions 7 . 

A classification of this type naturaliy gives 
rise to many problems. I shali refer briefly to 
the main ones: the independent primary mar­
ket includes some professions that ought to be 
in the subordinate market (for example, 
teachers in the lower levels of the school sys­
tem); certain white-collar professions and 
salespeople ought to be placed in the secondary 
market but are in the subordinate primary; in 
the subordinate sector we find certain guaran­
teed an d «wealthy>> professions (policemen, 
firemen) that ought to be in the subordinate 
primary market. 

Given the leve l of disaggregation of the data 
it has not been possible to correct ali possible 
errors of classification; the fact however that we 
are conducting a dynamic analysis limits a t least 
partly these deficiencies, since what is impor­
tant is not so much to photograph the different 
breadth of the segments as to observe the 
changes in the internai composition of the va­
rious segments. Since the classification errors 
have limited weight within each segment they 
are not able to falsify the overali trends, even if 
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their behavior were to be còmpletely anoma­
lous. Furthermore this study addresses princi­
pally the role of youth employment in the seg­
mentation and it does not appea-r that classifica­
tion errors can have a decisive influence on the 
structural changes of this segment of the labor 
force. 

The data on the structure of the labor force 
were processed for three years (1960, 1970, 
1980), while for previous years we shall refer 
mainly to the results of the analysis conducted 
by Wool and Phillips (1975). 

Table 4 shows the distribution of the total of 
the employed, and ofwomen, blacks and young 
people, into the three segments. Our first re­
mark is that within an overall growth of em­
ployment ( +48% over the twenty years) there 
do not appear to have been considerable 
changes in the relative weight of the three sec­
tors: it can therefore be stated that the overall 
structure of the segmentation is substantially 
stablé. 

In this frame of stability in the structure of 
jobs it is interesting to see how great the 

changes have been in the composition of em­
ployment within each segment. First of ali i t can 
be noted how the data on women and blacks 
confirm their definition as weak members of 
the labor force, given their disproportionate 
presence in the secondary sector. However if 
w e analyze the dynamic of the data over the las t 
twenty years we see that the relative presence 
of both these segments of the labor force in the 
secondary sector has go ne down considerably. 

For the blacks this phenomenon occurs 
against a background of substantial stability as 
regards their weight in overall employment, 
accompanied by a drop in their rate of parti­
cipation. This leads to a sharp reduction in the 
weight of black workers within the secondary 
sector: from 27% in 1960 to 18.4% in 1980. For 
women, whose weight within total employment 
grows considerably, there is a slight increase in 
their relative presence on the secondary mar­
ket, although this is much smaller than the total 
increase (between 1960 and 1980 the weight of 
women in employment goes up from 33.3% to 
42.4%, whereas the figures for the secondary 

TABLE 4. Distribution of Workers among Segments by Sex, Race and Age (1960, 1970, 1980) 

Segments 
1980 

·100 Alt Workers Female 
1960 

1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

lndependent Primary 157 39.2 39.8 41.7 19.0 20.4 25.9 
Subordinate Primary 146 39.6 41.4 39.1 53.2 56.0 52.6 
Secondary 133 21.2 18.8 19.2 27.8 23.6 21.5 

T o tal 148 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 

Black and Other Alt Workers 16-19 years 

1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

lndependent Primary 16.6 21.8 27.8 10.5 8.1 11.2 
Subordinate Primary 29.2 39.0 40.7 54.6 48.8 42.3 
Secondary 54.2 39.2 31.5 34.9 43.1 46.5 

T o tal 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 

Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Employment and Earnings. 
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TABLE 5. Percent of Workers in the Segments by Sex, Race and Age ( 1960, 1970, 1980) 

Female 
Segments 

1960 1970 1980 

Independent Primary 16.0 19.3 26.4 
Subordinate Primary 44.9 51.1 57.0 
Secondary 43.7 47.3 47.6 

Total 33.3 37.7 42.4 

Source: See Table 4. 

sector are respectively 43.7% and 47.6%). In 
correspondence with the drop in the weight of 
women and blacks on the secondary market we 
have a growth in their presence in the primary 
sectors: for the blacks this growth takes piace 
evenly over the whole twenty-year period an d is 
distributed almost proportionately between the 
independent primary and subordinate primary; 
for women on the other hand there is a sharp 
increase in the subordinate primary sector dur­
ing the first ten-year period, whereas from 1970 
to 1980 the increase is concentrated in the inde-, 
pendent primary. 

These phenomena, which emerge from the 
analysis of the changes in the composition of 
the segments of employment, can be inter­
preted in generai as an improvement in the 
structure of female and black employment, in 
the sense of their tending to assume a structure 
of employment more like the average9

• Of 
course this is a tendential process of improve­
ment that is stili far from climinating complete­
ly the traditional discrimination: even in 1980 
the figures for secondary sector eìnployment 
for women and blacks were respectively 21.5% 
and 31.5%, as against an average of 19.2% 10

. 1t 
should be pointed out that, at least as regards 
female employment for which the pre-1960 
data are available, there is a change in tendency 
beginning in the sixties 11

. 

Even if it is not possible in this artide to 
develop the theme of job market discrimination 
against women and blacks, I think it is impor-
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Black and Ocher 16-19 years 

1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

4.4 5.8 7.4 1.8 1.5 2.1 
7.8 10.1 11.6 8.7 9.2 8.4 

27.0 22.3 18.4 10.3 17.8 19.0 

10.5 10.7 11.2 6.3 7.8 7.8 

tant to point out that a deeper analysis of discri­
mination within the single segments shows how 
this tendency to overcome the traditional sub­
ordination of women and blacks on the job 
market poses ne w problems for the study of the 
functioning of segmentation. The point that 
seems most important, and to which we refer 
briefly, is the parallel way in which, as the pre­
sence of women an d blacks increases in certain 
professions on the primary market (for exam­
ple, clerical an d teaching), so the rating of those 
professions deteriorates. lt seems as if we have 
a reversal of the cause-effect nexus between 
type of job and characteristics of the worker: 
a) In the classic situation we start with the exist­
ence of degrading jobs, and racial and sexual 
discrimination within society is used in such a 
way that, almost as a natural phenomenon, 
these jobs can easily be attributed to these cate­
gories of workers; consequently the social dis­
crimination of women and blacks tends to re­
produce itself. 
b) In the ne w situation there is a soci al thrust to 
overcome discrimination on the job market for 
women and blacks. Women and blacks have 
greater access to professions from which they 
were previously barred; at the same time there 
is a change in the structure of the work process 
in these professions tending to introduce new 
differentiations. This process is facilitated and 
accelerated «painlessly» by the utilization of 
blacks and women for the «degraded» sectors 
of these professions (for them in any case it 
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represents a social betterment) while white 
adult males continue to be used for the better 
positions. 

This phenomenon is a significant indication 
of ho w, even in a situation of relative stability in 
job structure, it is important to analyze the 
dynamic of the internai composition of seg­
mentation. In particular, the utilization of sex­
ual and racial differences within the labor mar­
ket has been undergoing a transformation. A 
phase in which stress was placed mainly on an 
«absolute» inequality, relegating the weaker 
position of the labor force, namely women and 
blacks, to occupations on the secondary mar­
ket, has been succeeded by a phase in which the 
inequality tends to be «relative», in the sense 
that this labor force is utilized more an d more to 
accentuate the stratification of the primary 
labor market into independent and subordinate 
sectors. As we shall see more clearly below this 
phenomenon is of decisive importance for the 
understanding of what has happened in youth 
employment. 

THE STRUCTURE OF YOUTH EMPLOYMENT 

The picture is completely different when we 
look at the data on the youth labor force in 
Tables 6 an d 7. 

Employed youth between the ages of 16 and 
19 increase their share of total employment 
between 1960 and 1970 and then stabilize at 

around 8%. Looking a t their distribution in the 
three segments of employment, we see that 
young people, like women and blacks, are more 
than proportionately present in the secondary 
sector. But the dynamic during the period con­
sidered is completely different than that for 
women and blacks: starting from 1960 the 
quota of young people employed in secondary 
sector jobs increases considerably, while their 
quotas in both primary sectors diminish12

. 

In 1980 the weight of employed youth within 
the secondary sector is 19%, and 46.5% of em­
ployed youth has a secondary sector job; in 
1960 the figures were respectively 10.3% and 
34.9% 13

• 

Two import4nt aspects of this phenomenon 
should be noted: 
a) The redistribution of youth employment 
appears to be a structural phenomenon uninflu­
enced by factors of the dynamic of the supply of 
youth labor force. In fact this redistribution 
takes piace both in the sixties and in the seven­
ties: in the first of these two decades the weight 
ofyoung workers increases, while in the second 
it remains constant. Furthermore the youth 
labor force increases by about 50% in the first 
decade whereas in the second it goes up by 
almost half, 27%. 
b) The redistribution is. also independent from 
factors of the dynamic of the demand for labor. 
There is no correlation between the variation in 
the number of jobs and the variation in the 
presence of young people14

• Furthermore the 

TABLE 6. Distribution of Workers 16-19 years among Segments by Sex and Race (1960, 1970, 1980) 

Male Female Black and Other 
Segments 

1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

Independent Primary -- 13.5 11.4 16.3 6.1 4.0 5.4 6.2 8.5 n.a. 
Subordinate Primary 46.0 39.8 31.2 66.0 60.2 54.8 28.5 49.4 n.a. 
Secondary 40.5 48.8 52.5 27.9 35.8 39.8 65.3 42.1 n.a. 

Total 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. 100. n.a. 

Source: See Table 4. For Black and Other: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Population Characteristics. 
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TABLE 7. Percent of Workers 16-19 years in the Segments by Sex and Age (1960, 1970, 1980) 

Segments 
1960 

Independent Primary 24.7 
Subordinate Primary 51.9 
Secondary 33.8 

T o tal 42.9 

Source: See Table 6. 

rates of unemployment (total and youth) vary 
considerably over the twenty-year period with­
out this having any notable effects on the struc­
ture of youth employment. 

lt can therefore be stated that the changes in 
the structure of youth employment are not only 
independent from generai cyclical factors but 
cannot even be explained if we confine 
ourselves to analyzing the dynamic between 
specific supply and demand for the youth Iabor 
force. 

A more precise picture of what has hap­
pened in the structure of youth employment 
can be obtained by analyzing the composition 
of youth employment according to sex and 
race. 

The figures given in Table 6 show that, con­
trarily to what has happened for total female 
employment, young women have increased 
their presence within the secondary Iabor mar­
ket. Also for young males there is an increase in 
the weight of secondary employment: amongst 
young people, in contrast to the case of adults, 
there is a homogeneous dynamic between male 
and female employment. 

The distribution of young women amongst 
the three segments · of employment, which in 
1960 was similar to the average for female em­
ployment, tends, over the twenty-year period, 
to move closer to the average for young people. 

For young blacks the situation appears very 
different: a t Ieast in the first of the two decades 
- but there are indications that this is also true 

Female Black and Other 
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1970 1980 1960 1970 1980 

21.8 22.7 6.0 9.7 n.a. 
54.8 61.1 5.3 9.4 n.a. 
37.2 40.2 16.3 8.5 n.a. 

44.5 47.2 10.3 9.3 n.a. 

in the second 15
- the structure of employment 

changes notably with a shift towards the pri­
mary market. As already mentioned, this takes 
piace against a backdrop of dramatically rising 
unemployment rates, declining rates of parti­
cipation and a reduction in the weight of young 
blacks in youth employment. The reduction in 
the weight of secondary occupations for young 
blacks (it is also a reduction in absolute terms) 
is to be interpreted as a phenomenon whereby 
young blacks are expelled from the secondary 
Iabor market which traditionally employed 
over 60% of young black workers. So for young 
blacks too, one can speak of a deterioration in 
the employment situation: this deterioration 
does not take piace within the structure of em­
ployment, but in society as a whole, taking into 
account the increase both of the unemployment 
rate and of the rate of participation. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The conclusions that can be drawn from the 
results illustrated in this paper come under 
three headings. 

The first point concerns the specific pro­
blem of youth employment. Young people 
have increased their numbers in employment 
irrespective of demographic phenomena. This 
increase has not been proportional in the three 
job segments. Starting in the sixties the youth 
Iabor force - in particular male and female 
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whites - played a growing role in the feeding 
an d reproduction of the secondary sector. 
Young people tend to replace the traditionally 
weaker part of the labor force, blacks and 
women, who, over the last twenty years, have 
been employed more and more in professions 
belonging to the primary market. This phe­
nomenon cannot be explained by factors of de­
mography and/or the quantity of the supply of 
work. In fact the increment in the percentage of 
women employed in the primary sector is much 
higher than the increment in the weight of 
female employment, whereas the weight of 
blacks in employment and in the labor force 
increases very little and in any case it is much 
smaller than their increase in weight in primary 
jobs. 

The generai cause of this process should 
rather be sought in the powerful mass move­
ments for civil rights of the sixties, the main 
objective of which was equality of opportunity 
and an end to discrimination against women 
and blacks. lt should be stressed that the better­
ment of employment conditions for women and 
blacks must not be interpreted as a natura) 
evolution of civil life: in fact, as already men­
tioned, between 1940 and 1960 there had been a 
worsening in the structure of employment at 
least against women. What happened in the 
sixties was a rea) change-around in direction. 

The aims pursued by the movements of the 
sixties often took concrete shape in specific leg­
islative attitudes against the discrimination of 
blacks and women in schooling and work. But, 
over and above the anti-discrimination laws, 
important as these were, it was the politica) and 
cultura) changes that facilitated the access of 
women and blacks to professions that had 
hitherto been rarely accessible. 

In the transformation of the structure of the 
working process after the second world war the 
possibility of utilizing the weaker parts of the 
labor force like women and blacks in the secon­
dary market has played a key role in the strength 
ening of the process of segmentation. 

Since the sixties there has been to a greater 
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and greater extent a definite reduction in the 
readiness of women and blacks to apply «a 
priori» for secondary jobs. This reduction has 
been matched by an increase in the utilization 
of youth in the secondary sector: the net effect 
has been a stability in the quota of secondary 
jobs, but with a considerable change in the 
structure of the employed l ab or force 16

• 

This substitution process was originally 
based on a change in the qualitative character 
of the traditional quota of the supply of weak 
labor; at the same time it is encouraged by the 
birth of new qualitative factors in the supply of 
youth labor force. 

From the end of the war until 1960 youth 
employment played a both numerically and 
qualitatively marginai role: the distribution of 
young people within the segments had under­
gone few changes and in any case in the direc­
tion of an overall improvement. 

It is clear that young workers possess qual­
itative characteristics which objectively make 
them more suitable for professions belonging to 
the secondary market. As already mentioned 
these characteristics are partly objective (Iack 
of experience an d professional expertise) an d 
partly subjective ( expectations of mobility, 
readiness for part-time work); but unti) the six­
ties this participation in the secondary market 
was scarce and was declining. 

In the sixties the sudden increase in the 
demand for labor for jobs in the secondary 
sector encounters a ready response from young 
people. The cultura) aspect is, in my opinion, 
the most important factor contributing, as it 
evolved, to the ease with which youth employ­
ment spread in the secondary sector. It should 
in fact be remembered that this phenomenon is 
exclusively confined to young whites (males 
and females) in whom the subjective character­
istics making them more suitable for secondary 
jobs are more prominent. 

In my opinion the most significant cultura) 
aspects reinforcing the willingness of young 
whites to accept secondary jobs are two: 
a) The great increase in their spiri t of independ-
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erice from their families. Y outh employment 
used 'to be encouraged by families for house­
hold budget reasons or as an ideological-educa­
tional introduction to work; it has been turning 
more and more into a precocious search by 
young people for freedom from economie and 
psychological dependence on their families. 

b) The new attitude to work. No longer viewed 
as a value in itself, work is now looked on as a 
mere instrument for obtaining income, and 
many of the illusions of self-actualization 
through work no longer hold good17 . 

Both these elements have considerably 
reinforced the scarce selectiveness with which 
young people choose their first jobs; as a con­
sequence the greater availability of secondary 
jobs has been matched by a generic increase in 
the supply of white youth labor force. 

Many of these changes in the cultura! atti­
tude of youth are a direct result of the opposi­
tion movements of the sixties: it may be 
asserted, paradoxically, that the same themes 
of the mass movements that led blacks and 
women to move higher up the employment !ad­
der facilitated, on the contrary, the filling of 
secondary jobs with youth labor force. 

The other two points concern the TLS. Un­
doubtedly the approach to the study of the 
changes in the employment structure which 
ut.ilizes the scheme ofthe segmented labor mar­
ket has turned aut to be extremely useful. But 
above ali what matters is the ability to view the 
phenomena under examination in the perspec­
tive of a TLS that sees segmentation as a dynam­
ic phenomenon transforming the work process: 
i t is this that gives us the possibility of interpret­
ing the phenomena themselves. 

l. In the course of this study it has emerged 
clearly that in order to understand the function­
ing of the segmented labor market it is impor­
tant to analyze not only the quantitative but 
also the qualitative changes in the structure of 
employment. The modifications that have 
taken piace in the secondary labor market do 
not concern merely the massive entrance of 
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young whites; but also a change in the quantita­
tive characteristics of the youth labor force. 

The traditional mechanisms of mobility far 
young people employed in the secondary sector 
used to be the following: for young women 
there was a high probability of their remaining 
in si de the secondary labor market or, as an 
alternative, of their leaving the labor market 
altogether; for blacks there was the virtual cer­
tainty of staying in the secondary market «for 
life»; also for young whites who entered the 
secondary labor market, the chances of their 
remaining in it were very high 18 . In synthesis, . 
the expectations of the young people who en­
tered the secondary labor market were, for the 
most p art, t o stay t h ere for ever; even if in terms 
of numbers they were marginai, the role of 
youth on the secondary labor market was to 
feed it by growing old. The employment pat­
tern of the young people who entered the 
secondary labor market was the same as the 
overall structure where the elements of discri­
mination were sex, race, and class origin. 

The transformations that took piace be­
tween 1960 and 1980 constituted a radica! re­
volution of both the quantitative structure of 
the secondary market and the expectations of 
young people: 
a) for young women expectations of upward 
mobility ha ve risen considerably, and it is a 
much less frequent occurrence far them to 
leave the labor market; 
b) for young whites, of whom huge numbers 
have entered the secondary market, the fact 
that they take secondary jobs is closely linked 
to their ideological attitude to work; 
c) for young blacks there has been a t o ne an d 
the same time an increase in the difficulties they 
encounter in entering the secondary labor mar­
ket and greater expectations of better condi­
tions of work. 

In correspondence therefore with the mod­
ifications in social status of women and blacks 
and the reduction in the proportion of adults, 
there has been within the secondary sector an 
increase in expectations of upward mobility. 
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2. There now arises the question of how these 
modifications may influence the role and func­
tioning of the secondary labor market. 

lf the expectations of mobility tended to 
have objective bases the secondary labor mar­
ket would lose one of its principal features: its 
scarce upward mobility. An ever greater quota 
of employees would te n d to leave the secondary 
market, after a short stay, and move to higher 
levels of employment. The problem arises in­
sofar as these expectations of mobility are for 
the most part destined to remain unsatisfied 
both owing to the lack of a sufficient number of 
better jobs (unless we envisage a highly im­
probable corresponding downward mobility), 
and because the organization of the segmented 
labor process is based precisely on the difficulty 
in moving from o ne segment to another. Even if 
it is in practicc impossible to supply statistica! 
proof as to the mobility of young people who 
be gin their working li ves o n the secondary labor 
market, there are substantial indications that 
their expectations of spending only a short time 
in the secondary labor market are to a great 
extent false hopes19

. 

A neglected, butto my mind centrai, theme 
of the TLS is the relationship between the struc­
ture of jobs and that of the work-force. In the 
case of the secondary labor market, on account 
of the structural change in the labor force em­
ployed in it, we find a contradiction between 
the rigid functioning of the secondary market 
and the expectations of mobility entertained by 
a growing portion of the workers employed in 
i t. 

The development of this contradiction not 
only poses problems to the correct functioning 
ofthe secondary labor market, but also tends to 
reflect o n the e n t ire econom y20

. The «Conflict» 
between the segmentation ofjobs and the struc­
ture of the work -force, which characterized che 
functioning of the American labor market in 
the seventies, can be resolved in two alternative 
ways: either the jobs are transformed or the 
workers are transformed. The tendency tO­
wards the transformation of secondary jobs 
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ought to develop in the sense of their acquiring 
certain characteristics typical of primary jobs. 
For example the thrust towards mobility from 
one segment to another could be mitigated by 
the introduction of career possibilities in secon­
dary jobs. It is clear that this process would 
constitute a real tum-around in the now histor­
ically consolidated tendency of the transforma­
tion of the work process via the introduction of 
segmentation, and would have broad repercus­
sions on the generai economie set-up. It is much 
more probable that a tendency will prevail 
whereby the labor force is homogenized to 
secondary jobs. 

The traditional channel through which the 
labor force is induced to accept secondary em­
ployment «willingly» is to use recessive phases, 
i. e. the threat of unemployment. In my opinion 
this channel is not efficacious if it is not at the 
same time accompanied by a policy for repro­
ducing a new type of labor force that is socially 
and culturally more suited for remaining within 
the secondary labor market. In fact a some­
what rigid behavior on the part of the labor 
force has now become consolidated vis-à-vis 
cyclical phases and unemployment rates. It 
therefore becomes important also to introduce 
a qualitative type of policy for the supply of 
labor. The increase in non-selective an d scarce­
ly professionalized schooling, often objectively 
criticai with respect to the ruling order and 
principi es of American society, is o ne of the 
results of the mass schooling of the seventies. 
On the one hand this contributed considerably 
to producing young people who were unsuit­
able fora disciplined entrance onto the primary 
market21

, and on the other young people w ho 
could only temporarily be used in the secondary 
labor market owing to the increase in the num­
ber of years they spent in school and their 
greater expectations of mobility. A re-equilib­
rium in the secondary labor market therefore 
implies decisive action vis-à-vis the school sys­
tem as the main focus for the social reproduc­
tion of the labor force. This action, already 
under way for some time, aims at the massive 



,. 

Economia & Lavoro 

introduction within the schools of a segmenta­
tion that will reflect more faithfully the seg­
mentation of the job structure. 

It is of course impossible to foresee what 
results there will be from a policy of this kind: 
what we can forecast is that the problems of the 
functioning of the labor market will affect more 
and more the sectors of social reproduction. 

1 The literature on the TLS has become most volumi­
nous. We shall confine ourselves to indicating, besides 
the now classic two reviews Cain (1975), Cain (1976) 
some subsequent studies: Rubery (1978), Edwards 
(1979), Loveridge and Mok (1979), Gordon et al. 
(1982), Hodson and Kaufman (1982). 

2 In the course of the artici e I shall extend the mean­
ing of <<blacks» to cover other minorities, mainly Hispan­
ics and Asians. 

3 Notable exceptions are the studies by: Kalachek 
(1969), Wool and Phillips (1975), Osterman (1980), 
Freeman and Medoff (1980). 

4 The presence of these young people within the 
secondary labor market is often interpreted as a further 
accentuation of inequality against the interests of the 
poorer classes. See for example: Piore (1975), Osterman 
(1980). 

5 For an analysis of the empirica! studi es that use this 
subdivision, see Gordon et al. (1982). 

6 The leve! of disaggregation of jobs is very lo w when 
it is combined with the age distribution of those em­
ployed. This is particularly true as regards the data given 
in <<Employment and eamings». 

7 The classification used is the following: Indepen­
dent primary sector (professional and technical, mana­
gers and administrators, farmers and farm managers, 
craft and kindred workers). Subordinate primary sector: 
(sales workers, clerical workers, operatives). Secondary 
sector: (farm and nonfarm laborers, service workers). 

8 This phenomenon of stability in the overall struc­
ture of the labor force is confirmed by studies that utilize 
different classifications and data. from those utilized in 
this work. Freeman and Medoff (1980) use both census 
data and data from the CPS, in Gordon et al. (1982) a 
different classification is used and the data are those of 
the census, but in ali cases a picture of substantial stabil­
ity emerges. 

9 W e have calculated an index of segregation in the 
various years for blacks, women and young people. The 
method used is the «Standardized segregation index» 
which measures the change in size of the various profes-
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sions (Burris and Wharton, 1982). The results, which I 
am not giving here for space limitations, confirm a defi­
nite drop in segmentation for blacks and women and an 
increase for young people between 1960 and 1980. 

10 The data for 1982 confirm this trend: the distribu­
tion of blacks and women employed in the secondary 
sector diminishes slightly from 1980 while the number of 
secondary jobs increases a little. 

11 For women there is a worsening in the structure of 
employment from 1940 to 1960. For blacks no data are 
available for the years before 1960. 

12 This process begins in the sixties. From the data 
produced by Wool and Phillips (1975) it appears that 
between 1940 and 1960 young people improve their 
employment structure. 

13 The data for 1982 confirm this trend. In 1982 
49.3% of young people in employment are in secondary 
jobs. 

14 For example in two fast-growing areas of employ­
ment (clerical and service workers), young people are 
diminishing in the former and increasing in the latter. In 
two other, slow growing or static types of job (farm and 
nonfarm laborers) young people remain constant in the 
first and increase in the second. 

15 At the time of writing, data on jobs classified by 
age-group are not available from the 1980 census. 

16 Nothing can be asserted as to what the number of 
secondary jobs would have been if the availability of 
women and blacks had remained constant or risen. Cer­
tainly a more or less determined resistance to take on 
certain jobs can limit their numerica! growth. The in­
crease in the readiness of young people may have, at 
least in part, balanced out the situation. 

17 On the youth culture of the sixties and seventies 
and its impact on the world of work the literature is 
profuse. See for example Institute of Industriai Rela­
tions (1970), Sheppard and Herrick (1972), Aronovitz 
(1974), Yankelovich (1974), O'Toole (1977), Osterman 
(1980). 

18 In the years before 1960 it was much less common 
for young whites to take secondary jobs. Young people 
who started their working lives in the secondary sector 
were mostly of relatively low social origin. 

19 Mobility from the secondary labor market to­
wards other segments continues to be low for young 
people too. On the contrary horizontal mobility within 
the secondary sector is very widespread. Overall, the 
chances are high that a young person who enters the 
secondary labor market will be forced to remain there 
(Sommers and Eck, 1977; Irra, 1978). 

20 The contradiction between high unemployment 
rates and labor shortages in particular professions is 
well known. Around 1970 this phenomenon begins to 
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become significant not only and not so much for highly 
specialized professions but also within the secondary 
labor market, to such an extent that immigration stays 
high even in recession. 

21 On the difficulty of young people in adjusting to 
jobs that are well-paid and stable, but alienating and 
fatiguing (to a large extent jobs on the subordinate prim­
ary labor market) see the studies cited in footnote 17. 

REFERENCES 

Stanley Aronowitz, 1973, False Promises, New York, 
McGraw Hill. 
Val Burris and Amy Wharton, 1982, Sex segregation in 
the U.S. labor force, in <<The Review of Radica! Politica! 
Economics», n. 3, pp. 43-56. 
Glenn C. Cain, 1975, The challenge of dual and radica! 
theories of the !ab or market to orthodox theory, in 
<<American Economie Review>>, n. 2, pp. 16-22; 
- 1976, The cha!lenge of segmented labor market 
theories to orthodox theory: a survey, in «lournal of 
Economie Literature>>, n. 4, pp. 1215-1257. 
Richard C. Edwards, 1979, Contested Terrain, New 
York, Basic Books. 
Richard B. Freeman, and James I. Medoff, 1980, The 
youth !ab or market problem in the U.S.: an overview, in 
<<National Bureau of Economie Research>>, Youth Em­
ployment Problem, Report 29. May. 
David M. Gordon, unpubl., Segmentation by the num­
bers: empirica! applications of the theory of labor seg­
memation. 
David M. Gordon, Richard C. Edwards, and Michael 
Reich, 1982, Segmented Work, Divided Workers, Cam­
bridge Ma., Cambridge U.P. 

61 

Randy Hodson and Robert L. Kaufman, 1982, Econo­
mie dualism: A critica! review, in <<American Sociologi­
cal RevieW>>, n. 47, pp. 727-739. 
Industriai Relation Research Association, 1978, Pro­
ceedings of the 31st Annua! Meeting, Chicago. 
Institute of Industriai Relation, 1971, Proceedings of the 
13th Annua! Research Conference in Industriai Rela­
tion, March 17, 1980, Los Angeles. 
Edward D. Kalachek, 1969, The Youth Labor Market, 
Policy Papers in Human Resources and Industriai Rela­
tions, n. 12, University of Michigan, Wayne State Uni­
versity. 
Roy Loveridge and Albert L. Mok, 1979, Theories of 
Labour Market Segmentation, London, Martinus Ni­
jhoff Social Science Division. 
Pau! Osterman, 1980, Getting Started. The Youth Labor 
Market, Cambridge Ma., M.I.T. Press. 
Michael J. Piore, 1975, Notes fora theory oflabor market 
straufication, in Richard C. Edwards, Michael Reich, 
and David M. Gordon, Labor Market Segmentation, 
l..exington Ma., Lexington Books. 
Jill Rubery, 1978, Structured labour markets, worker 
organization and low pay, in «Cambridge Journal of 
Economics>>, n. l, pp. 17-36. 
Harold L. Sheppard and Neal Herrick, 1972, Where 
Have Al! the Robots Gane?, New York, Free Press 
Sommers, Dixie and Eck Alan. 
- 1977, Occupational mobility in the America n Labor 
force, in <<Monthly Labor RevieW>>, n. l, pp. 3-19. 
Harold Wool and Bruce D. Phillips, 1975, The Labor 
Supply far Lower-Level Occupations, Washington DC, 
National Planning Association 
Daniel Yankelovich, 1974, The New Morality; A Profile 
of American Youth in the 70's, New York, McGraw Hill. 


